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  “We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all. Of course there are then no questions

  left, and this itself is the answer.”




  —LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus




  







  HELEN




  Nothing feels as free as this!




  The lettering of this promise is in pink. The freedom being demonstrated concerns a woman in a white bra and girdle cavorting across a simplified background of sky and clouds.




  Helen Kane stands in the lobby of Prime Space Systems Laboratory and considers the 1960s-era advertisement for Playtex. She smiles, waiting to be given an explanation. The CEO of Prime Space has

  ushered Helen toward this lithesome lady in her panties with all the ceremony that one might employ toward revealing an Old Master, and there is nothing to be gained by showing James

  “Boone” Cross anything other than what Helen privately refers to as PIG: Polite, Interested, Good humored. Helen is a little perturbed, a little uncomfortable, but she can get PIG to

  fly in much more adverse conditions.




  This is Helen’s last day visiting the Japanese branch of Prime’s Systems Lab. Tomorrow she will go back. Home, which is still Houston. A year ago Helen retired from active duty in

  the astronaut corps at NASA, after twenty-one years and three missions in space. It had been the right thing to do: there were so few opportunities for getting named to a crew; others had been

  waiting more than a decade for their first mission. It was time to cede to the next generation as the previous one had done for her. This was always going to happen, and she had prepared for

  it.




  She had not prepared. You can’t train for irrelevance.




  Helen tells herself that it is nonsense to think of the word irrelevant. She still has a position at NASA, an important one. And, if she chooses, there are exciting things happening

  elsewhere. It is very likely that Prime Space is going to offer her a job. There is a lot to think about, but not right now. Right now she must give PIG to Boone Cross.




  Despite the fact that Helen took the Prime Space Iris to the International Space Station and back on her last mission, she doesn’t feel she has fully penetrated the culture of this

  company, although she’s got a pretty good handle on its in-house vocabulary. Prime is skittish about using language borrowed from the military, and mixes acronyms with a kind of high-minded

  verbiage, noun-to-verb mashups, and the stray Latinate pun. The mindless totalitarian-speak predicted in dystopian fiction was not the future. Big Brother had gone artisanal.




  The father of this new world made-to-order is from Alabama but employs his company’s argot with the chaotic enthusiasm of a non-native speaker delivering newly acquired idioms. That Boone

  Cross is a genius is not in question, though the rest is up for debate. He seems unclear as well: he has referred to himself during their conversation as both an anachronism and an iconoclast.

  Boone is younger than Helen, who is fifty-three and only now noticing that many people seem to be younger than herself. This hour has been her longest excursion in Boone’s undivided presence,

  and his manner does not seem designed to make her comfortable. Helen neither expects nor resents this, but her mood is not the best.




  “You may have noticed that at every Prime Space location,” Boone is saying now, granting the lobby a majestic wave, “we encourage the team to share images about what drew us to

  working in the space biz. And then we collect these images together so that when people come to work every day, they pass through our collective dreams.”




  “What a great idea,” says Helen, covering her impatience. “It creates such a special atmosphere.” Just now, Boone and Helen are the only ones enjoying the special

  atmosphere. The lobby—a windowless curvilinear triangle—has been closed off to tourists, and Prime Space employees are apparently being rerouted to some other entrance.




  For most of the past hour, Boone and Helen have been talking robotics. Helen is not sure who is meant to impress whom, so she focuses on the subject at hand. For whatever reason, she has been

  brought to the lobby of dreams, and appropriate reactions and statements must be sourced and given. This will not be difficult. Helen has made lots of speeches about dreams: believing in, going

  for, never giving up on. Since the dream she has achieved eclipses most people’s unachieved fantasies, it behooves her to speak with modesty on the subject, with repeated use of the word

  fortunate.




  “This right here”—Boone points to the Playtex advertisement—“is my tribute to my grandmother. I was going to just put up a photograph of her, but then I challenged

  myself to be a little more creative. It’s the company my grandmother started working for when she was eighteen. Playtex was a division of the International Latex Corporation.”




  “Oh, ILC, of course,” says Helen. She remembers a section of Boone’s autobiography that referenced his grandmother and connected her to his early interest in space exploration.

  She feels a little sad. Is she sad? Helen considers an alternative: she is dehydrated.




  “So as you probably know, in the early sixties NASA opened up a competition for a spacesuit design,” Boone continues. “International Latex, best known as the makers of Playtex

  bras and girdles, was one of eight companies that submitted a proposal.”




  Helen retrieves what she knows about the history of spacesuit design, decides there is a high-percentage chance that it is less than what Boone knows, and says, with PIG, “Mmhmm.

  Yes.”




  “I just find this a fascinating moment.” Boone is about to tell a story he has told many times, she can tell: his voice takes on the confidence of one who has whole paragraphs ready

  for delivery. Helen puts herself into a good listening posture.




  “No one knew exactly what kind of spacesuit would be needed for walking on the moon,” Boone says. “They knew it had to be a sort of portable spacecraft, that it needed to

  contain a total life support system, but the rest was mostly guessing. The other vendors competing for the contract all had experience making military equipment, but only International Latex had

  worked with fabric and seamstresses and making something a person can lie down and then get up in. Their design won. My grandmother was making girdles until one day her supervisor pulled her aside

  and told her she needed to start working on another project.”




  Helen loves these stories, like they all do. The early years of NASA: slide rules and pocket protectors and “Failure is not an option.” How little they had known; how much they had

  dared.




  Boone picks up his narrative. “The tension was high. Everyone was racing against the clock, trying to get a working suit together but also adhering to the most rigorous safety standards

  ever. Seamstresses were assigned a different color pin, and their worktables were inspected to make sure that every single pin came out. The sewing machines paused after every stitch. My

  grandmother worked on the lining of the gloves.” Boone holds up his hands, more callused than you might expect from a person who made his first billion in networking routers, and is wearing a

  cardigan. “A new fabric,” he says. “Woven chromium steel. Two thousand dollars a yard. Not an easy thing to stitch. Even decades later, my grandmother still had calluses on her

  fingertips.”




  Helen, despite her distraction, or dehydration, or sadness, feels a rush of genuine liking for this man, this respecter of calluses.




  In the third month of her longest mission aboard the International Space Station, Helen had removed her socks and seen the calluses from the soles of her feet come completely off with them and

  float up in front of her face. She then had to chase them down—flying, since she could not chase her feet on foot—and secure them in a trash bag because otherwise someone else might

  have had to vacuum her calluses out of a vent and that wasn’t fair. Boone would probably enjoy this anecdote. When Helen had told it to her daughter, Meeps had laughed, but also said, in one

  of her funny-angry voices, “Okay, I won’t ever have a story as cool as that in my entire life.”




  “Incredible,” says Helen. “My daughter studied acting and I remember her telling me that there are no small roles. That’s absolutely true, I think. Your

  grandmother’s contribution could not have been more vital.”




  Boone executes a double thumbs-up in agreement, or perhaps that’s what he always does when he reaches this point in the story. “She and her coworkers took their jobs very seriously.

  They knew what was at risk. Later, my grandmother watched the Apollo 14 crew bouncing around on the moon, being silly, having the time of their lives, and her heart was in her throat. She

  said she kept whispering, ‘Get back inside, get back inside, stop horsing around.’ Because of course the astronauts were enjoying themselves. But people like my grandmother knew the

  truth. They knew the truth about how fragile everything is, because they had stitched every stitch of that fragile truth.”




  “Indeed,” agrees Helen, but in the gently repressive tone of someone who would like to dial down the emotional level of the conversation a notch or two. Possible imminent death was

  her business, and not a subject for poetry, even if it’s only the whimsy of Boone’s speechwriter. “What a lovely tribute to your grandmother.” Helen takes a few steps back

  and makes a show of surveying some of the other artwork. “This is all just great.”




  They begin touring the lobby. The white and gray paint scheme, the sprung floor that swallows the sound of their feet, the curved lines, all contribute to a sense of the space as a kind of

  airlock: a place to transition from one world to the next. Boone points out that one of the other tributes is a small screen running video loop of Helen herself, giving a demonstration meant for

  schoolchildren of brushing her teeth in microgravity.




  Her first trip to space, the hair floating around her face not yet gray. Helen’s daughter had been six at the time, Helen’s husband still alive.




  She’d worn an ILC-designed suit on that mission. And fourteen years later, Helen had been giving a commendatory address at ILC headquarters in Delaware on the day her husband died. NASA

  had sent her: it was important for the makers of spacesuits to connect their work to an actual human who was capable through human error—possibly theirs—of dying. So at the moment when

  she had been thanking men and women for their heroic efforts to keep her, a hero, alive, her husband had expired in the parking lot of a Houston hospital for want of an aspirin. Helen’s best

  guess was that Eric had felt some sort of chest pain, but had not wanted to call an ambulance for some reason, and had driven himself. No one knew for sure. Five years ago, now.




  Helen’s daughter believes that her mother has not adequately dealt with the death of her husband, and further believes that the reason for this has to do with Helen’s unresolved

  feelings about the death of Helen’s father. Helen does not know exactly what Meeps means when she says this, does not know exactly what sort of statement or act on her part would indicate

  resolution, and suspects that what her daughter wants is to manifest in Helen an emotional life closer to her daughter’s own dizzyingly intense ability to feel many things at once.




  Boone continues the tour. More than a few of the images in Prime Space’s lobby of dreams seemed to be drawn from science fiction rather than actual space exploration milestones. For Helen,

  the initial flame had been a book. Men on the Moon. But it wasn’t Neil or Buzz that had interested her, or even the moon itself. She had been attracted to the mission’s most

  unsung hero: Michael Collins, alone in Columbia, drifting around the moon in exquisite solitary splendor while Buzz and Neil had gone about the terrestrial work of putting down a plaque,

  erecting a flag, and gathering rocks. Every two hours Michael Collins had gone out of radio contact for forty-eight minutes when the moon stood between himself and Earth, and during those minutes

  he was the most alone person in the history of people. Helen still liked to think about that. That had always been her dream: space, not a location within it, just space.




  But she had made, as they all had, public statements of support for every Prime Space success in the MarsNOW timeline announced fifteen years ago. As one of Helen’s astronaut colleagues

  had put it, “You never know. At least it’s not another fucking rover.” One by one, Prime had been knocking down every serious obstacle, eliminating every

  “show-stopper.” Even the notoriously cautious Office of Planetary Protection had cleared Prime’s proposed landing site as being acceptable for human presence. And the last

  achievement—Red Dawn, Prime Space’s Earth Return Vehicle—was currently on Mars making its own propellant from Martian resources, a ride back to Earth for the first humans

  who could make it there.




  Prime Space had been good for all of them, keeping the dream of human space exploration alive during NASA’s Congressional de-pantsing and subsequent morale depletion. Everyone assumed that

  Prime was working toward developing an independent astronaut corps.




  Helen told herself that she would consider any offer carefully. This conversation might have nothing to do with MarsNOW. Prime might want her to advise on its astronaut program. They might want

  her expertise on inflatable graphene habitats. They might want her as a figurehead, a photograph, a status symbol. It is these scenarios Helen thinks of, because she needs to avoid any awareness of

  hoping to be rescued.




  Rescued! It is an embarrassing word for Helen, and nearly as foreign to her as irrelevant. As a child she had imagined workarounds for stories where maidens needed rescue, had never

  understood why Rapunzel, for instance, didn’t engineer her own escape. If Rapunzel’s hair was capable of sustaining a man on the ascent, then surely she could have cut herself free from

  her hair with utensils or sewing implements or broken-off bedroom furniture and then used it to rappel herself down from the tower. Helen had even drawn up several viable contingency options

  for Rapunzel, should things not go as planned.




  Rescued was the wrong word, surely.




  Except she cannot escape this feeling of containment, of hindrance, and this is not a rational feeling, since the tower she has been shut in is only all of Earth. It is not anyone’s fault,

  or responsibility, that the best of her exists in space, that she knows she’s at the height of her powers, that if she doesn’t go back up, then she has run out of road before she has

  run out of breath.




  And how many years left on Earth for her? Consigned to a lesser version of herself on a planet that had also seen better days. Cast out from heaven into a melting Eden.




  This is an inappropriate moment to have this realization, and so Helen tries to stave it off by doubling down on PIG.




  They’ve now made a circuit of the lobby. Helen has a dim sense of people waiting outside the curved walls, people waiting to come in, or get out. For the thing—something—to

  happen.




  But Boone has not exhausted the meaningfulness of the Playtex poster. He draws Helen’s attention to it once again. “To me this represents the spirit of our enterprise,” he

  says. “A commercial company finding a way to do something in a way that a government program could not. Although it’s also a reminder of how far we’ve come. Nobody can tell women

  anymore that this”—Boone nods at the prancing figure—“is all women can be. Or should be.”




  “Oh, true,” says Helen, as if she hadn’t considered this. Men stayed enthusiastic about feminism if they believed it was their idea. And honestly, she hadn’t identified

  the woman in the advertisement as belonging to something connected with herself, or as a subject for indignation, historical or otherwise. You couldn’t get fussed about these things, or

  you’d find yourself out of the sandbox, complaining.




  “This is Prime Space.” Boone taps the glass of the poster. “We’re not a government bureaucracy, and this gives us the freedom and lack of prejudice to accept the best

  ideas from wherever they come from. The world is not going to be changed in a Congressional committee. The best you can hope for is lowest common denominator consensus. We don’t have to ask

  permission from the taxpayers. We are the taxpayers. We are the job creators. And our missions have nothing to do with politics. They have to do with opportunities, with ideas, with manifesting

  dreams. Which do you think is the better route: trying to get everyone to agree that your dream is valid and important, hoping to inspire their support, or simply going ahead and doing what you

  love and saying, ‘Hey, who’s with me?’ ”




  Boone has paused, and Helen, who had spent some time organizing the best answers to any questions she might be asked, riffles through her collection. It was often effective to mirror language,

  so Helen could go with “I like what you’re saying about manifesting dreams. The history of space exploration is the history of people going ahead, of saying, ‘This is what we

  will do.’ ”




  “Let me ask you another question.” Boone moves to put his hands in his pockets, but there does not appear to be adequate room for them there, or his jeans are too starched.

  “What would you say is the most important component of a mission?”




  Helen has this answer ready. “Clear objectives, thorough training, good and effective communication between crewmembers.” This was true, or true-ish. Most of being an astronaut was

  not going to space, so if given the opportunity, Helen would go to space for no specific purpose and with a crew of anesthetized yaks.




  “We have a clear objective.” Boone smiles. “MarsNOW isn’t exactly ambiguous. As for training, we are about to begin a very intensive four-year program. The first portion

  of this is something we’re calling Eidolon.”




  The significance of the name, if there is one, escapes Helen. She employs a PIG-inflected “mmhmm?” and tries not to look like a Rapunzel.




  “A seventeen-month simulation of the mission,” he says. “This isn’t another isolation study. It’s taking the regular simulation training methods to a new level, one

  that matches the unique challenges of a Mars mission. We want to give ourselves, and our crew, a chance to work in the most realistic conditions possible. The training simulation imagines a

  six-and-a-half-month outbound trip, thirty days of Mars, and then nine months back. We’re condensing the Mars portion from the actual eighteen months to thirty days because we already have a

  lot of good data from other Mars analogue studies. What we’re concentrating on are the conditions of getting there and back. So, this brings me to the third thing you mentioned. The

  crew of a Mars mission will operate with more autonomy than any other in history. The right crew will define the success of this mission as much as the technology. For the first mission to Mars,

  the right crew is the technology.”




  There are occupations where declamations of wild enthusiasm are wanted, and ones where they are not. You do not want to hear your brain surgeon shout, “This is my dream!” over

  your gurney as they wheel you into surgery. At NASA, the too obviously gung ho got weeded out. You didn’t go on and on about how you wanted to go to space so bad. You clobbered people

  over the head with your qualifications and then talked about luck when you were selected.




  “That’s very well articulated,” Helen says. “In my experience, the most successful and happiest crews on the space station were the ones where everyone considered working

  well as a team member to be the first goal of their personal performance. The longer the mission, the more important this is, the more simple acts of consideration and helpfulness become, as you

  say, part of the technology of the mission. I’m fortunate to have had three chances to see just what people are capable of when they come together to work for something greater than

  themselves.”




  Too much? Well, she is not sad anymore, or dehydrated.




  “Do you think astronauts are born or made?” Boone asks.




  Oh, for heaven’s sake. Well, several options. This could be the place for Helen to say things about how there was nothing special about her, people had granted her the opportunity to give

  her best. Since Boone had mentioned how far women had come, it might be nice to say that she stood on the shoulders of all the women before her, women who had made her generation the first that

  didn’t have to prove they were better than men, who could trust that they would be judged on their own merits, neither singled out for privilege nor ignored out of bias. Sally Ride’s

  refusal to be the sole astronaut of her crew awarded with a bouquet of roses had led to female astronauts being able to knit in space if they felt like it. But that sort of thing worked much better

  with speeches made to women.




  Boone could also be asking a literal question on the subject of nature versus nurture. He’d titled his autobiography Me and My Quarks.




  “Both,” says Helen.




  “I know NASA wants you to stay on as Chief Astronaut,” Boone says. “And we all know where NASA’s nose is going to be pointed now, no matter how people feel about it. What

  I don’t know is how you feel about spending the rest of your career selecting which members of the United States military would be the best people to drill on the moon.”




  Rescue me, thinks Helen.




  “It won’t surprise you to know that we’ve been having a lot of discussions about you here,” Boone says.




  “I hope they’ve been good discussions.” If something is being dangled in front of Helen now, she must not snatch.




  “Very enthusiastic discussions.” Boone produces a black Sharpie from the back pocket of his jeans and begins striding silently across the lobby to the double doors that lead into the

  laboratories. For a wild second, Helen thinks that their meeting is over, and he is going to leave her under a Playtex poster. That she would have a lot of trouble handling this—she could

  handle it, but it would be tough—gives her a clue about the extent to which she’s been trying to game her expectations.




  Still, she’s not going to trail after Boone. Helen takes a few steps into the center of the lobby and then holds her ground.




  “I’m not unaware of the speculation in the community,” Boone says over his shoulder. “We’re four years away from our optimum launch window. It’s when

  we’ve said it would happen. So who’s going to go?”




  Boone draws two columns of three horizontal lines directly on the wall behind him.




  Rescue me.




  “Primary crew.” Boone taps the first column. “Backup crew.” He taps the second. “We’ve got a rocket capable of sending a crewed spacecraft to Mars, and a way

  to protect our crew’s health on the journey. We’ve got an Earth Return Vehicle sitting on the planet, along with a processing plant manufacturing fuel and water and oxygen from Martian

  resources. In six months, we launch a contingency ERV and begin the Eidolon training for the Primary crew. Four years from now we’re sending three people to Mars. What do you think? Want to

  go?” Boone holds out the Sharpie to Helen.




  What does Helen think?




  Helen thinks she is too young to watch herself be surpassed, and too old to be this hungry.




  She thinks she is too young to give up her dreams, and too old to want them this much.




  But she is both too young and too old, possibly, to change herself. And how many years left on Earth?




  Four, maybe.




  Helen crosses the lobby, takes the pen, and writes her name on the wall.




  







  MIREILLE




  A terrible thing has happened to Mireille: she has been selected as the spa employee of the month. She sits now in the hotel employee cafeteria

  with Clara and Olive, who are also massage therapists and who have congratulated her with a sincerity that depresses her almost as much as the award. Also, during this lunch break she seems to have

  eaten not only all of her bread but all of Clara’s. Successful people are either self-deniers who achieve through discipline, or hedonists who never apologize or explain. Successful people

  are not women who eat too much bread and lament.




  It’s only that she wants to be the person she was, for a few minutes, last night. Mireille had made people laugh when she took the floor, so to speak, with a story that began with,

  “You know, I have to say, I totally blame Anne Frank.” For once she had left a party without the desire to go back and do the whole party over, was almost certain she had nothing to

  reproach herself with.




  “Oh, so I have this thing right now,” Mireille says to Clara and Olive, “where I’m trying to live a minimal lifestyle. Only I just realized the other night that the

  reason I have trouble throwing anything away has to do with this thing that happened to me when I was six and, you know, I have to say, I totally blame Anne Frank.”




  She’s off, she’s a little off, she can already tell the story isn’t going to work as well as it did last night. The setting is wrong now: plastic booths and tables and hotel

  art relocated down to the cafeteria because of mild damage, and the smell of institutionalized paella. Also, Olive and Clara are different kinds of friends than the people from her acting class.

  They’re in the healing industry, so neurotic irony has no currency with them the way it does with actors. People who are devoted to aromatherapy are not usually humorists. Mireille has chosen

  her audience unwisely.




  “Okay, so my dad took me to Amsterdam when I was six. He was speaking at some kind of festival and I went with him because . . .” Mireille appears to search her memory

  and then rolls her eyes to indicate the ridiculousness of having forgotten this particular detail. “Oh yeah, because my mom was in space.”




  She hurries on to the next bit. It goes very badly for her if she tries to enlist sympathy for being the daughter of one of the most admirable women on the planet. If she is pitied, she is

  pitied wrongly: not for being neglected or eclipsed by her astronaut mother, but for being inadequate and unremarkable in comparison. Mireille doesn’t require a spa employee of the month

  award to see the truth of that.




  “Anyway. We’re in Amsterdam and my dad takes me to the Anne Frank house because, you know, that’s what you do, and my dad’s trying to give me a nice educational

  experience and distract me from the fact that my mom could blow up at any moment. And that’s the obvious entertainment choice, right? Holocaust museum! No, I totally, totally get it. And I

  loved going anywhere with my dad.”




  Mireille touches the silver star she wears on a chain around her neck. Her friends know that this is what she does when she talks about her dead father; she is ashamed of how theatrical the

  gesture has become, but can’t stop doing it anyway.




  “Right. So, there we are at the Anne Frank Museum. And you can see the diary, and that’s wonderful, of course, because it’s this tremendous document that means so much to so

  many people. But then there’s all this other stuff. Anne Frank’s pen, and a book that Anne Frank once gave as a present to someone, and a bus pass that Anne Frank once used. And this

  drawing she had done in school that I completely fixated on. I mean, it’s not a piece of art. It’s not of anything. It’s basically a fancy doodle that she colored in. But,

  me being me, I became totally obsessed with this idea that a doodle could become important, could be something that people would put under glass and look at, and be incredibly moved by. And so,

  because of the Anne Frank Museum, I became, like, this slightly morbid six-year-old hoarder.”




  Mireille is definitely a little off, because neither Clara nor Olive are laughing, and last night, everybody had laughed. Why has she chosen this moment to act like a clown? Nobody wants to go

  to the circus at 11:30 a.m.




  “The other thing,” Mireille says, “is that there’s a lot in the museum about Miep Gies. She’s the woman who helped hide the family, and found the diary, and even

  though Meeps was just what my mother called me because she can’t pronounce my real name correctly, I guess I felt this connection to the historical Miep and—”




  “Wait. Your mother can’t pronounce your name?” Clara grabs Mireille’s wrist.




  Mireille is aware that her eyes are shining and that she could cry in about three seconds if she let herself. But she shouldn’t cry. If you cry as an actor, you rob your audience of the

  chance to cry for you—that’s practically a law.




  “My dad chose the name Mireille. He was French, so he pronounced it the proper Provençal way. I mean, my mom speaks Russian and Japanese fluently, she’s amazing, but

  she’s super midwestern, so everything comes out a little flat. Anyway, she probably agreed to the name because there was a Russian space station called MIR. It was famously sort of a mess,

  so, you know, appropriate for me.”




  “Aw,” says Clara.




  “You’re not a mess,” says Olive.




  These friends are giving Mireille what she wants, but she doesn’t want to be the person who wants what she wants, and so she goes on wanting inaccurately and still her eyes shine.




  Last night Mireille had linked the whole Anne Frank story back to her mom being in space, and then done a hilarious impression of one of the videos her mother had shot in space for

  schoolchildren, demonstrating how to brush your teeth in microgravity, which led to a comically exaggerated imitation of what her mom sounded like when she spoke Russian with a midwestern accent,

  which naturally caused someone to say: “Wow, so you speak Russian?” which allowed Mireille to describe traveling with her mother to Moscow for a commemorative space thing, and how

  Mireille had lost her virginity at Star City, a story guaranteed to impress because while everyone had lost their virginity, who else could say they had done it with the son of a cosmonaut in a

  formerly secret facility a hundred yards from a statue of Laika, the first dog to orbit the Earth?




  And she had felt wonderful last night, knowing that she was that person, that person who could tell that story.




  The Earth has not even rotated once since that feeling and she has already lost it.




  “But I love the name Meeps,” says Clara.




  “Me too,” says Olive. “It’s so you.”




  WHERE IS HER STORY? How can she get it back? Mireille remembers Nestor, who took her virginity (or, more honestly, managed to just catch the

  virginity she heaved at him). She remembers the pine and birch trees of Star City. How she looked up into the dark Russian night and thought that she too was going places.




  Mireille has to go now and have her picture taken to commemorate her winning spa employee of the month, before starting her shift. She makes her way down the corridor to Human Resources. The

  hallway walls are lined with posters spouting motivational slogans and seasonally appropriate puns. Winter Is Almost Over, So Let’s Put a Spring in Our Step!




  Mireille earned her award because she put together a personal aromatherapy kit for an ultra-VIP client, and the ultra VIP wrote a letter to the manager of the hotel to rave about

  Mireille’s skills and thoughtfulness, and said the oils had not only changed her life, they’d also cured her chronically ill wheaten terrier.




  Mireille is made to stand against a cream wall and hold up her employee of the month certificate. She smiles, and says her name, and her department, and why she loves working at the hotel, and

  what she did to get her award. She does not say, “I accidentally cured a wheaten terrier’s pancreatitis with essential oil,” because you can’t make sarcastic jokes with

  people who tape up posters that read Let’s Put a Spring in Our Step! and she is not going to misjudge her audience twice in one day.




  Once clear of Human Resources, Mireille folds her certificate up into a tiny square and takes the employee elevator up to the spa.




  Mireille hasn’t told anyone about her mother’s news. It’s preposterous, pretty much. Her mother had done the thing where she explained using her special-formula kind

  voice, and then asked for Mireille to share her thoughts and reactions, and Mireille had said, “I think if it’s important to you, then you should do it.”




  It is only coming to her now that what her mother was talking about was going to Mars. Mireille wonders what she could have possibly been telling herself for the past month that

  wasn’t “My mom is going to Mars.”




  She also can’t remember what was so funny about blaming Anne Frank.




  “It’s training,” her mother had said. “Just like before, let’s focus on the training, not the going.” Except she always did go. Going was always the

  point.




  If her mother goes to Mars, then that will be the only story of Mireille’s life. It will wipe out everything. Mireille wants to stay with that thought a little, but promises herself she

  will return to it later, when she has more time to savor how awful it is. Mireille has to touch people now, and there is a chance that people might feel the awful things through her hands. So

  instead, she will do the thing where she spins it the other way, like her mother is always suggesting.




  She will start working seriously as an actress in really good things before her mother goes to Mars, and then, when her mother does go, people will be incredibly interested in

  Mireille’s point of view on the whole deal. Mireille sees herself and her mother on talk shows, being interviewed together, posing for photographs. She sees herself becoming gracious and

  generous and funny and tender toward her mom and she is attracted to this version of herself and this self snaps open and catches the wind, just like it’s supposed to, just like the parachute

  that brought her mother’s Soyuz capsule safely to Earth when Mireille was six.




  Mireille kneads and exfoliates and makes sympathetic noises and tells people to breathe and is genuinely nonjudgmental about back hair and psoriasis. She keeps spinning. She has become great,

  she is big, she is important. And she is carrying her mother, close, close to her. This is the story of a daughter who was inspired by the accomplishments of her mother, who was empowered by them

  enough to choose her own path, which shoots just as high and as far, as daringly, as riskily, as nobly in its own way. This is the story of the daughter, and not the mother. Not the mother shooting

  into the sky, then higher than sky, bungling her daughter’s name and neither blowing up nor ever—really—coming home.




  







  SERGEI




  Amie pose is used to demonstrate a powerful emotion.”




  The voice is female, synthesized through computer concatenation, stripped of opinion, not unattractive. On the wooden stage, a kabuki actroid swivels to demonstrate a mie pose: right hand

  held perpendicular to the floor, left arm bent at the elbow, jabbing upward. The actroid stamps his left foot, crosses his eyes, and freezes. Sergei guesses that this character is expressing

  impatience, arrogance. The actroid looks like an asshole.




  “The actor’s makeup, or kumadori, is also used to indicate the character of the role,” the voice continues. “Red lines symbolize good traits like heroism and

  righteousness. Blue or black lines might be used for a villain or a jealous lover.”




  Sergei looks at the red colors on the stamping actroid. He was wrong. This was the good guy of the pair.




  The second kabuki actroid looks too small for his giant kimono. Maybe he is a replacement. He lunges forward and slashes the air with his sword, nostrils flared, black painted eyebrows winged

  from nose to temple in two steep slashes.




  “These robots,” says Sergei, “are not pleasant.” He imagines his own face painted red and black in equal measure, a heroic villain, the colors running together. It is

  warm and he has overdressed, he is sweating. He needs to speak to his crewmates today and is having trouble finding the right opening, the correct tone, something between tragedy and comedy.




  Right now, the three astronauts—Sergei Kuznetsov, Yoshihiro Tanaka, and Helen Kane—are standing in a replica of the Kureha-za Theater, originally built in Osaka toward the end of the

  nineteenth century. Like the other sixty-four buildings spread out across the architectural theme park Yoshi has brought them to, the theater is an example of Meiji-period architecture. The

  astronauts have already inspected the revolving stage, hand-operated in its day by a crew secreted below.




  “I’ve only seen one full kabuki performance live,” says Helen. “It was amazing.”




  “Then you have an open mind,” Yoshi says. “Kabuki is difficult even for some Japanese; many find it dull, or unfathomable.”




  They troop upstairs to inspect the drummer’s balcony. Two Western tourists, student age, are talking loudly in Japanese. They nod at Yoshi, and ignore Helen and Sergei. Young people do not

  enjoy being foreigners: these two are clearly wanting very much to be Japanese. Sergei thinks of his sons, who are in America right now. They have said they are excited about this. His younger son,

  Ilya, is truly so, but Ilya is his own country, a principality of Ilya; he will be happy anywhere as long as he gets what he wants. Dmitri is different. Dmitri doesn’t know what he wants and

  maybe doesn’t have the power to endure a little suffering for greater good. Sergei hopes that his example is enough of a lesson, but it is hard to be an example at a distance.




  “When I came here as a young person,” Yoshihiro says, gesturing to the figures on the stage below, “the representations were simple cardboard cutouts of kabuki actors.

  I’m not sure when they installed these robots. Not quite appropriate to the museum, and I agree with you, Sergei, not very wonderful.”




  A Japanese family approaches the stage. The children wave at the actroids, and laugh when they move.




  “Ah, they’re not afraid,” Yoshi notes. “They think they are clowns.”




  “I remember a friend telling me,” says Helen, “that it’s a controversial thing in psychiatric circles—whether fear of clowns is a real phobia, like claustrophobia

  or agoraphobia, or a notion people pick up from movies or images in the media.”




  “Well. Clowns are much scarier than robots. Clowns. Yeeaachh.” Sergei performs an exaggerated shudder and Helen and Yoshi laugh. It is good to introduce an informal tone to their

  conversation now, and also demonstrate that he is in a good mood.




  They continue speaking in English as they exit the building. English is the vehicular language of Prime Space, though the astronauts all speak each other’s native tongues. Sergei’s

  Japanese is fluent and his accent is superior to Helen’s (there is a sound in Japanese—a kind of rolling l/r/u combination that Helen admits to being unable to

  correctly produce). Sergei’s English comprehension is near perfect, though his grammar has occasional but unimportant gaps. Yoshi’s English has a British inflection; in Russian his tone

  is more expressive.




  They have been training together for five weeks and although today has been designated as a rest day, Helen and Sergei had accepted Yoshi’s suggestion that he drive them out to this local

  attraction. “It will be nice,” Sergei said, “to be in a fresh outside place.” Helen had brought binoculars. She’s said she is an amateur bird-watcher, though it is

  difficult to imagine Helen as an amateur anything.




  It is warm for March, almost cherry blossom season, which they will largely miss, as they are moving to the training facility in Utah in two weeks.




  There seem to be no birds at all in the park. Most likely, insecticide coating on the trees has killed off potential food sources.




  The astronauts are good sightseers. They walk across an art deco–style bridge, view a facsimile of the railway carriage of the Imperial Family, and admire a replica of the entrance hall of

  the Imperial Hotel. Outside a reconstructed Romanesque church, Yoshi explains that he first visited the Meiji-mura Park when he was ten and newly arrived in Japan after an early childhood spent in

  London.




  “I remember seeing this,” he said, “and feeling that it was not at all an exotic object, but something more familiar to me than a Shinto or Buddhist shrine. My eye was more

  accustomed to the Romanesque and Gothic. But you will see that bamboo blinds were employed in the interior of the church, to counteract the heat and humidity of its original site in Kyoto. It made

  an impression on me, to see the cultures blended so harmoniously.”




  All their talk has been like this so far, and that is good, but also, come on. They have come here in order to speak their thoughts freely, away from Prime, Sergei is certain of it. Only,

  someone has to start or else they will spend the whole day just saying agreeable things.




  Now the astronauts will have lunch in a pavilion. He will say his news, and then they will talk of other matters, and he will relax.




  Without question, Sergei, Yoshi, and Helen have developed a rapport. Not developed. The rapport was immediate. It probably was there before they met, as an algorithm. Prime was the crew below

  the stage, revolving the players: them.




  IT WAS A CREW that any person who knew what they were doing would assemble. A short list for a mission to Mars that included a woman would

  absolutely have Helen Kane on it. Sergei had met her only a few times, but she’d spent considerable time in Russia early in her career, and hers was a name you heard often, always in terms of

  great admiration and respect, even from jerks. They had many friends in common. Yoshi he’d never met—though Helen had worked with him on a NASA–Prime project—but

  Yoshi’s professional reputation was impeccable and people always said something about how they liked him, always in the same way, too, using almost the same words and emphasis, which

  spoke well of the guy’s consistency. Everyone had expected Prime to select an all-American crew. That it was international said something important about Prime, and also of the robustness of

  the data that had put Sergei, Helen, and Yoshi together. Prime was a multinational corporation holding partnerships of some kind with every significant government space agency, but the crew

  didn’t feel like politics. As a team, they already have flow. Flow is a word Prime likes, uses as noun and verb, subject and object. Even leadership of their crew has flow.

  Sergei is to command the Earth-to-Mars transit, Helen the Mars expedition, Yoshi the trip back to Earth. Very unorthodox, but Sergei liked this distribution of authority. He wouldn’t have the

  first boots on Mars under this flow—that honor would be Helen’s—but he was only fifty percent convinced the thing was going to happen anyway.




  Fifty percent was enough.




  They have the pavilion to themselves. The grounds are nearly empty. A couple dressed in old time–style wedding clothes pose for a photographer on the art deco bridge. Helen looks at the

  people through her binoculars, since there aren’t any birds.




  He will get it done now.




  “So,” Sergei says. “I have something I wish to tell you. It is that I am getting a divorce.”




  Yoshi takes a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dabs his mouth. Helen puts her binoculars on the table. Sergei imagines their thoughts. Their thoughts will be of the mission. They will be

  asking themselves how precise are the personal variables that have brought them together. There are no margins for error in space. For a mistake that measured 1/50th the width of a human hair, a

  two-billion-dollar telescope was almost lost. In space, they are all Hubble. No one must think of his emotional state as fragile. Not Prime, not his crew.




  “You are,” Sergei looks in turn at Helen and Yoshi, “the first people I am telling. I will inform Prime of this situation tomorrow, but first I wish to tell you. It will not

  affect my work. In fact, marriage has not been what it should be for long time, but Nataliya is a good mother, and a good friend. I do not wish my boys to be growing up with a mother who is not

  happy. Talia, she wishes to have a new marriage. He is a good guy, I know him. I trust him. My boys know him. He is family: the cousin of my cousin’s wife’s brother. He is Russian, but

  was born in the States, and they will live there. I think it will be better for them, when I am away, to have steady home, to have a man who will watch over them and make their mother happy. I do

  this for them. This is not easy thing, but . . .” He stops and shrugs, as he had planned to at this point. “It is what happens,” he says. “It is—”

  He has genuinely forgotten the phrase. “Chhh,” he says, remembering. “Yes. It will be a positive change.”




  The park is too quiet. His words sound a little loud, though he always speaks more quietly when he is in Japan.




  “Sergei, you have our full support.” Helen turns to Yoshi, who nods once, very firmly. “And I am glad that the circumstances are so, well, like you said, really positive. I can

  imagine that starting the Eidolon training with things not so clear would have been hard, so this probably takes a lot off your mind. To have it settled, and to be moving forward.” She is

  letting him know what line she will take if asked, Sergei thinks. She will reinforce his view. She will not be the woman who presses for emotion. She does not make a physical gesture, but Sergei

  can feel the ghost of one, on his back. She is patting his back, like his mother used to do.




  “Yes, thank you for telling us,” says Yoshi. He repeats his emphatic nod. “You have our support, and may I say that I admire very much your determination to do what is best for

  your children. They are very fortunate to have a father who loves them so much.”




  Yoshi is a good guy.




  Sergei can hear a bird, but he can’t see it.




  “The man she wants to marry owns a shoe company,” he says. “For a woman, the husband who can give lots of shoes is maybe better than the husband who is a cosmonaut, but for my

  boys I will still be the more cool dad. So.”




  Helen smiles, which is good because in his relief he has made a woman-joke and while Helen’s reputation is of being a person who does not have problems with man-woman things, it’s

  better not to call attention to this. And he wasn’t thinking of someone like Helen when he said woman; he was thinking of someone like his wife.




  “It will be a little easier for you,” she says, “with your sons in the States. I mean, before we start Eidolon. Less of a time difference for communications. And they

  won’t have to travel as far if they can come to Utah.”




  “Yes.” Sergei would have been happiest if Alexander and Talia took his children to someplace like Norway, or even Canada, but the advantage to America is that all the evils of the

  country are known, and his boys will be living in a town in New Jersey that is number three of most safe America towns.




  He appreciates the vote of confidence that his divorce will make no difference to his candidacy for the mission. He does not think it will, but until he is strapped into a seat on top of a

  rocket that has launched for Mars, he cannot be sure he is going to Mars.




  “So, I will inform Prime tomorrow. I have not lied,” he says. “I thought it would come up in psychological examination. But for me, so far, that has all been tests with

  hypothetical situation.”




  “Yes,” Yoshi says. “For me as well. I assume there is more to come.”




  “Seventeen months of it,” Helen says, with a small smile.




  It is good, it is over, they are going to be able to talk of other things.




  “Okay,” Sergei says. “Crew meeting.” He makes a joke show of looking around at all the empty tables and underneath their own, taps one end of a chopstick as if testing

  for a microphone. “Yes. Okay. We are alone. So. Do you think we’re going to Mars?”




  The astronauts laugh.




  “Oh, well, of course we are,” Helen says.




  This is a good tone to take. “Hey, why not? Maybe we won’t, but let’s say we will.” Helen can say this because she has the least to lose of any of them. She is retired

  from NASA’s astronaut corps, and she’s American, so it is natural for her to be optimistic. Sergei is forty-five and Yoshi is thirty-seven. The space station was nearing the end of its

  already extended life, and for guys like them it was all about getting tagged for a lunar mission now that the moon is back in play. A single failure in any number of MarsNOW scenarios could mean

  that all Eidolon will signify is that the three of them are capable of spending seventeen months together in a tin can playing virtual reality games.




  Or they could be the first crew to go to Mars, so there is that little thing. And both he and Yoshi are men from countries whose space agencies are facing the same difficulties and have ties to

  Prime that they wish to tighten. If the MarsNOW mission gets scrubbed, they will still be the astronauts Prime most knows and trusts, the ones most familiar with Prime systems, the inside-track

  guys. So, the decision was not so difficult, but he would still like to hear what the others have to say.




  “Yoshi, Mars?”




  “One has gotten so used to speaking with caution on the subject.” Yoshi folds his arms and leans back in his chair. “People ask about a crewed mission to Mars and one says,

  ‘Yes, yes, it is very exciting to contemplate,’ ‘There are many difficulties,’ ‘We are not quite ready,’ ‘For such a mission we need to consider,’

  and so on. You sympathize with the difficulty of getting funding for less glamorous projects. And now, of course, the conversation is about the moon.”




  “There is a lot of paranoia in the United States,” Helen says, “about the Chinese lunar missions. I can’t tell if it’s real paranoia or media hysteria.”




  “Like fear of clowns,” Yoshi suggests.




  “Exactly.” Helen raises an eyebrow. “The official NASA statement is that it’s good for all humankind if China lands on the moon. But we know almost nothing about what is

  happening, or what their intentions are.”




  “They will land,” Sergei says. “US landed with technology that was not so good as my toaster. But let us not be kidding ourselves—China is not going to shoot golf

  balls and pick up rocks. They will mine. And they will not be mining for all humankind; they will be mining for China. We are about to be in a big mess, no?”




  “The politics are upsetting,” Yoshi agrees. “This isn’t what we do.”




  “No,” Sergei says. “This is why Prime Space is future. Future with explorers, with scientists, not countries.”




  It will never be this simple, of course, but if they are to do this thing, they must not be countries, the three of them. He will not be the “Russian guy.” For holidays, and a joke,

  yes, but this is his first act as a commander: let us be our own crew, let us be free.




  “Yes,” Yoshi says. “One must not be naive about the motivations of Prime Space—they are a commercial enterprise. But it would be unwise, I think, to be cynical about

  this. I have always been impressed with the program: the efficiency and the vision.”




  “Everyone I know from JPL who went over to Prime says the same thing,” Helen adds. “It’s the direction we should have been moving in all along.”




  “So,” Sergei says. “We’re in the right place.”




  It is cooler in the shade of the pavilion. The astronauts eat miso-katsu from zero-waste bowls. The couple in wedding clothes on the art deco bridge have been replaced by another couple,

  and a photographer. Sergei picks up Helen’s binoculars. The woman wears a dress with fringe and a feathered band around her head, the man a three-piece suit. The woman is not smiling, but the

  man is, until the photographer raises his camera and the facial expressions of the bride and groom are reversed. Sergei places the binoculars back on the table, catches Helen’s eye. She is

  maybe looking at him with sympathy. Perhaps he sighed.




  “So, Helen,” Sergei says. “Was it always your dream to go to Mars?”




  “I remember my science teacher in grade school saying that everything we could see in the sky was so far away that it might as well be infinitely far,” she says. “With the

  exception of the moon.” “Ah, did you dream of the moon?” Yoshi asks.




  “No, the moon is too close,” says Helen. She is not joking.




  “Yes,” says Sergei. He has a good feeling now. There is nothing to worry about, apart from the regular things. He is not a man for hoping, but at the very least, he will be tested

  past the point of exhaustion, and that’s not nothing. “I agree. The moon is much too close.”




  







  DMITRI




  You are a fag,” Dmitri says to his brother.




  Ilya takes this calmly. “I am not,” he says. “But if I were, so what? Pfff. It is nothing.”




  Dmitri does not think it is nothing, and Ilya’s complacent sense of himself and the correctness of his opinions are a little irritating.




  “Also you should not say ‘fag’ here,” Ilya continues. “It is more cool to be okay with whatever people want to do.”




  “Don’t let Papa hear you say that.”




  “I am quoting Papa,” Ilya says, widening his eyes. “I repeat his words exactly. There is gay and not gay or both or maybe nothing. Yeah, and some boys are not boys and

  some girls are not girls and also there is mixture. Possibly we should not even learn English pronouns, to be safe.”




  “Ilya, when did Papa tell you this?”




  “On the walk.”




  This interests Dmitri. Before their father was about to leave for training, or go on a mission, he liked to take them each on a long walk and have a conversation about meaningful things. Dmitri

  was always curious about what his father said to Ilya, but since Ilya never seemed curious about Dmitri’s time with their father, pride prevented him from inquiring.




  “Papa was saying things are different here,” Ilya continues. “It is not a thing to say: fag. I should not say, and if someone says I am a gay, I should not

  fight.”




  “Does he know that you got in fights because of this at home?”




  “No. Did you tell him?”




  “Of course not.” When their father was home, he was so happy to be with them that they all put their troubles away for a bit and pretended that everything was perfect. Some of that

  was good, like being on vacation. Some of it was like being in a play, which Dmitri had been made to do once in school, and had not enjoyed.




  On Dmitri’s walk with his father, they had discussed the divorce. Unfortunately, his father had spoken to him like he was a child. The divorce, he said, was not a division of their family,

  but an enlargement. Family was the most important thing, his father had said, and therefore it was a good idea to make your family as large as possible, to include as many people as you could in

  your family. Imagine if the whole world were your family. Then there would be no war.




  “There would still be divorce,” Dmitri had pointed out. It was as close as he dared to come in contradicting his father, or introducing a note of reproach in their conversation. His

  father had laughed and said, “That is true,” and appeared almost proud of Dmitri for making the remark, and for a moment it seemed like he would talk to Dmitri like a man, but he did

  not. His father said that it was possible to divorce with love. No one was angry, he said, as if no anger meant happiness.




  Dmitri looks across his younger brother to his mother and Alexander, who are holding hands. Dmitri is used to the sight of his mother and Alexander holding hands, and hugging, and kissing. It

  disgusts him, but he knows that his objections are childish, and he has decided to be stoic about it. His stoicism moves him.




  Tonight is Ilya’s treat. The ballet here is not in season, so they have come to a Broadway musical. Tomorrow is meant to be Dmitri’s treat, only at the time he was asked he was in

  the mood to reject the notion of treats, so he just said Ilya could use his turn.




  Tomorrow he could tell his family that he is sick. He is fifteen. His mother might let him stay behind in the hotel on his own.




  No.




  Yes.




  No.




  Yes. He will tell them that he is sick. Tonight, he will start coughing.




  “Do you want me to explain to you what the synopsis says?” he asks Ilya, opening up the program. Ilya gives him an assessing look, and then agrees. Dmitri feels ashamed about the

  assessing look. He teases his brother too much. He loves his brother, and admires him. It means something to him that his brother should trust him. If his brother decides that he can’t trust

  him, then that will be that, he will never trust him again. Ilya is not a subtle person; he only believes one thing at a time.




  Dmitri thinks that in this, Ilya is very like their father. Maybe.




  Dmitri translates the synopsis into Russian, quietly, because they are meant to speak only English in public, for practice. They examine the pictures of the performers that are printed in the

  program.




  “This guy,” Ilya says, pointing. “You can tell he is a good dancer.”




  “It’s just his head,” Dmitri objects. “How you can tell about his dancing from just his head?”




  “You can tell,” Ilya says.




  Dmitri chews his lip and then points to a picture of a girl with blond hair and the appearance of five hundred thousand teeth.




  “Her name is Rose,” he says, reading the program. “She says thank you to her family and friends and teachers for believing in her, and her husband, Trey, for giving her love,

  and the Lord, for giving her a reason to wake up singing. So, Ilya, can you tell from her picture whether she is a good dancer or not?”




  Ilya barely glances at it. “She is an idiot.”




  Dmitri laughs and shuts the program. His stomach hurts.




  IN THE LOBBY, Dmitri noticed a man.




  He noticed the man, and looked at him until the man looked back. The man had a little gray in his hair, though his face was not old. Dmitri did not think the man was American, because he was

  slim and very well dressed and not talking and anyway, there didn’t seem to be so many Americans in New York City. The man was standing by himself in a way that Dmitri admired. He wished that

  he too was standing by himself, and was well dressed and not a kid.




  Dmitri had a sudden feeling, a thought. That man will know what to do. But he hadn’t been able to think much beyond that because he himself did not know what to do, or precisely

  what he meant by that, even.




  He sort of knew.




  “I have to go to the toilet,” Dmitri had told his family, after he saw the man. “Restroom,” he corrected himself. Dmitri’s mother looked at Alexander.




  “You don’t have to wait for me,” Dmitri said. “If you give me my ticket, you can all sit down now.” Alexander, who liked to make a point of respecting Dmitri,

  handed over the ticket. Dmitri was, as always, a little ashamed of his ability to make people do what he wanted them to do.




  He had to walk by the man to go to the restroom, but the lobby was crowded, and people had come between them. He had felt very stupid in the restroom, and did not trust touching himself, even to

  take a piss, so he just washed his hands and then came out.




  The man was standing next to a poster on the lobby wall. Dmitri pretended that he was interested in inspecting all the posters, which seemed like a reasonable occupation. He was very afraid that

  the man would walk away before he got to him, but that did not happen.




  “Hello,” said the man, when Dmitri was next to him.




  “Hello,” Dmitri said. The poster next to the man was blue and pink colored and pictured a ridiculous blond girl, a unicorn, and an imbecile wearing legwarmers making a dance pose in

  roller skates on top of a rainbow. It was an absurd poster. No one could possibly be interested in it except for a six-year-old girl or a fag.
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