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To the women who look up and dream of more






CHAPTER ONE A New World on Its Way [image: ]


One October night in 1957, a nine-year-old girl named Rhea followed her father out of their Tennessee home. He directed her gaze up toward the dark, toward a tiny blip of light zooming through the night. That moving dot in space was a satellite called Sputnik. Though it was no bigger than a beach ball, Sputnik was making history at that moment. It was the first object that humans had ever sent into orbit around planet Earth.

“You are watching the beginning of a new era,” Rhea’s father told her. “It’s called the space age.” Rhea suddenly understood that a new world was on its way, but she had no idea of the role space would play in her life.

Two years before that, hundreds of miles away in Oklahoma, a twelve-year-old girl named Shannon made a thrilling discovery. She’d been obsessed with space and the idea of traveling through it ever since picking up a science-fiction book in the library. Then, in 1955, she read in a newspaper article that people might soon be sent into space on rockets in real life. Shannon’s excitement kicked into overdrive, and she decided to be part of that adventure. She’d found a way off the planet!

On a May morning in 1961, another nearly twelve-year-old girl, this one named Anna, sat on the dewy grass. She and her classmates were packed around a radio on the lawn of their school in Fort Campbell, on the Kentucky-Tennessee border. Her teacher had let them out of physical education class so they could listen to a fifteen-minute news broadcast.

That broadcast was the journey of Alan Shepard, the first American to travel into space. In Cape Canaveral, Florida, dressed in a silvery space suit and a white helmet, Shepard climbed into a capsule called Freedom 7 that sat on top of a huge rocket. The rocket’s engines fired, and it rose into the sky, launching the capsule into flight. At sixty-two miles above Earth’s surface, Freedom 7 crossed from the atmosphere into space. Before it splashed safely back down into the Atlantic Ocean, the capsule carried Shepard to one hundred sixteen miles above the surface.

Anna imagined it all as she drank in every scratchy word that came out of the little radio. “As he launched and I listened to him,” she recalled years later, “I decided at that moment that, if I ever had a chance, that’s what I wanted to do.”



Rhea’s Sputnik flight, Shannon’s newspaper article, and the Shepard mission that Anna heard on the radio were not just inspiration for girls who dreamed of space. They were part of a contest between two world powers. This contest, the space race, was both scientific and political.

For almost half a century after World War II ended in 1945, the United States competed for global influence with the Soviet Union. (The Soviet Union was centered in Russia and included neighboring states that later became independent nations.) Many American citizens and political leaders saw the Soviet Union as their country’s chief threat and rival. The Soviet Union and the United States never fought directly, but the decades of tension and conflict between them are known as the Cold War. The space race was one part of this war.

Both superpowers had learned during World War II that rockets had great importance in military operations. They also saw that rockets could advance the human presence into space. Neither superpower wanted to be outdone in scientific or technical achievements, and neither wanted the other to gain a military advantage by controlling space, so both the Soviet Union and the United States began to develop space programs. They planned to launch satellites, then probes and vessels with no crews, and eventually spacecraft that would carry travelers.

Sputnik, which Rhea saw from her yard as it crossed the night sky, was a Soviet satellite. While young Rhea gazed in wonder at the first human-made object to orbit Earth, many Americans had a different reaction. The Soviet Union had beaten the US into space, which filled people with fear. In response the United States beefed up science education in American schools and pushed ahead its own space program. In 1958 the US government created the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) to run the program.

NASA called the people training for future space travel “astronauts,” from Greek words meaning “star” and “sailor.” The Soviets called their future space travelers “cosmonauts,” or sailors of the universe. The Americans hoped to be the first to send a person into space, but the Soviets beat them there, too. Less than a month before Alan Shepard’s short flight, Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin became the first person to orbit Earth. Not until early 1962 did an American astronaut, John Glenn, orbit the planet.

But the space race was far from over. It would continue over the next several decades while America’s space program grew up—and so did the girls who dreamed of joining it.



Rhea, Shannon, and Anna were not the only ones with their eyes on the stars. A lawn in front of a California house became a space observatory for a science-loving girl named Sally after her parents gave her and her sister a small telescope. As a child Sally often set up the telescope for stargazing sessions under the night sky. She’d look at her favorite constellation, Orion, or the rings of Saturn. But like Rhea, Sally had no idea then that space would be part of her own future, or the important role she would play in the space race.

For two other young women, Judy and Kathy, the spark came later, but all six of these women shared a passionate drive to explore. They also shared a drive to stretch the limits of the possible, especially what people at the time believed was possible for women.

And they did stretch the limits. These six girls would grow up to become the first US women astronauts.

One of them would become the first American woman in space. Another would lose her life journeying there. One would become the first American woman to do a space walk; another would be the first mother to orbit Earth. Together all of the Six would make history not just high above Earth but on the ground. They would usher in another new era by breaking barriers, opening eyes, and showing the world what they could do.






CHAPTER TWO Shannon: Fascinated by Flight [image: ]


Even before Shannon had the strength to crawl, she knew life as constant motion.

Shannon Wells—later to become Shannon Lucid—was born in Shanghai, China, on January 14, 1943, as World War II was raging in Asia. Her parents were Americans: a missionary and the daughter of a missionary doctor.

Just six weeks after Shannon entered the world, though, her family was captured by the Japanese army, which had invaded China. They were placed in an internment camp, one of many places where Europeans and Americans who had been living in China were sent to live during Japan’s occupation of the country. Although Shannon was too young to remember that time, the family lived in the camp for about a year before a Japanese ship took them to India on the first leg of a long trip that would return them to the United States.

The Wells family sailed around the globe twice as they made their way to the United States, including a stop in South Africa, where Shannon received her first pair of shoes. But it was travel by air, not sea, that would eventually capture Shannon’s imagination. After the war ended, the Wells family returned to China, and when Shannon was five, they took a journey that would have a powerful effect on her.

The family briefly moved to a mountain village to escape the summer heat of Shanghai. For the first part of the trip, they piled into a DC-3, an airplane left over from the war. Shannon’s mother, brother, and sister all struggled to hold down their lunch in the turbulent air, but not Shannon. She peered out the window in awe as wispy clouds swirled around the mountain peaks.

As the plane came in for a landing on a tiny gravel runway, Shannon spotted a little speck on the ground. The speck grew bigger. She realized that it was a person, and that soon the family would be standing next to him.

“I saw this figure, this person standing down there with a red scarf around his neck, and I thought it was the most amazing thing in the world—that a human being, the pilot, will be able to get the airplane down there,” Shannon later said. At that moment she decided that she would someday learn how to fly planes herself.

Shannon figured that this life in constant motion was how most families lived. But soon she would see for herself that this was not the case. The Communist Revolution swept across China, and the Wells family was expelled from the country. Back in the United States they settled for good in Bethany, Oklahoma, but Shannon couldn’t quite accept their non-moving lifestyle. One day she asked her mother, “Why don’t we ever go anywhere? Why are we just sitting here?”

“But it’s wonderful!” her mother replied, much happier with her new life.

“No, it’s not! I need to get moving!” said Shannon, who still had her eyes on the skies.

Luckily, Shannon soon found a new way to travel without leaving the house. In grade school she picked up her first science-fiction novel and escaped into the distant depths of the cosmos. She was hooked. She devoured tale after tale of spacefaring civilizations and heroes exploring the universe, and she’d start a new book as soon as the old one was finished.

It wasn’t long before Shannon realized that space travel might be possible in real life, not just in science fiction. She learned of Robert Goddard, an early pioneer of rocketry, who had conducted rocket test flights in New Mexico. Shannon was inspired to build rockets of her own—models of them, that is. She’d “train” for space travel in the attic inside her own cardboard spaceship, one she was determined to fly all the way to Mars.

Spaceflight became an all-consuming passion. When her uncle visited from Michigan, she talked for hours about rockets and why the US should have a space program, until he asked, “Don’t you talk about anything else?” But Shannon never let go of her love of space exploration, or her desperate desire to go into space.

At the age of twelve she read a newspaper article that suggested the Soviet Union would soon send humans to space. And not long after that, when she saw seven men on the cover of Life magazine, she learned that the United States was also launching its own space program, just as she had hoped. The Life article hailed those men as heroes and trailblazers. They were part of NASA’s pioneering Project Mercury, a program to send the first Americans screeching beyond Earth’s atmosphere into the void of space. That group, the Mercury Seven astronauts, would go on to achieve many of the United States’ biggest milestones in human spaceflight.

But in spite of Shannon’s excitement when she saw that magazine cover, she instantly noticed a trend. There was a John, an Alan, a Gus… but no Shannons. Only white men had been picked to be part of this elite spacefaring group. Her heart sank. She felt totally excluded.

Not content to accept this unfairness, she wrote to the magazine, asking its editors to explain why America was sending only men into space. She wanted to know if all Americans would ever be included. Surprisingly, she received a one-sentence reply from an editor.

“Someday, maybe females can go into space too,” Shannon recalled the letter saying.

Getting to someday seemed to be taking a while, though, both in space exploration and in science on Earth, Shannon discovered.

By August 1963 she was close to graduating from the University of Oklahoma with a bachelor’s degree in chemistry. It was time to start looking for a job, but she didn’t know anyone who’d gotten a job related to chemistry. When she asked one of her professors for advice, he seemed stunned.

“What?” he asked, incredulous. “You’re going to get a job?”

“Yes!” Shannon replied. “That’s why I majored in chemistry.”

Shaking his head, her teacher made his opinion clear. “There’s absolutely no one who will hire you.” He didn’t spell it out, but Shannon understood what he meant. It was because she was a woman.

Shannon left the meeting shaken. But the hard truth was that her teacher was right.

After college she couldn’t find any chemistry-oriented employers to give her a chance. The first job she managed to get was working the midnight shift in a retirement home—a far cry from the field of chemistry. “You just had to take up the crumbs that were left, that no one else wanted to do,” Shannon would later say.

Eventually an opportunity opened up. A lab employee at the Oklahoma Medical Research Foundation left suddenly, and the nonprofit foundation was desperate to fill the position. Conveniently, there was Shannon, ready and willing to jump in. As a technician in the cancer research program, Shannon got her first taste of real lab work.

But although she loved working there, she noted that “discrimination was alive and real.” There was no way for her to advance. And when she learned that funding for her job would end in two weeks, she had to act fast. Payments were due on a very important vehicle she owned, a Piper Clipper airplane.

After high school Shannon had followed through on the pledge she’d made back in China, when she’d seen that tiny man in the bright red scarf. She’d taken flying lessons, gotten her pilot’s license, and eventually saved enough money to buy herself the little Clipper. She and her father flew in it together to church meetings. But to keep the plane in the air, Shannon had to find another source of income—fast.

She sent out resume after resume, yearning for a yes. Since “Shannon” wasn’t a very common name back then, she’d sometimes get letters addressed to Mr. Shannon Wells. These were the nicer responses. One company asked her to send a picture of herself. When she did, she got a letter by express mail saying that the company had absolutely no jobs available. None.

“People weren’t hiring women back in those days,” Shannon later said. “And when I tried to get on with the federal government and their science labs, they wouldn’t even look at a female.”

Finally Shannon went to an employment agency in Oklahoma City and said that she was desperate. Did they have anything that’d be right for her? She was told that an employee at Kerr-McGee, an oil company based in the city, was leaving for six months for National Guard training. They needed someone to fill in while he was away.

Shannon happily accepted, even though she recognized unfairness in the situation. “I was coming in as a college graduate with some master’s courses working in a job for somebody that I think was a college dropout.” Still, she was grateful to have work that put her chemistry skills to use.

The six months at Kerr-McGee sped by. Just before Shannon’s employment period was up, while she was again frantically searching for a job, one of her bosses told her that Kerr-McGee was open to hiring her full-time, but at a measly starting salary. This time Shannon spoke up. She said that she knew a coworker in the same lab was making much more than that, although he had less education.

Her boss just stared at her. “Shannon, you’re a female. There’s no way we’re going to pay you the same that we’re paying anybody else.” Shannon didn’t have much choice. She’d be out of a job in two weeks. So once again she agreed to an unfair employment situation.

Then Shannon got an unexpected call. Mike Lucid, one of her former bosses, was inviting her to a boat show. His asking her out came as a bit of a shock. Shannon had absolutely no idea that he was interested in her, and besides, she had planned to take her plane out that same weekend. But bad weather prevented Shannon from flying, so she went to the boat show with Mike instead, and the pair started dating. When Mike eventually suggested marriage, though, Shannon told him there was no way that was going to happen.

“I plan to be a person—not someone’s wife,” she said. Many times during her childhood and career, Shannon had thirsted for adventure but had been held back or disappointed by a society that seemed intent on keeping her “in her place.” She knew that married women were expected to stay home and do… something. “I never could figure out what people did at home,” she said.

Like Shannon, Mike had grown up in the 1950s, when women’s roles in society had been strictly limited. But also like Shannon, he didn’t believe things had to be that way. At Kerr-McGee, Mike had originally thought the company was wrong to hire Shannon for just six months, as she was so overqualified for the job. He told her that if they married, she could work as much as she wanted. He’d fallen for the woman he’d met at Kerr-McGee, and he didn’t want to marry a completely different person.

Shannon then confessed to Mike a secret desire, one she’d harbored since she was a little girl. She wanted to work for NASA someday—as an astronaut. What did he think about that?

“Absolutely, no problem.”

So Michael and Shannon married in December 1967. But the joys of marriage were quickly overshadowed by the familiar sting of unemployment—at least for Shannon. When she became pregnant and told Kerr-McGee about it, her bosses immediately fired her.

Yet Kerr-McGee saw no reason to fire Mike, so for weeks Shannon stood at the door crying as he left each morning for work. Finally Mike suggested that Shannon go to graduate school to earn an advanced degree. In an unfair world her chances of long-term employment would be better if she gained as many credentials as possible.

So Shannon returned to the University of Oklahoma. She earned her master’s degree in biochemistry and followed it with a PhD, also known as a doctorate, the highest degree awarded to graduate students. During that time she and Mike had their second daughter, but Shannon was back at school to take her finals less than a week after giving birth. “I couldn’t put off the test,” Shannon explained.

Even with a PhD, Shannon still struggled to find work. After graduating, she suffered once again through months of job searches before she finally landed at a familiar place. The Oklahoma Medical Research Foundation took her on again in 1974, this time as a research assistant to study how various chemicals caused cancer in cells.

It was there that Shannon’s biggest adventure would begin. One day in July 1976 she was in the lab, reading the foundation’s science magazine, when she spotted a short article toward the back. It mentioned that NASA was recruiting a new round of astronauts for the agency’s new space shuttle.

And this time the agency wanted women to apply.

Shannon had shared with Mike her dream of becoming an astronaut. Could it come true?






CHAPTER THREE Rhea: Going Her Own Way [image: ]


Well before Rhea traveled to space, she traveled beyond everyone’s expectations—including her own—to make her life into something extraordinary and challenging.

Margaret Seddon, who went by her middle name, Rhea, was born on November 8, 1947, in the upper-middle-class suburban town of Murfreesboro, Tennessee. She grew into a small girl with straight blond hair whose life at first followed the standard recipe for How to Make a Proper Southern Lady. She took ballet lessons. She learned formal dining etiquette. She played the piano, sewed buttons onto dresses, and planted herbs. Rhea’s mother had learned these skills in her own youth. Now she was molding Rhea into the only type of girl she knew how to make.

“People always followed in their parents’ footsteps,” Rhea said later, “and I always thought I would be like my mother—be a Southern belle and stay home and cook and raise babies.” But her father had other ideas. He wanted Rhea to have a bigger life than her mother and grandmother had known growing up. This meant exposing Rhea to a wider range of experiences. That’s why, on that October night in 1957, he pulled Rhea outside and showed her the satellite Sputnik as it traced its historic path across the sky.

And it was the launch of Sputnik that ultimately led Rhea down a path different from the prim and proper one her mother had envisioned.

One of America’s responses to Sputnik was to boost science education in grade schools. The nation hoped the next generation of youngsters would become brainiacs who could keep the US competitive in the space race. Rhea was one of many young students who fell in love with these science courses. She especially liked the life sciences.

Then college opened a whole new world to Rhea. She chose the University of California at Berkeley for its life sciences program. But when she arrived as a freshman in 1965, if felt like the school existed on another planet, not just in another state. The campus was bursting with political activism and had a population nearly three times the size of her conservative Tennessee town. During that first year her courses were tough, and Rhea struggled with her grades.

Then, the following summer, she got a taste of something new. Her father had been on the board of directors of a small hospital in her hometown. He arranged for Rhea to get a summer job there, and she ended up working in surgery. She was hooked from the start. By the time Rhea finished college, she was planning to become a surgeon.

She also planned to become a wife. A wedding date had even been set with her fiancé. But she would later say, “Came close to the time of the wedding, and I said, ‘Not going to work.’ He wants me to iron his shirts and stay at home and not go to work. So I backed out of the wedding.”

It turned out to be the right decision. Marriage would have been the next step in the Proper Southern Lady life, but Rhea had found something else that she was passionate about. She kept her sights on a medical career and went on to enter medical school at the University of Tennessee. In her first year she was one of just six women in a class of more than one hundred. As she worked her way through the stages of becoming a doctor—medical school, internship, and residency—she got used to being surrounded by men.

When Rhea started her surgical internship at Baptist Memorial Hospital in Memphis, Tennessee, she wasn’t permitted to enter the doctors’ lounge, where physicians went to snatch some rest between performing surgeries. She was the only woman surgical intern at the time, and the lounge was for “men only.” The head doctor said that this was because sometimes the men walked around in their underwear in the lounge. Rhea said that that didn’t bother her, but he replied that the men would be embarrassed.

Instead, Rhea was told, she could wait between surgeries in the nurses’ bathroom. Unable to change the policy, she took naps on a fold-out chair there, with her head resting against the wall. So when it was time for Rhea to begin her surgical residency, she moved to a hospital across the street rather than stay in a place with such sexist rules.

As a surgical resident in John Gaston Hospital’s emergency room, she saw all manner of gruesome injuries. Emergency medical services crews would wheel victims of violence into the John, as the doctors called their hospital, and each night the emergency room had so many trauma patients that it earned an even more menacing nickname: the pit. The stitching that Rhea did there was far from the polite button stitching she’d learned as a child.

One morning, hours before the sun came up, Rhea was staring into the open abdomen of a patient on her operating table. She was trying to control the patient’s blood flow while repairing the damage to his organs, caused by a bullet that had ripped through his stomach. She eventually stitched up her patient and sent him off to the intensive care unit. But while this operation had gone well and Rhea had grown used to grisly sights in surgery, that morning when she headed to the doctors’ lounge, she wondered if this was the life she really wanted. Sometimes she just couldn’t repair the damage, and those moments were the most devastating.

At that moment another doctor, Russ, sat next to her. He seemed to be having the same doubts and questions as Rhea. The two friends sympathized with each other over their exhaustion.

Then he asked Rhea a question that many people ask themselves when their circumstances seem dim or difficult. “What would you do if you weren’t doing this?”

Becoming a doctor had been Rhea’s top goal, but she’d also had a hidden motive for going to medical school. Secretly she wondered if it might lead to a future in space. Watching Sputnik cross the sky had planted a seed. Rhea figured that one day there’d be space stations orbiting Earth, staffed with doctors. And perhaps she could be one of those doctors living in space! That tiny thought had stayed with her for years.

So Rhea answered Russ’s question honestly. “I’d be an astronaut.” It was perhaps the first time she’d ever said it aloud.

Russ surprised her by replying, “I used to work for NASA.” He mentioned that he still kept in touch with his former coworkers in the space program.

Several weeks later Rhea was going through a typical day, opening human bodies and stitching them shut. At one point she and Russ passed each other in a hallway. He stopped her and said, “Hey, some friends of mine say they’re taking applicants for the space shuttle program. I hear they have an affirmative action program!”

He hurried off without giving any more information. Rhea stood there stunned, a million questions running through her mind. Affirmative action programs in colleges and other institutions were aimed at removing barriers and creating opportunities for minorities and women. So did Russ’s remark mean that women could now apply for the space program?

Becoming a doctor had been an unexpected goal for a girl from Rhea’s background. Now she might have a chance to make an even more unexpected dream come true.






CHAPTER FOUR Anna: Sharing a Dream [image: ]


Anna’s path to space was like Rhea’s in some ways, but her early life was more like Shannon’s, full of change and movement.

She was born Anna Lee Tingle on August 24, 1949, in New York. Her father was an army sergeant who had met her mother while he’d been stationed in Germany, and every time he was assigned to a new military base, the family would be uprooted. From the time she entered the world, Anna found herself in a new hometown every couple of years.

As a shy little girl who enjoyed doing her math homework each night, Anna struggled to make friends and to shape her identity amid this constant change. But after she sat on the lawn outside her school, listening to the broadcast of Alan Shepard’s momentous flight to space in 1961, Anna finally knew what path she wanted to take. At the same time, though, she thought her dream of going to space would never be possible.

That’s because, like Shannon, Anna had noticed that only men had been selected to be astronauts. On top of that, astronauts had to have jet piloting experience, something you could get only by joining the US military. And women were not allowed to fly jets for the armed forces. The barriers seemed too big to break, so she kept this dream to herself.

When Anna turned thirteen, she was attending her thirteenth school, but it was then that she finally got a break from constant moving. Her family settled in San Pedro, California, and unlike Shannon, Anna was relieved to then spend ten years in one place, so she didn’t have to learn the names of a whole new crop of classmates every couple of semesters.

Then, while Anna was in high school, she and a friend volunteered at Harbor General Hospital. They took on the task of developing X-ray photographs in the hospital’s darkroom—a pretty important gig for two high school students in the late 1960s.

One day the two friends stood next to each other in the dark, flipping film and plunging the photographs into their processing chemicals. Perhaps it was the absence of light that made Anna feel comfortable sharing her deepest, impossible desire, but in that moment she confessed something she’d never told anyone: “I’d really like to be an astronaut someday.”

The friend was shocked. Anna had never betrayed a hint that she was harboring that dream. But Anna had thought about it since that day by the radio in junior high. Being an astronaut was the perfect combination of everything she enjoyed: it involved science, it was challenging, and it meant exploring the unknown.

Anna’s dream of going to space, though, was soon pushed to the back of her mind once more as she focused on simply continuing her education. Anna’s teachers didn’t exactly encourage women to seek college degrees, and most of the young women in her school didn’t dream of more school or full-time work. They’d been told most of their lives that they wouldn’t need such things when they grew older. Still, Anna set her sights on higher education and became the first in her family to go to college. She applied to just one school, the University of California at Los Angeles, and was accepted. In fact, she had done so well on her SATs that UCLA gave her a scholarship.

Anna first chose math as her major, but she started to wonder what she would actually do with a degree in advanced mathematics, since she did not want to be a professor or devote her life to working on complex math problems. Chemistry classes also intrigued her, so she made the leap to a chemistry degree, figuring that she could do more with a science education.

Her time at UCLA was intense, and after a brief whirlwind romance, marriage, and divorce from a man who turned out not to be the right partner for her, Anna decided to apply to UCLA’s medical school.

While Anna Lee, as she now called herself, loved the idea of a career as a doctor, she also had the same hidden motive as Rhea. Still dreaming of going to space one day, she too figured that eventually there’d be space stations orbiting Earth—and those stations would need doctors. Anna thought perhaps she could be one of the doctors living at those stations, attending to sick astronauts.

But UCLA reviewed Anna’s application to medical school and put her on the university’s waiting list. Despite the blow of not being immediately accepted, Anna made the most of that time. She earned her master’s degree in chemistry while working as a teaching assistant, and that degree would come in handy in the years to come.

When Anna did get into medical school, she chose the familiar environment of Harbor General Hospital for her internship. And it was there that she met Bill Fisher, a surgical intern who was a year ahead of her. The two had quite a few things in common. Of course they shared a passion for medicine, but they learned on their first date that both of them had deep desires to become astronauts. They talked all the time about how, if the opportunity ever came up, they’d jump at the chance to apply to NASA. Bill proposed marriage less than a year after they met.

One day not long after Anna and Bill became engaged, she was slumped down in a chair at Harbor General, completely exhausted. She was in the middle of another twelve-hour day at her surgical internship. The whole year after graduating from medical school had been like this: back-to-back shifts on her feet, last-minute surgeries at any wild hour of the night. She knew these were the dues she had to pay to become a surgical resident, but, again like Rhea, she’d started to wonder if this was really the life she wanted.

As she took a second to relax, she heard a familiar voice over the hospital’s PA system. It was Bill, her fiancé, paging Anna to call him. I wonder what this is about, she thought.

Anna wrenched herself from her chair and made her way to a nearby phone. As soon as Bill answered, his excitement seemed to leap out of the phone’s speaker. A friend had just shared a major piece of information. NASA was about to recruit a new round of astronauts, and this time women were encouraged to apply.

The deadline for applying was just three weeks away, but the news filled Anna with newfound energy. She’d been waiting for this moment ever since she was a little girl. And now she had the right scientific and medical credentials to give it a shot, as well as a partner who shared the same dream.






CHAPTER FIVE Sally: Picking a Path [image: ]


Sally loved gazing through her telescope at the stars when she was a girl, but she didn’t initially dream of traveling to space the way Shannon, Rhea, and Anna did. Her dream led her down a different path—until she had to choose whether to stay on it.

Sally Ride was born in the Encino neighborhood of Los Angeles, in California’s San Fernando Valley, on May 26, 1951, but she didn’t spend her whole childhood there. In 1960 her parents took Sally and her sister on a yearlong road trip through Europe. It was an enlightening break from their former lives, full of new cultures and foods. And it was also the birth of a new passion. On a burnt-orange clay tennis court in Spain, Sally picked up a racket for the first time. She lit up that day.

When the Ride family returned to Encino in 1961, Sally threw herself into tennis. She took to the game with ease, having always been a skilled athlete and lover of sports. Baseball had been Sally’s first love. As a California girl, she revered the Los Angeles Dodgers above all else, and when she was just five years old, her father taught her how to read and decode the team’s box scores in the newspaper each morning. Perhaps that introduced her to math, which would play a big role in her future.

Tennis brought Sally many things, like dexterity and good hand-eye coordination. It also brought her a core group of friends who shared her love of the game. During one tournament she played against a twelve-year-old girl named Tam O’Shaughnessy. They instantly clicked. Tam’s mother and Sally’s father watched in frustration as the two girls spent more time gabbing with each other than trying to finish the match.

After that, Sally often traveled to San Diego, farther south on the California coast, to meet Tam and other tennis friends, or those friends would come to Los Angeles to see the Ride family. Together they’d practice their drop shots during the day. Then, if they listened to records later, a dance party might break out. Sally usually sat in the corner, not wanting to draw attention to herself, until Tam spied her and pulled her into the group. After that it wouldn’t take long for Sally to start singing along with the rest.

Sally’s tendency to hang back showed itself in tennis, too, but it wasn’t a lack of courage. Sometimes she just wanted to be a little lazy. She’d often blow off her commitments so she could sprawl in front of a television screen. Her father would encourage her to get up to practice more, but Sally wouldn’t budge. She valued her downtime as much as she valued achieving the perfect tennis shot.

Still, Sally became a powerful player. Her tennis skills eventually won her a place on the team at the ritzy Westlake School for Girls, attended by children of wealthy businesspeople and celebrities. Sally was a great student there, when she wanted to be. But just as she would sometimes blow off tennis practice, she’d often put off doing her homework. In fact, she sarcastically prided herself on being an underachiever. If Sally didn’t like something, she wouldn’t throw herself into it. This was especially true for English and history classes, where she dreaded being called on by her teachers.

Science classes were a different story.

Sally had gotten her first taste for science and space when she was young, after her parents had bought her that telescope. She’d peer through its glass at night, pinpointing the constellations and passing her fascination with the sky along to her friends. One of them later recalled, “We slept out on the lawn one night, and we’re looking at the stars and we’re talking about, you know, the enormousness of the universe and how many years it takes for light to get here. And her imagination was really captured by all of that.”

What really sent Sally’s passion for science into overdrive was one of her eleventh-grade teachers, Dr. Elizabeth Mommaerts, who taught physiology, the science of how living things and their body parts work. Dr. Mommaerts had been a professor at UCLA, a rare woman with a PhD at the time. Plus she was just plain cool. Hungarian and cosmopolitan, she brought a college-level understanding of science to her high school students and hosted dinner parties for the best of them, including Sally.

Although not a particular fan of physiology, Sally admired Dr. Mommaerts and the way she taught, and cared a great deal about how her teacher saw her. Dr. Mommaerts saw Sally’s potential and not only inspired her deep love of science but encouraged her to pursue a career in research, whatever kind it might be.

All these experiences led Sally to choose physics, the science of matter and energy, as her major when she headed to Pennsylvania’s Swarthmore College on a full tennis scholarship in 1968. She loved the school, and the classes fed her growing love for physics. But she grew homesick for California, where the weather was much more favorable to outdoor sports. During her time in the Northeast, Sally dominated the tennis tournament circuit with an outrageous winning streak. She wondered, Could she succeed as a professional tennis player?

So Sally dropped out of Swarthmore after three semesters and went home to try. No more ditching practice when she didn’t feel like it. It was time to buckle down. Once back in the Los Angeles area, she transferred to UCLA, joined the university’s tennis team, and got to work. But after a few months of backbreaking tennis, Sally realized that despite her skill and all her victories, her heart just wasn’t in it. She couldn’t fully commit to the packed days of practice it would take to become a master.

She had also come to realize that science and education were much more important to her than tennis. She even started to appreciate her English classes! Up until then Sally had been walking two paths. One led to athletics. The other led to science. But the time had come to make a choice, and finally her decision was clear. She chose the path that led to further study and transferred to Stanford University, near San Francisco.

Sally truly loved Stanford, with its arched sandstone buildings nestled among the redwoods and rolling hills of Northern California, so after receiving her undergraduate degree, she stayed for graduate school, specializing in physics. She was one of just a handful of women in the physics department, but that didn’t hold her back. When a professor told Sally that usually 60 percent of his students dropped out, she fought her fear and finished the semester, watching her fellow students disappear one by one.

After a few months Sally began focusing on astrophysics, the science of how celestial objects such as stars and planets form and interact throughout the universe. It was a natural extension of her childhood hobby, looking up at the night sky to trace the twinkling constellations. Now Sally was no longer a self-described underachiever. She put everything she had into her studies and loved doing research.

Life in grad school was good for Sally. She was happy to be living in her home state again. She thrived on her studies. And she had become part of a tight foursome that included fellow students Bill Colson and Richard Teets and her roommate, Molly Tyson. The group got together almost daily to play volleyball, often followed by dinner at Sally and Molly’s tiny two-bedroom house on the Stanford campus.

One day, though, Bill sat down with Sally and told her that he’d developed feelings for her that were stronger than friendship. At that moment Sally had to make another choice—whether or not to share something important and private.

She was quiet for a minute. “This is really difficult,” she finally said. After another pause she revealed why. “I’m in love with Molly.”

It was the first time Sally had admitted that to anyone other than Molly. Until that point their romantic relationship had been conducted strictly behind the scenes. It had begun as friendship. After they’d met as kids on the junior tennis circuit, they’d reconnected at Stanford and quickly become inseparable. They did everything together, from weekend trips to writing a long silly children’s book on butcher paper.

Then, during Sally’s first year at Stanford, her boyfriend broke up with her and she suffered her first real heartbreak. Molly was there to comfort her. In time that comfort grew into a romance. For both it was their first relationship with another woman.

As such, they decided to keep it private. Attitudes toward same-sex relationships were changing in the 1970s, but there were still a fair number of people who disapproved of them. Also, both Molly and Sally had only dated men until then. Neither woman was ready to openly declare herself gay after one relationship. Their secrecy was so complete that Bill had never suspected anything. He took Sally’s news in stride, though, and didn’t judge her and Molly.

But Molly and Sally were nearing the end of their relationship. They’d been seeing each other in private for close to five years, and it had been a remarkable journey, but Molly was finding it hard to date someone who seemed almost godlike in some ways—a great athlete and a great scholar. Beyond that, Molly wanted to be more open. She was tired of living in the dark and was eager to shine a light on her true life with Sally.

Sally wasn’t ready for the world to see her that way, though, and their conflicting desires led them to break up. Molly moved to New York and became a sportswriter, leaving behind California and Sally, who found herself heartbroken once again. But she slowly moved on with her life at Stanford, and this time she pursued Bill. They became a couple.

In January 1977, with a year and a half to go at Stanford, Sally began thinking about what lay ahead after graduate school. She and Bill had talked about it. They figured that, upon graduation, they’d probably go off and become professors somewhere.

Then one morning a new path—and another choice—presented itself to Sally. She walked into the Stanford student union for breakfast before class. As she took a bite, she reached for a copy of the Stanford Daily. Her eyes lit up as she read the headline of an article on the first page:

NASA TO RECRUIT WOMEN.
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