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Praise for Moonshot


‘Wonderfully entertaining, deeply personal, and filled with heart-pounding stories of life among the stars. Mike Massimino has gathered lessons from his decades as a NASA astronaut that will help all us earthbound mortals find success in whatever journey we are on. Moonshot is exactly the book we all need right now!’ —Admiral William H. McRaven, US Navy, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Make Your Bed and The Wisdom of the Bullfrog


‘Moonshot by Mike Massimino – indisputably, the coolest astronaut who has ever lived – is a truly out of this world guidebook for life that we all need to read: a delightful, insightful analysis of what it means to achieve, to succeed, and to dream really big’ —Mayim Bialik, PhD, neuroscientist, actress, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Girling Up


‘An exhilarating journey into the profound principles of leadership, the transformative power of teamwork, and the unwavering commitment to integrity that underpin success in the unforgiving environment of space. Moonshot becomes a beacon of inspiration for all, shedding light on what it truly takes to excel amidst the stars’ —Scott Kelly, former NASA astronaut and commander of the space shuttle and International Space Station, and New York Times bestselling author of Endurance and Infinite Wonder


‘A team needs to commit to a shared goal before any great accomplishment can enter the record books. In Moonshot, Mike Massimino illustrates that through determination, sacrifices, and teamwork, no dream is too bold. Mike’s story vividly demonstrates that an embrace of the so-called ‘little things’ is essential to beating the odds and reaching extraordinary heights together. Moonshot reminds us that the obstacles we encounter in pursuit of our dreams can be defeated by the power of our perseverance’ —Joe Torre, Baseball Hall of Famer, four-time World Series Championship manager of the New York Yankees, and #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Yankee Years and Chasing the Dream
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PREFACE



I’VE NEVER BEEN WHAT YOU’D CONSIDER A TYPICAL ASTROnaut. I’ll admit, coming out of high school I wasn’t exactly the next Neil Armstrong. I was a gangly, scrawny, working-class kid from Long Island with bad eyesight and a fear of heights. I didn’t know anyone involved in the space program. I didn’t even have anyone I could talk to about how to find people involved in the space program. I had no road map, and no clue. Still, I made it. I had just enough smarts and talent and luck, but what I mostly had was determination, perseverance, and grit, combined with a passion that kept me going every time I got knocked down—and I got knocked down a lot.


Ironically, since leaving NASA in 2014, the character traits that made me “not your typical astronaut” have actually allowed me to become an excellent former astronaut. Through my appearances on The Big Bang Theory, national news, late-night television, and countless specials for National Geographic and the Discovery Channel, I’ve been able to connect and communicate with audiences around the world about what the space program is really like and what going to space really means.


In performing that role over the past nine years, along with my teaching at Columbia University, I’ve given hundreds of speeches and presentations to audiences across a wide variety of fields—medicine, finance, insurance, information technology, manufacturing, higher education, and many others. At first, I wasn’t sure my stories would resonate with those audiences. But I soon found that what made my experiences relatable was the fact that I wasn’t a natural. I’m not Neil Armstrong. Or Lebron James. Or George Clooney. Most of us aren’t. Most of us can relate to the experience of being an outsider in a place we don’t always feel we belong. Most of us can relate to the experience of struggling to keep up while everyone else around us appears to be flying high with seemingly no effort at all.


The truth is, if you’re not born to it, you have to work for it. It just so happens that my journey from Long Island all the way to the stars is a pretty extraordinary example of what that’s like. I would never have become an astronaut without working hard and figuring out the best ways to work smart. Talking with people after my speeches—everyone from aspiring graduate students to young professionals to successful executives—I gradually came to realize that the stories that truly hit the mark with people were the ones with a message and advice they could take forward into their daily lives.


This feedback inspired me to write a book that would take the lessons of spaceflight and my other life experiences and share them with a wider audience. It’s a collection of things I learned during my time at NASA and beyond, with guidance as to how to apply them to one’s personal and professional life. This is not a book about how to become an astronaut. It’s a book about how what I’ve learned as an astronaut can help anyone become whatever they want to be. Landing a man on the moon is often regarded as the high-water mark of human effort and achievement—the pinnacle of what we can achieve when we set our minds to something and work together to attain it. To this day, whenever the government or an organization sets out to do the impossible, we call it a moon shot. We all have our own personal “moon shots” we’d like to take in life, but as mission control will tell you, doing one big thing really means getting a thousand little things right along the way. Moonshot is the book that will show you how to do that and help set you on the path to achieving your personal and professional dreams.










ONE IN A MILLION IS NOT ZERO



THE ODDS ARE AGAINST YOU. DO IT ANYWAY.


ON THE EVENING OF MARCH 30, 1992, I was in the tiny kitchen of my tiny apartment on Massachusetts Avenue in Cambridge, Massachusetts, getting a snack before hitting the books—again—to finalize my doctoral thesis for my upcoming graduation in June. In the living room behind me, the Oscars were on TV. Billy Crystal was the host. I was kind of half paying attention to the broadcast while I poked around in the fridge, but then I heard the announcer say they were going live to the crew of the space shuttle in orbit.


Since the day Neil Armstrong walked on the moon, anything remotely related to the space program would immediately pique my interest, so I put down my milk and Oreo cookies and strolled over to the television to get a closer look at the downlink from the shuttle to the awards ceremony in Los Angeles. In the segment, the crew of STS-45 had an Oscar statuette they’d flown into space, and they were flipping it around in the air and doing a jokey bit of banter with the presenters back on Earth.


I can only assume that some clever public affairs officer at NASA had planned this big publicity event because, well, at the time, NASA needed it. Nineteen-ninety-two was a tough year for the space program. Plans for a permanent space station—which at the time was called Space Station Freedom—were in peril amid budget cuts. There was a question about whether we were even going to have a space station at all. It wasn’t until 1993 that the program would be redesigned and renamed. Only then did the International Space Station come to life, narrowly approved by Congress. But the problem went beyond any one program. The economy was tanking that year, and the aerospace industry was shrinking along with it. It seemed like everyone was laying people off.


I was in a pretty despondent mood myself. I’d been fighting for years to make it through MIT and finish my PhD. Only now that I’d almost made it, I was graduating into an aerospace job market that was going through a downturn. My goal had been to move down to Houston and find a job in the space program, with the hope that it would help my chances of becoming an astronaut. I was looking for something in space robotics operations or engineering research at the Johnson Space Center (JSC) or at one of the major aerospace contractors. But nobody was hiring, and the one prospect I did have—an engineering job for an oil company—was, in my thinking, too far removed from my interests and a potential detour from my dream of getting into space.


That dream, the idea of following my heroes into orbit, had already lived and died a thousand times in my imagination. When you’re young, anything is possible. Ask a kid “What do you want to be when you grow up?” and you’ll get answers so full of boundless hope that you can’t help but smile. They want to be rock stars, paleontologists, paleontologist rock stars. You name it. That was me at six years old the morning after Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin first walked on the moon. I asked my mom to take the elephant costume I’d worn in the school play and turn it into an astronaut costume. I put it on and I got my Astronaut Snoopy toy and together we had wonderful backyard adventures on the moon for the rest of that incredible summer. I knew exactly what I was going to be when I grew up.


Unfortunately, as you get older, sometimes those dreams run headlong into this thing called reality. You start to encounter all the obstacles that life puts in your way—academic hurdles, financial constraints. Even worse than hitting those external obstacles, you start to come up against the limitations you put on yourself. For me, that moment came when I was eight years old on a weekend visit to High Point, a towering mountain peak in upstate New York near where my father grew up. This mountain had the most wonderful view of the surrounding farmland and countryside, and that wonderful view terrified me. That was the day I discovered that I was afraid of heights, and I couldn’t imagine there was a world out there where you could be an astronaut who was afraid of heights. I was never going to grow up to be Neil Armstrong.


Over the years that followed, my space dream waxed and waned. I lost it completely for a while, only to feel the passion come roaring back when I was a senior in college and saw The Right Stuff, the movie about the original Mercury 7 astronauts and the test pilots who pioneered the early days of the space program. I immediately read the book of the same name by Tom Wolfe and wore out my VHS tape of that movie. Deep down I knew that, somehow, I had to try to be an astronaut. Then I got skittish and scared again. I felt like I had to settle down and get a real job, and I ended up in a corporate cubicle at IBM for a spell. A great company to work for, and it was a good job but not necessarily the best position for me to pursue my dream of flying in space.


Then, in January 1986, the space shuttle Challenger explosion happened. It reminded me how short life can be and how important it is to live your life—and even risk your life—in the pursuit of something you love. That epiphany inspired me to make a change and pursue a career in the space program. It put me on the path to MIT and my tiny apartment on Massachusetts Avenue. Only, because of the economy and the job market and the uncertain future of the space program itself, I was way down in the dumps again. I’d already applied to and been rejected from the Astronaut Program once. Now I was looking at job offers from non-space-related companies, putting my space dream in jeopardy all over again.


But watching this shuttle crew on the Academy Awards, smiling and floating together in outer space, I was transfixed, almost in a trance. All I could think was “I have to be one of those people.” With absolute clarity, I knew I wanted more than anything to be an astronaut. However, a moment later, a second thought came through my head. “But you’ll never get to do that, Mike. Becoming an astronaut is impossible.” So few people were picked to actually become astronauts that the odds were overwhelmingly stacked against me. “It’s absurd,” I thought. “It’s a one-in-a-million shot.”


But then I did the math. I put my fancy MIT degree to use, and I made the calculation that kept my space dream alive. “One in a million is not zero,” I thought. “It’s just a really small number: 0.000001.” It’s a decimal point followed by a lot of zeroes with a 1 at the end. Which, by definition, is not zero. It’s only when you don’t try that the 1 at the end of the zeroes disappears. The only way to make a task truly impossible is to not try or to give up in the face of adversity. Once you give up, you know the outcome with certainty. You have a 100 percent probability of not achieving your goal. That night I came very close to giving up, as I had on many other occasions. But thanks to my quick math, my will, and my determination, my one-in-a-million shot didn’t collapse to zero.
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I SUBMITTED MY FIRST APPLICATION TO NASA’s ASTROnaut Program in 1989. After about eight months of waiting, I got a letter back. I quickly opened it. It was on official NASA letterhead. It said, “No.” There were other words on the page, but a simple “No” would have sufficed and saved the taxpayer some money on ink.


In 1991, as I was working on finishing my PhD, NASA announced they were now accepting applications for the Astronaut Class of 1992. “Great,” I thought, “I can graduate and head right to NASA.” I dropped application number two in the mail. I waited a few months, had my “one in a million” epiphany watching the space shuttle crew on the Oscars, and then a few weeks later I received NASA’s official response on my second application. This was a different letter than the first letter. They changed the date at the top. Other than that, it was the same exact rejection I’d received two years earlier. Still, I didn’t let it faze me. I made myself remember that as long as I kept trying, I still had a chance. It also helped that I’d been fortunate in my job search. Despite the ongoing recession, I’d been hired as a research engineer by McDonnell Douglas Aerospace in Houston, Texas. I’d be working on space robotics projects hand in hand with engineers from the Johnson Space Center.


A few years later, NASA again announced they were looking for more astronauts, and I put application number three in the mail. This time I did not receive a letter. I received a phone call. NASA reached out in person this time to tell me I’d made the cut for the interview stage. I was now 1 out of 120 finalists for the Astronaut Class of 1995. My odds were looking better . . . or so I thought.


The astronaut job interview is more than just an interview with the Astronaut Selection Board. It’s a whole week of examinations and hurdles to jump. There are written tests, IQ tests, personality tests, social events. There’s an ethics test with a lot of weird questions like “It’s okay to kill someone if . . . ” Then over the course of the week you have a series of medical exams. They check you out from top to bottom, like you’re a lab rat. They look in your ears, down your throat. There are brain scans. CAT scans. Blood samples. Urine samples. Stool samples. They do an ultrasound of all your internal organs, looking for tumors or aneurysms. They stick a camera up your rear end and check in there, which was new for me. On one day they give you a heart monitor to wear for twenty-four hours to track any irregularities in your heartbeat. They’re looking for anything they can find wrong with you anywhere. By the time it’s over you’ve been poked, prodded, and picked over in ways you didn’t even know were possible. They kept me there until they got to know me very well. Then, after getting to know me very well . . . they rejected me again. Only this time, not only was I rejected, I was medically disqualified. Because of my eyes.


I’d known my eyesight was bad since seventh grade. I first realized it in the stands at a Mets game. I was trying to write down the lineup on my scorecard, and I couldn’t read the scoreboard across the field. I got glasses, but I hated them, so I didn’t use them that much. I tried wearing them playing baseball once, and I took a line drive to my face that broke my nose. I figured that was a sign to put the glasses away. After that I went around not seeing well most of the time. When I got to eleventh grade my eyes were bad enough that I had to squint to see the basket on the basketball court.


I finally gave in and started wearing glasses and contact lenses, and from then on, I was fine. Not knowing any pilots or astronauts personally, and not being from a military or an aviation background, I had no idea how important my eyesight would be one day. Today they have LASIK and other procedures, and NASA has completely changed its vision standards for astronaut selection. But back then, to be an astronaut or to fly in the military you had to have 20/20 vision, or darn close to it. I’d been happily going along, pursuing my space dream. Devoting years to getting my PhD. Blithely unaware of the fact that my defective eyes all but guaranteed that I’d never be selected in the first place.


Okay, maybe not blithely unaware. More like in deep, deep denial. I’d been warned that my eyesight might be a problem, but I’d thought I’d found an easy solution. When doctors started prescribing contacts to people back in the 1940s, the first lenses they invented weren’t the nice, soft ones we have today; they were more like pieces of hard glass or plastic. Doctors noticed that people, after wearing these hard lenses for a while, would wake up one day and they could see without any assistance. I did a little research and I learned that the eyeball is a lens. Light comes in, hits the lens, and gets bent to hit the retina on the back of your eye. If it hits your retina at the right angle, you see 20/20. If it doesn’t, you’re either nearsighted or farsighted, and you get glasses or contacts to bend the light at the right angle so you can see. What these hard lenses would do is reshape your cornea—they’d flatten your eyeball, basically—bend the light, and you could see more clearly. The problem was that once you took the lenses out, after a couple days your eyes would go back to their original shape. The tissue would pop back to its natural resting place. But supposedly, if you stuck with it, you could get your eyes to see better unaided by glasses or contacts for at least a little while. This process in which hard contact lenses are used to reshape your eye is called orthokeratology.


Back when I’d first started applying to NASA, I’d found an eye doctor who specialized in orthokeratology. He prescribed some of these hard lenses, and my vision got better. It would even stay better for a couple days after I took the lenses out. “Problem solved,” I told myself. But it wasn’t. Not really. Not to NASA’s standards. I just let myself believe that I’d found an easy solution because I was too scared to confront the truth out of the fear that it would derail my dreams forever.


As I went through all the psychological and medical tests during my week of interviews at NASA, I was subconsciously hoping for something to be wrong with me other than my eyes. Something so far out of my control and so thoroughly crushing that I could throw my hands up and say, “Well, that’s life. Nothing I can do.” No such luck. I was clean as a whistle. My organs were good. My rear end checked out. My hearing was pitch perfect. My psych test came back with good results: 100 percent sane. I had met and surpassed every single medical criterion for the job, except one. My eyes. They couldn’t correct my eyesight to 20/20, my unaided vision was beyond limits, and the orthokeratology lenses had left me with a flat eyeball in my head—all grounds for disqualification.


“With these results,” the flight surgeon told me, “there isn’t a chance you can even be considered. You’re medically disqualified.” The words just hung there in the air: medically disqualified. Not “underqualified” or “in need of more experience,” but physically and genetically unfit for service. My application folder was stamped with a big red DISQUALIFIED, and I was done. Game over.


Once NASA learns that you’re medically disqualified from the Astronaut Program, you can no longer be considered for the job. They won’t even read your application. I could have gone on to make a great discovery in robotics or accomplish some brilliant feat in engineering, and NASA wouldn’t even spend one second taking a look. I was crushed. By that point, it’d been ten years—ten years of my life spent working toward this goal. I didn’t know whether to feel angry or sad or frustrated or what. My whole body was numb. One in a million had in fact turned to zero . . . or so it appeared.


To make myself feel even worse, after I got the news, I called up Duane Ross, manager of the Astronaut Selection Office, and asked whether I could come by and talk to him. I wanted to know if there was anything, anything, I could do. Duane had been managing astronaut selections since the Shuttle Program had begun. He was the warmest, most gracious guy, always smiling. He told me to stop by and we sat down. He couldn’t have been nicer. He said, “Mike, I just want you to know we were all really disappointed when those medical results came back. I can’t tell you we would have picked you, but I can tell you that you were one of the people we were talking about. Maybe you wouldn’t have gotten it this time, but you might have gotten it in a future selection.”


To hear him say that broke my heart: They were interested in me. I was so close. It was right there in front of me. I called some of the astronauts on the selection committee and asked them if they minded giving me their feedback, too. They all took the time to speak with me and not one of them said, “Hey, this isn’t really worth your while. Good luck.” If they had, I think I might have given up. But they didn’t. Every single one of them took me aside and told me, “You know, if you can do something about your eyes, you really should give it another try.”


At that point I decided that, if I was going to be told no, I wanted to be told no. I didn’t want to be told “We wish we could have.” After everything I’d invested, all the work I’d done, I knew that I couldn’t bring myself to stop trying. There was only one thing I had to do: I had to learn how to see better.


Monday morning I was back at work at McDonnell Douglas and I ran into my boss, former NASA astronaut Bob Overmeyer, in the hall. “What happened?” he asked.


“I got medically DQ’d.”


“Your eyesight?” he said, shaking his head. As a former Marine test pilot, Bob knew about the eye test all too well. For as long as there have been planes in the sky, pilots and astronauts have been running scared from the eye exam. Standards have now changed, but back then pilots would do all kinds of wacky things to try to beat it. Because you could be the best, most qualified pilot in the world and then get benched for this rule that’s 100 percent beyond your control.


“I fought those tests for years,” Bob said. “You know what I used to do? I’d dehydrate myself. I’d always schedule the exam for Monday morning, and over the weekend I wouldn’t drink anything. I’d run like crazy, get all the water out of my system. That way you dry out the eyeball and make it stiffer and it bends the light better.”


“Okay,” I said. “Makes sense. I’ll give it a try.”


“Good. Don’t give up. You’ll get another shot, and you may get back into this thing.”


That same afternoon I was over at the Johnson Space Center and I ran into one of the astronauts, Kevin Kregel, who was an Air Force test pilot. I told him what had happened.


“Those darn eye tests,” he said. “They’ll kill you every time. But you know what you gotta do, right?”


“What’s that?”


“Drink lots of water. Drink as much water as you can, for days. The morning you go in, don’t even take a piss. It’ll make your eyeball more viscous and it’ll bend the light better.”


“Right. Will do.”


It actually made me feel better knowing that nobody else had a clue what to do either. And both Bob and Kevin had faced the same obstacle and overcome it. That gave me hope.


As I resolved to find a way forward, the best advice I got came from my neighbor, another astronaut, Steve Smith. “You have to look at this like any other engineering problem,” he said. “You have to collect all the information and data you can and figure it out.” He was right. I hadn’t been dealing with the problem in the right way. I hadn’t been to an eye doctor in two years. I’d lulled myself into believing that orthokeratology was the easy fix, but that had just been a way to avoid facing my fear. I would have known more about NASA’s stance on orthokeratology if I’d just been up-front and asked, but I’d been too scared to bring up the subject of my eyes at all. I thought I could tiptoe around the problem when what I needed to do was tackle it head-on: admit that I needed help and get help.


The first thing I did was ditch the orthokeratology lenses so my eyeballs would heal and return to their natural shape. Then, per Steve Smith’s advice, I put on my engineering hat and started to work the problem. My research eventually led me to a program of exercises known as vision training, which you can use to train your eyes and brain to relax, and that way you can focus beyond the object you’re looking at so that the object itself comes into a clearer view—you actually can learn how to see better. It just takes time.


For the next seven months I had only one goal: fix my eyes. I found and made an appointment with an optometrist who specialized in vision training, Dr. Desiree Hopping. When she walked in to our first appointment, I was sitting in the examination chair, and she gave me a curious look.


“You’re here for vision training?” she asked.


“Yes!” I said, enthusiastically. “Is there a problem?”


At that point she told me that she’d only ever worked with children because their vision is still developing. She wasn’t sure if the training would work with adults. I assured her that I could be so immature that she wouldn’t notice a difference between me and any ten-year-old. I begged her to help me, and she agreed.


The first thing she did was give me a new pair of glasses with undercorrected lenses; they would force my eyes to work harder all day long, making my eye muscles stronger. Then she gave me a bunch of exercises to do. There was one where I had to stare at a bunch of marbles spaced out on a string at different intervals, shifting my focus to each one. Then I had to stare at different eye charts at different distances to train my eyes to focus on an imaginary point beyond where the chart was, causing the letters on the chart to get sharper. All this required deep, deep concentration. I had to do this dead stare for minutes at a stretch, no blinking. I looked like my grandmother giving you the evil eye. I’d go to the office every day and work on my robotics research for the space program. Then I’d come home, eat dinner with my family, get my daughter to bed, and then sit up doing these vision exercises. But it was working. I kept going back to Dr. Hopping every two weeks to get my eyes checked, and they were getting better, bit by bit.


By the time my son was born in July 1995, my life had turned completely upside down. I’d taken a job as a professor at Georgia Tech in Atlanta. At practically the same moment that we packed up and moved east, NASA announced that it was starting its search for the next class of astronauts a year earlier than planned. Along with my application packet, I submitted a report from my eye doctor detailing the progress I’d made with the vision training to try to get the medical disqualification overturned. Then, that September, right when I was still unpacking the boxes from our move to Atlanta, I got a call from Teresa Gomez in the Astronaut Selection Office asking me to fly back to Houston. They were looking at applications again, she said, and mine was in the good pile. The flight surgeon said my eyes had improved enough that they were willing to let me come back and try again. There was one catch: I had to fly back at my own expense and do just the eye exam to officially overturn the medical disqualification. If I passed, I’d be back in the running. If I failed, I was out of luck.


So, I flew back the first week of October to take the exam. The NASA optometrist mapped my eyeball, and it was healthy. He corrected me to 20/20, and that went fine. Then he tested my unaided acuity. I used my vision-training techniques and I passed, putting me back in the pool of eligible candidates. I flew back to Atlanta, taught for two weeks, then flew right back to Houston again. I went in for the physical, did the psych test, the ultrasounds, the camera up the rear end. Everything was checking out. But there were still a million reasons why I wouldn’t get it: I was up against a completely different group of candidates than last time, they might have hired a better robotics guy the year before, and so on. But I was feeling good about my odds.


About midweek, I stopped off to talk to Ranier Effenhauser, the flight surgeon overseeing my group of applicants. As I was leaving, he said, “We’ll see you tomorrow for the eye exam.”


I wasn’t sure I heard him right. “The eye exam?” I asked. “I already passed the eye exam.”


“Yeah, but that was three weeks ago,” he said. “Something could have changed. It must be done at the time of selection.”


My heart sank. “But I just did it.”


“No, no, no,” he said. “That wasn’t official. I’m sorry, Mike. This is what we have to do.”


I couldn’t believe it. It was like a punch to the gut. But it was what it was. You do what you have to do. The next afternoon I went back to the flight surgeon’s office to put myself through the wringer one last time again. I sat down with the optometrist, and I sweated and strained my way through every part of the test. When I was finished, he showed me the results.


“Congratulations, Mike,” he said. “You did it. Good luck.”


I sat there, stunned. I couldn’t believe it. The next day I went by Ranier Effenhauser’s office for the results of all my other tests. “Everything came back okay,” he said. “Now leave. Get out of here before anybody has a chance to find anything wrong with you.”


I didn’t walk out of the office that day. I flew. I was walking on air. The whole thing seemed so impossible, so crazy, but it worked. It worked. It was a miracle. Getting your eyes to see better than they normally see is pretty close to impossible. It was proof that no obstacle in life is too great to overcome—that one in a million is not zero. Six months later I got the “good” phone call from NASA. I was accepted into the NASA Astronaut Class of 1996!
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RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE OF ALL THE CRAZINESS WITH MY EYES and reapplying and taking the eye exam over and over, there was one moment I’ll never forget. Before NASA called me back in, right when I’d just arrived in Atlanta for my new teaching job at Georgia Tech, I met a new colleague in the engineering school. Like me, he had also applied to be an astronaut and made it to the interview phase only to be rejected in the end. Hearing my tale of woe, he graciously invited me and my family to his house for a barbecue.


The afternoon we got together, I slowly came to realize how amazing this guy was. He was about my age but had a strong teaching record and research program and was already well on his way to getting tenure, which meant he was well ahead of me in his career. He had a nice house and family and just seemed like a good dude. I was a little in awe of him, to be honest. It felt obvious that if NASA had passed on him there was no way they would ever take me.


While he was flipping burgers, I asked the inevitable question: “So, do you think you’ll apply again?”


He paused, put down his burger flipper, and turned to me. “No, I don’t think I will,” he said.


“Why not?” I asked.


“Well, they already turned me down once,” he said. “I figure they’ll just turn me down again.”


That response just shook me to my core. I was shocked. I realized right then that he had given up, which meant his chances had gone from one in a million to zero. I am confident that he made that decision for the right reasons. Choosing an academic career over becoming an astronaut is not a bad choice. But for me, making a decision to give up on my dream after coming so close was unthinkable.


Today, when I tell people about all the obstacles I’ve had to overcome, they often ask me, “What was it that kept you trying? Why didn’t you give up?” My answer is that I could never imagine giving up my dream like others who applied once to NASA, got turned down, and decided that being told no was too painful to even try again. I tell people to remember that one in a million is not zero, that there is always a chance as long as you try. But once you give up, you know the outcome with certainty.


It’s a rule that applies to virtually everything. Since leaving NASA and pivoting to the worlds of education and media, I’ve become friends with several television show creators and writers, including Bill Prady, creator of the hit television comedy The Big Bang Theory. Recently, Bill and I and another successful television writer decided to pitch a space-related comedy show to various studios, and we got a deal to write a pilot script. I was ecstatic. We got to work and wrote the script and poured months of effort into it. But then, when the studio read it, they passed. I was disappointed, but my agent told me that for every thousand television shows that get pitched about a hundred get deals to write a pilot script. Of those hundred, about ten get made into television pilots. Out of those ten pilots, perhaps one gets made into a real show with a season of episodes.


Most people would hear that and think, “It’s impossible.” But I know better. I know that one in a thousand is actually far greater odds than one in a million. So I sat down with my writing partners and we got to work making the script better. We haven’t sold it yet, but we’re not going to stop trying. Because it doesn’t matter if you’re writing a television show, going to space, aiming for a promotion at work, or putting together a piece of IKEA furniture, there is always a chance for success, however slim, and the only way to fail completely is to stop trying. Successful people are not those who never failed. Successful people are those who never let failure stop them.


It’s also worth remembering that pursuing a dream can lead to a happy outcome, even if it doesn’t work out the way you originally planned. If I’d never been selected as an astronaut, I still would have all the benefits of what I did along the way. The education and experiences I accumulated would have led me to a wonderful career and life, even if that life was not one of an astronaut. Furthermore, I would know that I tried to accomplish my dream, and the only reason I didn’t get it was because of forces far beyond my control. I wouldn’t have to live with the regret that comes with giving up.


So, when you feel like your dreams are out of reach, when you feel like the world is conspiring against you and you have no hope, remember that one in a million is not zero, and ask yourself these questions:


[image: Illustration]   Have I given it my best effort?


[image: Illustration]   If I give up now, knowing that I won’t know what might have happened if I’d kept trying, how will I feel ten years from now? Twenty years from now? Fifty years from now?


[image: Illustration]   Even if I never succeed at my goal, will my efforts in trying to reach that goal get me to a better place than where I am now, regardless of the outcome?


[image: Illustration]   Am I wasting my talents and abilities by not continuing to try?


[image: Illustration]   What example do I want to set for others: giving up or trying against all odds to succeed?


[image: Illustration]   Am I giving up for the right reasons, because I’m up against forces beyond my control, or am I simply afraid of failure?


[image: Illustration]   If I do let this dream go for the right reasons, what dream do I want to pursue instead?


And remember: as long as you try, there’s always the slightest opportunity for success, and you owe it to yourself to give your dream a chance to come true.
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