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I see the horizon. A light blue, a beautiful band. This is the Earth. How beautiful it is! All goes well.

—Valentina Tereshkova, the first lady astronaut









 

PART I









 

ONE



HALFWAY TO MARS

John Schwartz, Special to The National Times

KANSAS CITY, March 28, 1963—If all goes as it should—and in space, that is no sure thing—then sometime today, thirteen brave voyagers will cross a Rubicon that no man ever has: the halfway point between our home planet and Mars.

It has been a mission of triumph and terror, of disasters averted and disasters tragically experienced, as thirteen astronauts and astronettes speed across the cosmic void.

The mission has been a test not just of technology, but also of ingenuity, resourcefulness, and the human spirit.

“Like Julius Caesar, we must prepare for the worst,” said Norman Clemons, director of the International Aerospace Coalition, “that is our training. But we also strive for the best, and this wonderful team has trained for almost every eventuality.”

The astronauts and astronettes, a group composed of so many nationalities that “Lady Astronaut” Elma York called it a “World’s Fair in Space,” have prepared years for this moment, and every moment of the months to come.

After tomorrow’s milestone, the spacemen will have just 27 million kilometers to go before reaching the Red Planet.



How many places do you call home? For me, it could mean my parents’ home in Detroit. Or the Governor’s Mansion that I share with my husband, Kenneth. Or my bunk on the lunar colony. But I’ve learned to not ask people where home is because after the Meteor, so many people no longer have their true home.

I have switched to the more innocuous “Where are you based?” which I was busily applying at the fundraiser tonight. While Ella Fitzgerald sang, I smiled at all the powerful men my husband wanted to charm so they would support his policies as governor.

My diamonds sparkled around my neck and made a striking contrast to the astronaut’s wings pinned to the peacock-green taffeta of my evening gown. Being the glittering trophy wife was easier before I’d passed fifty, but I was in better shape than I’d been in my thirties.

I say that, but the arthritis in my feet protested each high-heeled step I took. I kept that masked along with my sigh of relief when Kenneth stopped us on the parquet floor for the umpteenth time. “You remember Mr. Vann, don’t you, Nicole?”

I did not. Mr. Vann was yet another flaccid middle-aged white man with his glittering wife in tow. “How lovely of you to come!” My voice still had all the charm I’d learned in Swiss finishing school.

Thank God they taught us how to hide boredom behind glitter.

“A pleasure, Mrs. Wargin.” His accent was from the Midwest. I’d need another sentence to pin it down, but his vowels leaned that way. “I don’t believe you’ve met my wife, Bethany, yet.”

Oklahoma. It was the only place you got Midwest and Southern twang mixed in quite that way, which meant they probably hadn’t lost a lot of family to the Meteor and also meant that the last eleven years had been enough to remove the urgency from their minds. I smiled at them both. “Such a pleasure. Please do come visit me on the Moon.”

“Now, now … I want Bethany here on Earth, where it’s safe.” Mr. Vann patted his wife’s arm in a way that would have had Kenneth sleeping on the couch for a week. “I’m surprised that you’re letting the little lady go up there, Governor.”

Kenneth laughed, but his hand pressed on my lower back, letting me know that he could field this one. I leaned into him to accept his offer in a silent language that we’ve worked out over years of public service.

He smiled at the man. “I think you’re mistaken, if you believe my wife is a woman that people ‘let’ do anything.”

“Besides, living on the Moon isn’t that different, really. In many ways, the lunar colony is just like being in a small town. Why, we even have an art gallery.” Which I had set up, but the fact remained that it existed and that we had art.

“And you work with Elma York, don’t you?” His wife’s gaze focused on me, and what I had seen as vapidity was actually a boredom as thick as my own.

“Oh yes. Long before she was the famous ‘Lady Astronaut’!” I was in the same class of astronauts as Elma, the first women chosen for the space program, but she would always be The Lady Astronaut.

Mrs. Vann’s face brightened. “How did you two meet?”

“We met as WASPs during the Second World War.” This is true. But the fuller truth is that I don’t remember our first meeting. Oh, I know we were both Women Airforce Service Pilots, but it wasn’t as though she was famous when we met. There were a lot of us. My first concrete memory of her is at a dance on the air base in Palm Springs where she was holding the hair of some hapless young pilot who had had too much to drink and was vomiting out her guts.

But no one wants to hear about that as a first memory of the famous Lady Astronaut.

Mrs. Vann sighed. “I’d join up in a heartbeat, if I were qualified.”

If she were like me, her area of expertise was in planning menus, throwing fundraisers, and walking with a book balanced on her head. If not for being a WASP and having a husband who was, at the time, a senator, I never would have made the cut.

Ella Fitzgerald’s song came to an end. I wanted to yell at the people who did not understand what a gift her voice was to at least pretend and clap politely.

In the pause before she started singing again, distant shouts sounded beyond the ballroom. They pulled my attention to the windows that stretched along one wall of the hotel. Beyond the filmy white curtains, there was a vivid orange glow like the base of a rocket at liftoff.

My spine straightened and I turned to Kenneth, leaning into him as if I were just being affectionate. “Is something on fire outside?”

“Hmm?” He followed my gaze. At the small of my back, his fingers tightened. “Nicole…”

“What—”

The window exploded in a shower of glass and flame. I grabbed Kenneth and spun him away, dragging us both down to a low crouch as my astronaut training kicked in. Something is exploding? Get low, seek cover, protect vulnerable body parts like your head and chest.

And here I was in an off-the-shoulder gown.

Screams sounded behind us. The haze of ennui that had coated me all evening evaporated. The room with its pudgy middle-aged white men and their glamorous wives and the waiters with their dark skin and white gloves snapped into focus as if I were in the seat of a T-38 jet. The best path to get Kenneth to safety was past the banquet tables and through the service door into the kitchen.

“Kenneth.” I grabbed the sleeve of his tuxedo. “We need to—”

A swarm of black-suited security men, all square jaws and buzz cuts, surrounded us. “This way.” One of them took my arm. Another had Kenneth’s. Frustration at being managed filled me for a moment and it had no place here. These men were doing their jobs, protecting the governor and, by extension, his wife.

Me? I was hauled along the path to safety as if I were no more than a decorative bauble. And when I was on Earth, that was, in fact, my job.



In the back seat of our government car, Kenneth’s hair gleamed silver gold in the sodium vapor streetlights. I sat sideways on the broad back seat, twisted to rest my stocking feet in Kenneth’s lap. He massaged the ache in the ball of my right foot and stared out the window looking for more rioters as if he could do anything about them. But then, that’s Kenneth to a T. He never sees a problem that he doesn’t want to fix.

“Sweetheart.” I drew my feet away and put my hand on the thigh of his tuxedo trousers. Don’t fault me for finding my husband at his most attractive when he was concentrating. “I’m sure the UN has this well in hand.”

“It’s my state.”

“Technically…” Both sides of Kansas City had been carved out of their respective states and redistricted to replace Washington, D.C. Not that you could replace Washington.

“Don’t even.” But he smiled a little and lifted my hand to kiss the fingertips.

I leaned against him even though it was too warm for snuggling. “The food shortages are not your fault.”

“I’m the one who authorized accepting refugees from other sta—”

The driver slammed on the brakes. I slid forward in a hiss of taffeta, tightening my legs as if I could brace. We swerved onto a side street and I thought Kenneth was going to break my hand squeezing it so hard.

Out the side window, I saw why the driver had swerved. Protestors with flaming trash barrels stood outside the high-rise where we had our pied-à-terre in the nation’s capital. He looked in the rearview mirror. “Sorry, sir.”

“Quite all right, son.” Kenneth looked over his shoulder as the conflagration faded behind us. “Maybe we should try to head back to Topeka … I trust you to find the best route.”

Biting my lower lip, I stared out the window as the driver wound through tree-lined older neighborhoods. “We could go to Cedar Air Park.” I kept my Cessna in the 99s hangar there. Turning, I planted a kiss on Kenneth’s cheek, careful not to get lipstick on his collar. “I can fly you home.”

“Or we can just check into a hotel.”

“And have reporters hound you? Nonsense. Besides, I have to be back out at the IAC in the morning to do some POGO instruction anyway. This will save me from taking the commuter train.”

“Which you wouldn’t have to if we—”

“Reporters. Rioters.” I leaned forward to address our driver. “Do you think the governor should take the train tonight?”

“Um. No, ma’am.”

Kenneth had the nerve to shake his head at me. “Now ask him if he thinks you should fly us to Topeka.”

“Don’t pressure him.” Kenneth wasn’t wrong. It would save me some travel if we just checked into a hotel, but the idea of having those people hounding my husband was intolerable. Besides, I would take almost any opportunity to fly. “It’ll take no time at all to nip back to Topeka, so hush and stop arguing with your betters.”

“See, this is why I do so well in debates. No one else has you to prepare them. I have another idea.” Kenneth leaned forward and gave the driver the address of our friends the Lindholms.

The driver looked up sharply. “Sir, that’s in the Black part of town.”

“Son, I’m going to do you the kindness of pretending you didn’t say that as if you were cautioning me against Black people.” Kenneth’s smile had all the disappointed weight of the grandfather he’ll never be. “Dr. Martin Luther King is a personal friend of mine.”

I shot him a glance, because that was true, but also not the address that he’d given the driver. I murmured, “Now this child is going to think he’s taking us to Dr. King’s house.”

“Eugene Lindholm looks nothing like him. But he and Myrtle are staying far enough from downtown that I’m not worried about the riots getting out there.” He kissed me on the cheek. “And you’re right that checking into a hotel will call reporters down on us.”

“Kenneth—”

“People were hurt tonight. I need to be here.” He squeezed my hand with a sad smile. “Besides, tomorrow is poker night with the Astronauts’ Husbands Club. I’d be back regardless.”

“Tomorrow night.”

“And tomorrow morning, you have to be back at the IAC anyway. I can continue on with my list of reasons to stay. Coordinating a response between the state and the city’s police force. Visiting victims of the riots. Soothing our guests. Damage control at the UN. And upon reflection, I’m almost certainly going to have to do a press conference. If I’m here in the nation’s capital, then I can share the stage with the president, which will be useful when I make my bid.”

“Fine. You may stay.” I compressed my lips and settled back in the seat. He hadn’t announced it publicly, but becoming President Wargin was Kenneth’s next goal, which meant he was already laying the groundwork for 1964. Even post-Meteor, election season was a never-ending battle for politicians, and he was right about needing to do a press conference. And right about the power of linking himself to the presidential stage. “As soon as you set the press conference time, let me know and I’ll see if I can shift my training so I can be there with you.”

Kenneth settled into his seat, lulling me into a false sense of security. You would think, as long as we’ve been married, that I would know better. The driver had nearly reached the Lindholms’ before Kenneth spoke again.

He started by clearing his throat, which is never a good sign. “Nicole…”

“You already won this argument.”

“This is a different argument.” Kenneth never looks uncertain, even when he’s completely stymied; the line of his jaw and the steadiness of his dark brown eyes always seem confident. The way you can tell he’s uncertain is in the pauses between his words. They carry a weight then, which other people mistake for gravitas. I know that he’s feeling his way across uncertain ground. Each word was a slow inch forward. “I think … it would be … for the best. If. You sat out this press conference.”

“It will be fine. Clemons knows how important your support is to the program.”

“That’s … that’s just it.” He swallowed and the pause stretched between us. “I’m—Lord knows, I’m proud of your work at the IAC…”

“I’d be able to hear that ‘but’ from the Moon.”

He laughed, kissing me on the cheek, and then sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m getting some pushback. A few people tonight raised the question … They wanted to know if my support of the space program was nepotism.”

“Oh, for crying out loud. The goal is to get everyone off the planet. Do they call that nepotism?”

“But we won’t, in fact, be able to save everyone. So … you see.” He gave me that goddamned kindly smile of his. “I might need to be more circumspect in my support. We’re trying to get the tax reform bill through … and. Well.”

I know my job. I fly planes and rockets and smile for the cameras. “Well. I certainly don’t want to be a problem.”

“Nicole…”

“It’s fine.” The car rolled to a stop next to the tidy home that Myrtle and Eugene shared with their eldest son when they were home from the Moon. I let the driver open my door.

Just audible, sirens wailed in the distance. I forced my shoes back on and they made my feet hurt worse than before. That’s the problem with taking off something that doesn’t quite fit. Putting it back on is harder.








 

TWO



KANSAS CITY RIOTS SWEEP CAPITAL CITY 2 REPORTED DEAD

Night of Terror in Kansas City Claimed by the Organization Earth First After Civilians Attack UN Guards

KANSAS CITY, March 29, 1963—Heavy fighting has broken out between UN troops and civilians in the United States capital of Kansas City. Unconfirmed reports said two persons had been killed and about 80 wounded in the fighting, which began Thursday night.



The morning light gleamed on the white linoleum counters of the Lindholms’ kitchen. Myrtle lifted a bright blue plate with the last piece of toast on it. Her curls formed a close cap framing her light tan face. When we’d met, she’d had a cute bouffant, which she’d abandoned on the Moon. Turns out that Black women have to use lye and heat to straighten their hair and that’s not friendly at one-sixth gravity. For that matter, I’d switched to a pixie cut too. Not all of the women in the astronaut corps did, but it had made things easier before the engineers designed the “lunar shower.”

She held out the toast. “Would you like—?”

The low rumble of a rocket pushed into the room. The rumbling grew to a roar, and even inside a house fifteen kilometers from the launch site, I could feel the sound waves crashing into me.

“Sirius IV?” Eugene asked the window.

It was a heavy lift rocket, which meant it was probably carrying people and supplies, although I couldn’t tell you whether the crew was stopping at the space station or continuing on to the Moon. There was a time when I attended every launch, before the IAC added Brazilian and European spaceports. But now they were so frequent that I lost track of what was launching, to say nothing of whom. There had been a score of us at the beginning and now there were hundreds of people living and working in space.

Next to me at the breakfast table, Kenneth scanned the Lindholms’ newspaper while remaining oblivious to the rocket. It was easy to tell which of us was not an astronaut. Kenneth wasn’t being rude—well, I mean, by strict etiquette rules he was—but we all understood that he had to be ready to hit the ground running.

Across from me, Myrtle offered the toast again, raising her voice over the sound of the rocket. “Don’t let this go to waste.”

Eugene reached for the toast. “Happy to help.”

She smacked his hand away. “Was I talking to you?”

“See, don’t complain next time that I don’t help around the house enough.” Eugene lowered his plate with a comically loud mournful sigh.

Myrtle rolled her eyes at him and held the plate toward me. “Nicole?”

“Oh, I’m fine.” I picked up a slice of bacon and waved it like a magic wand. “And I still have eggs.”

Kenneth looked up from the paper and I could feel him study my plate to see if I was eating. I took a bite of bacon and let it fill my mouth with salt and fat. Beside me, he thumped the paper with the back of one knuckle. “Two people died last night.”

Eugene winced. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

I didn’t want anyone to be dead, but I was terrified that it would be some of our guests. “Earth Firsters or…?”

“A bystander who got trampled and a store owner who was trying to keep looters out.”

“That’s horrible.” Sighing, I set my bacon down. “They say that they’re protesting your policies, and then go after an innocent shopkeeper. It’s just an excuse for looting.”

“Earth First will deny involvement with the looting.” Kenneth picked up his fork. “Now, Eugene … when you make your bid for lunar mayor, you’ll have to be ready to talk about this. How would you respond to last night?”

Eugene lowered his toast and wiped his hands on his napkin. When he concentrated, you could still see the fighter pilot that he used to be, especially with his hair cropped so short you could see the gleam of his dark skin through the tight curls. His brows came together in a way that made him look concerned, rather than worried, which was a fine line and a good feature for a politician.

“I’d probably say something about how we grieve for the loss of life and are listening to the cries of help from our homeworld.”

I tilted my head. “That sounds like you’re sympathetic to the rioters.”

“That’s because I’m sympathetic. Not to their methods, but to their fears.” He pointed to a fork rattling on his plate from the ongoing sound of the Sirius IV. “Most people see this as a disruption. A reminder that they aren’t going into space.”

“Good point.” Kenneth speared his last bite of eggs. “Sure I can’t pry you out of the space program to be on my staff?”

Myrtle shook her head, pushing her chair back from the table. “Not a chance. I’m still not sure I should welcome you in my house after you talked him into running for mayor.”

“Dr. King talked him into it. I just offered coaching.” Kenneth passed his plate to her and looked pointedly at the eggs I still had left. “Your cooking sure is wonderful, Myrtle. No danger of anyone wasting food at your house.”

I loved him and hated him all at the same time, but I picked up my fork so I could be a good guest and present her with a clean and empty plate. I said, “I still think you have to be careful about sounding sympathetic to rioters. It might be a good line for using on Earth, but when the Moon starts being self-governing, the people who vote for you will be the ones who have the least patience with Earth First.”

Eugene nodded. “I know. But I also know that all my speeches will get transmitted downplanet. And, to be honest, I think it would be a mistake to ignore the Earth Firster fears. The number of applicants to the IAC has dropped.”

Myrtle snorted and picked up Eugene’s plate. “We’ve got more applicants than we have spots.”

“Eugene’s right. It’s about the trend.” Kenneth leaned back in his chair and settled his hands over his paunch. “Declining application numbers give us an indicator that the larger population is losing interest in the space…”

I lost the rest, because the sound of the rocket stopped. It shouldn’t do that.

An explosion cracked the air.

I was out of my chair and halfway to the kitchen door before the rumble ended. Eugene was behind me, moving slower after months spent in lunar gravity. Myrtle reached for the radio, leaving Kenneth frozen at the table.

“How long?” I ran across the living room to the front door, while Eugene dove for the phone.

How long had we been talking while the rocket rose from the Earth? Two minutes? Three?

“Not sure.” This mattered because it told us which mode of abort the crew would be in. Mode one bravo got deployed between 3,000 meters and 30.5 kilometers into flight. The Launch Escape System would haul the crew module away from the main rocket. Eugene continued, “We could hear it, so they were still in atmosphere.”

Which meant that they hadn’t gotten to a mode two abort. So the LES would have deployed. I threw the front door open and ran into the yard. You can’t see the launch site from the Lindholms’ neighborhood, but you can see the rocket trajectory. Up and down the street, people tilted their heads back to look at the smoke trail rising to disappear into the ever-present clouds. They were looking at the column as if the part of the trajectory we could see was significant.

I was looking for parachutes.

My fingernails dug into my palms. Clouds. Unbroken clouds.

Kenneth came out onto the Lindholms’ front porch. “Who—?”

“I don’t know.” My voice hurt. “I should know. I don’t know!”

He went behind me to wrap his arms around my waist to wait.

And wait.

And wait.

The clouds are constant now and it’s hit a point where you think of a high silver overcast as a beautiful day. But that damn cloud ceiling meant everything was hidden behind a layer of cotton.

We waited.

Eugene walked onto the front porch. “Circuits are busy. Anything?”

“Clouds.” I realized that my hands were digging into Kenneth’s wrists. I tried to unclench them. “What’s on the radio?”

Kenneth said, “Just that there was an explosion.”

Eugene grimaced and jerked a thumb back to the house. “I’ll try again.”

I don’t know why I stayed in that yard, waiting. There wasn’t a damn thing I could do. I just remember when the Meteor happened, how I had been at my parents’ Detroit home and we sat by the radio and the room had seemed to get smaller and smaller as the reports rolled in. I couldn’t bear to be inside right now.

Someone shouted. A Black man down the street was pointing at the sky—at brilliant orange-and-white envelopes breaking through the clouds like the sun bearing a chariot. I tightened my hands on Kenneth and shouted toward the house. “Eugene! I see chutes!”

Behind me, Kenneth bent his head. “Dear heavenly Father. Thank you for delivering these brave men and women—”

I bit the inside of my cheek and let my husband pray. If there were a God, he would not have blown the rocket. He would not have slammed a Meteor into the Earth. But it gave Kenneth comfort and I would not deny him that, even if what had saved those people was science. Redundancies and methods and practice had saved them.

Eugene burst out of the house, with Myrtle close behind him. “Chutes?”

I nodded, stepping away from Kenneth, and wiped my eyes. “About twenty-five kilometers downrange.”

“Oh, praise God.” Myrtle raised her hands and closed her eyes for a moment. “Thank you, God, for this miracle.”

“And thank the IAC for their training.” I try not to get in the way of other people’s faith, honest, I do. “Did you get through?”

Eugene shook his head. “Lines are busy, but we can go in.”

So help me, I wanted to go with them. “You go on. We’ll lock up.”

Just because there were parachutes, that didn’t mean the crew was going to make it to the ground safely. But there would have been nothing that needed me specifically. Kenneth, though, I could help prepare for the press conference. I couldn’t tell him what to say about the riots, but I could coach him on the rocket failure.

I took Kenneth’s arm. “Come on, love. We need to get you cleaned up and downtown.”








 

THREE



MISFIRED ROCKET SHAKES CAPITAL AREA

KANSAS CITY, March 29, 1963—An International Aerospace Coalition rocket exploded during a routine flight to the Lunetta orbital station early this morning. After a flawless liftoff, one of the giant engines of the Sirius IV rocket appears to have misfired, sending the spaceship tumbling off course. The emergency Launch Escape System separated the crew module from the rest of the rocket before the tanks detonated over Kansas in a stark reminder of the explosive power in the rockets that pass on a regular basis over our nation’s capital.



In the briefing room at the U.S. Capitol downtown, I nursed a cup of coffee as Kenneth got an update from presidential staffers. Across the room, the door opened and Director Clemons from the International Aerospace Coalition strode in, trailing cigar smoke like a rocket. A little bit of the tension in my gut relaxed. They wouldn’t have been able to pry him out of the IAC if there had been any fatalities.

He shook hands with the president, who was a trim, handsome white man in the Clark Gable mold, with dark hair just going silver at the temples. “Director. Thank you so much for coming out.”

“I appreciate your offer to join the press conference.” Clemons’s plummy British accent made it sound as though everything were under control, but his eyes were pinched with worry. “Although I fear I may have made a tactical error in sending my two best spokespeople off on a three-year mission to Mars.”

Stetson Parker and Elma York. The First Man in Space and The Lady Astronaut. I was always amazed at how well Elma hid the toll that being in the spotlight took on her. It’s not a problem I ever had—other problems, yes, but anxiety was not one of them.

Setting my coffee cup down, I slid out of my chair. The joint of my big toe twinged as weight settled on it. I’d wager no one could tell that it hurt to walk, any more than you could tell how much pain my pointe shoes used to cause. I walked toward Clemons, wishing that I’d brought my blue IAC flight suit with me so I could represent the astronaut corps, if needed, instead of the sober navy blue pencil skirt and jacket that I’d opted for as Governor Wargin’s wife. Still, I had my astronaut wings and could pin them on if the director needed me.

I paused just outside the social arc created by the two men and waited to be noticed, which gave them the illusion of being in control of the situation. The president was still talking to Clemons and glanced briefly at me, acknowledging that I’d approached. “What does the Mars Expedition crew think about this?”

“We aren’t telling them.” Clemons turned the cigar over in his hands. “There’s nothing they can do and I do not want to cause them undue worry.”

“Wish that were an option for us.” The president reoriented his body, taking a step to the side to invite me in. “Ah, Mrs. Wargin. Does the governor need anything?”

“He’s being well taken care of, thank you, Mr. President.” I smiled and took a step into their sphere of influence. “Though I thought I might offer Director Clemons my assistance.”

“Oh?” Clemons raised his brows as if he were baffled that I might have some use.

“If it would help, Elma and I have comparable spaceflight experience. I’m not ‘The’ Lady Astronaut, but I am ‘a’ Lady Astronaut.” I gave a smile, calibrated to be warm but also acknowledging the somberness of the situation. “I’m available to do any publicity that would be useful for the corps.”

“That’s very kind of you, Nico—Mrs. Wargin.” Clemons looked around to the door. “But Cristiano Zambrano is arriving shortly and was CAPCOM on this launch. I know how valuable you are to Governor Wargin and don’t want you to split your attention.”

“Of course.” That sounded entirely reasonable, but I still wanted to scream. I could be useful if he’d let me. I was good at shaping public opinion and I was very good at press conferences. “Well, I’ll let you two get back to it, then.”

Turning, I thought that checking in with Kenneth would be the next intelligent thing. If nothing else, I could at least fetch coffee for him.

Behind me, Clemons murmured, “Honestly, if she were a bit younger it might not have been a bad idea, but the original six are old hat now.”

The amount of self-control it took to keep walking instead of turning around and slapping him was a testament to my finishing school education. Old hat. Old hat?! Cristiano was a year older than I was, for crying out loud. But men apparently don’t age in the same ways … Old hat.

By the time I got to Kenneth’s side, I was able to keep most of my outrage behind my smile. I wrestled my fury back down into its usual spot, because despite the injustice of his words, the reasoning behind having the CAPCOM for the flight there was sound. I hadn’t been on the base. I didn’t have anything but the most cursory understanding of what had gone wrong. All I really knew was when it had occurred. Cristiano would have more current information.

Of course, if he didn’t arrive, then there was still an opportunity for me. There are times when I am appallingly callous, because I was thinking about this near tragedy as an opportunity for advancement. It is hard, sometimes, to spot the line between a desire to help and ambition.

Kenneth gave me a tight smile as I approached. “Learn anything?”

“Cristiano Zambrano is coming in. He was CAPCOM.”

Kenneth winced and pursed his lips for a fraction of a second. “He’s a good man.”

“But?”

“Oh, just wondering about the pros and cons of reminding the American public that this is an international partnership. I think it’s probably the way to go, but…” He shrugged. “You know me. Always thinking about angles.”

“Well, he’s not here, so—”

Cristiano walked into the room. He could have been a movie star back home in Mexico, with a cleft chin and thick, glossy hair above eyes that naturally smoldered. I swear, all of the original male astronauts seemed to have been selected, at least in part, for their photogenic qualities. The same was true of us, which always bothered Elma. To me it seemed completely reasonable. We were symbols.

“Nicole … What we talked about in the car.” Kenneth was going to ask me to stay here. In this goddamned room, doing nothing of any use. “Would you mind—” He stopped when Cristiano spotted me and made a beeline for us.

My fellow astronaut gave a weary smile. “Thank God. I thought I’d be the only astronaut here.”

“Clemons says he doesn’t need me.” I delivered that line with a laugh—a cheery coating around my bitterness.

He snorted and glanced over his shoulder to where Clemons and the president were engaged in what looked like an intense conversation over a folder of papers. “That seems short-sighted, given the fact that you’re in the next launch crew.”

Behind me, Kenneth sucked in a breath. I had known where I was in rotation, but had not thought through to the fact that I would be in the next group to ride a Sirius IV.

I drew Cristiano away before he could say anything else that would distress my husband. I’d flown a half-dozen missions as Cristiano’s co-pilot back in the capsule days. This close, I could see the strain in the fine lines around his eyes. I murmured, “You okay?”

“I will need a martini of significant size at the end of the day.” He glanced down and showed me his right hand. The tremor that had finally grounded him was much worse than usual, as if I needed a reminder about what happened to an astronaut who admitted that their health was less than perfect. Cristiano balled it into a fist and shoved it casually into his trouser pocket. “But everyone is alive. Search and rescue was right on top of them as they came down.”

I heaved a sigh of relief at that confirmation. “Well, come over tonight and I’ll mix up some martinis.”

He winked, and a dimple flashed for a moment at the corner of his mouth. “Thank you. But I should go home to Giulia and the boys. Even though I wasn’t up, she will worry.”

“Of course. Who was the crew?”

“Randy Cleary was piloting. He had Isabel Sophia Dieppa Betancourt for Nav/Comp and—”

“Ladies and gentlemen!” One of the staffers stood by the door to the press room. “We’re ready to begin. This way, please.”

The press room at the Capitol building was built specifically for briefings and had a dais at one end of a square room. The walls were covered with heavy blue velvet drapes to muffle the sound in the room. They were green during Brannan’s administration, but Denley tended toward more military trappings.

I did not go out on the dais. No, I stood in the gallery with the First Lady and some of the other politicians’ wives. All of us had our practiced “supportive and attentive” expression engaged. It came in handy as a politician’s wife and as an astronaut.

President Denley strode up to the podium and regarded the reporters. “Thank you all for coming. Let me answer first the question that is on everyone’s mind. The Sirius IV rocket explosion this morning resulted in no loss of life. The passengers and crew aboard are now receiving medical treatment as a safety measure, but all appear to be in good health. We give thanks to God for their safe delivery. I’ve brought Director Clemons from the IAC out, and he will be available to answer your questions about that later.”

He shifted a paper on the podium. “Of more immediate concern to most citizens in the capital are last night’s riots. Let me say, right away, that we will not be cowed by terrorists.”

And then he began a series of one-liners about the riots and civility. He had a half-dozen variations on the line “we will not be cowed by terrorists,” which were disingenuous coming from a man who wanted to slash the United States’s contribution to the IAC. Honestly, I tuned out, paying just enough attention to be able to nod appreciatively at the right spots in case one of the cameramen wanted a B-shot of the wives.

He droned on for a good fifteen minutes saying nothing of substance but promising an undefined “strong action” until he finally opened the floor for questions.

“Gerrard St. Ives of The Times.” The British journalist was a portly white man in a rumpled gray suit. “Is there a link between the Sirius IV explosion and the riots last night? Specifically, was the explosion due to sabotage by the Earth Firsters?”

The president gestured to Clemons. “No, but I’ll let Director Clemons explain why.”

That caught my interest. He’d known this question was coming, which meant they had at least considered the possibility of sabotage.

Clemons sat forward, folds of his neck creasing over his collar. “The security at the IAC is very tight and reinforced by the UN. But setting aside the notion that someone might have been able to sneak onto the campus, there is no part of the rocket that a person could reach to damage. These spaceships are thirty-six stories tall as an example.”

By dint of long practice, I did not react externally, but internally I sat up and stared. True, the Sirius was thirty-six stories tall once it was erected for launch. But there were ample opportunities for sabotage before that, to say nothing of the fact that it was surrounded by a gantry designed to allow you to climb it. If sabotage were actually not a concern, I might cite some evidence that was a bit more substantial than the height of the rocket.

The next reporter was a lanky blond man in the same rumpled gray suit they all wear. “Altus Oosthuizen of Volksblad. Given the ongoing trial of the Cygnus Six and the FBI’s investigation into the possibility that Negro astronauts deliberately sabotaged that rocket, will the agency be involved in investigating this crash?”

This again. About two years ago, one of the Cygnus spaceships coming back from the Lunetta space station had misfired and come down way off course, in Alabama instead of Kansas. That was bad, but the pilots compensated and everyone was unharmed. The problem was that a group of six hunters—the so-called “Cygnus Six”—had decided to take advantage of the situation. They beat rescue and recovery to the ship and took everyone hostage. Including the famous Lady Astronaut, Elma York, which meant that it got even more press than it would have.

The even bigger problem was that they had been Black men and members of Earth First. Guess which one got more press? The allegations that Leonard Flannery, the only Black man on the First Mars Expedition, had been involved with the crash of the Cygnus rocket were founded on nothing more than the fact that he was a passenger and Black.

Director Clemons leaned into the microphone. “I’m unaware of any such plans.”

“John Schwartz, National Times. This is the third failure of a rocket in the past two years. What about the danger to the capital residents of so many rocket crashes? Will the agency consider relocating the launch site?”

Rockets were as safe as the IAC could make them, but nothing changed the fact that every time we launched, we were sitting on top of a giant bomb.

You didn’t need a saboteur to be at risk, you just needed an anomaly.

“I feel as if this is rather like asking, ‘Governor, is it true that you stopped beating your wife?’ With apologies to Governor Wargin.” Director Clemons paused while the roomful of reporters chuckled. “Our flight paths are across the Kansas prairies and not over the capital, so there is no danger to Kansas City residents. As for relocation…”

My husband leaned into the microphone. “I should hope that the IAC does not relocate, because that would pull thousands of jobs away from hardworking Kansas citizens. I pray the protesters from last night come to realize that space is the biggest industry, by far, in Kansas and also in our neighbor Missouri. Losing that would be devastating to our economy at a time when we are just beginning to recover from the Meteor. Besides, if Kansans were the sort of people cowed by fear, they wouldn’t live in tornado alley.”

Inside, I applauded the way my husband had turned the question to his own ends. Otherwise, I stood there with the same smile of quiet support that all of the speakers received. The questions continued on, with one man in a rumpled gray suit after another asking about changes in safety measures—too soon to tell—about causes—too soon to know—about when launches would resume—too soon to know—a different version of wanting to know what happened—still too soon to tell.

It was not too soon to tell that these heels had been a mistake. Oh, I could stand in them. I could run in them if I needed to. But as the questions wore on, my feet slowly slid forward until the shoes’ pointed toes squeezed my arthritic bones together. The balls of my feet burned, as the entire weight of my body pressed into the floor.

Did it hurt as badly as being upside down in the Neutral Buoyancy Lab at the end of a long day, with the fiberglass of my spacesuit digging into my clavicle? Maybe. Certainly, neither was pain that I could admit existed, but at least in the NBL, I had things to do to distract myself. Here I just stood and listened to men answer questions.

A reporter cut through my train of thoughts. “Governor, what about the ways in which your family, personally, profits from the space program? Your wife is an astronaut, which besides the federal paycheck, also puts her first in line for relocating to the Moon or Mars.”

“To be clear, it’s hard to live in the capital area without having a job that the government pays for directly or indirectly. My wife earned her astronaut wings as one of the first six women.” Kenneth hesitated, with those weighted pauses that made him seem so thoughtful. The room leaned forward a little into that gap. “I’m proud of the work that my wife is doing to create a new home for humanity on the Moon, and she’s doing so without any expectation of benefit to herself because we are not in line to permanently relocate. As you know, we have no children of our own so we have made the decision to stay here on Earth, until everyone is off the planet who can go. So yes, she’s an astronaut, but the only benefit we derive from that is knowing that we are helping humanity.”

My smile stayed steady and I nodded as if I agreed with him. As if we’d had this conversation. But the truth was that I had angled for a spot on the First Mars Expedition and was going to push to be seated on the second.

Director Clemons had already written me off as old hat. I didn’t need Kenneth helping him decide that I was happy staying on Earth.








 

FOUR



FOOD FOR PEACE

KANSAS CITY, March 29, 1963—The United States Post Office Department has merged the Federal “Food for Peace” effort with the current “Freedom From Hunger” campaign of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization. The United States Stamp, planned as a promotion for the American effort to aid hungry people around the world, will begin with the World Food Congress.



After the press conference, my driver dropped me at Building 3, where the astronaut offices were. Gritting my teeth, I jogged inside, which I can still do in heels, thank you very much, because I was just barely going to make it for the training session I was scheduled to teach. I only had ten minutes to change and get across campus. I kept a change of clothes at the office—a couple of changes, actually—so it took only a few minutes to strip out of my stockings and into a pair of trousers and sneakers. The joints at the balls of my feet throbbed, but standing flat on the floor eased a lot of the pain. If I used one of the ubiquitous bikes that dotted the campus, it would take more of the strain off. I went outside, grabbed one from the rack, and cycled over to Building 9.

On the way, I passed four deer, a family of wild turkeys, and a duck. All of this wildlife had moved into the IAC campus as Kansas City had pushed outward. We had vast stretches of undeveloped land to keep clear flight paths for launches. No one bothered the animals, so they just made it their home. It was hard to see them and remember how bad things were outside of the IAC.

The humid air of an early summer coated me liberally with sweat. Among the things I do not miss on the Moon is humidity in summer. I do not miss it at all.

When I ran inside, the air-conditioning chilled the sweat and turned it clammy. Building 9, aka the Space Vehicle Mockup Facility, is a giant building the bulk of which was given over to one large open chamber filled with—and I know this is shocking—space vehicle mockups. Naturally, the IAC takes a perfectly descriptive name and turns it into an opaque acronym—SVMF.

As I rounded the enormous Cygnus 4 cockpit mockup by the door, I spotted Halim Malouf waiting for me under the great blue A-frame of the POGO zero-gravity simulator. I winced and slowed to a walk. It is always unnerving when the head astronaut turns up randomly.

He was studying a binder and squinting at the page. I wasn’t sure if that was concern or if he’d forgotten his reading glasses. His shoulders were a little higher than usual, so I was betting on concern, but he smiled at me when he looked up from the binder. “I’m going to need to hijack part of your training session. Schedule changes.”

“Understood.” He and the other department heads had undoubtedly spent the morning in meetings, rejiggering the schedule after the accident. I hurried to the table where my harness was laid out and took a breath to slow down before donning it. Some things I could rush, some things I shouldn’t. Slow is fast. “How’s the crew?”

“Alive.” He closed his binder. “But they did a ballistic reentry. Cleary said they pulled eight Gs coming in.”

“Oof.” I remembered that from the centrifuge. It was like your entire body was shoved into one of those new mammogram machines. “But everyone is okay?”

“Mm … mostly. A couple of fractures and more than one concussion. It was a hard landing. Like the old capsule days.”

I winced. Parachutes only slowed you down so much. It still felt like a car crash when a capsule hit into the ground, even when everything was nominal.

The connectors on my harness all looked good, so I lifted it off the table and carried it over to the hydraulic lift.

Halim set his binder down. “Want a hand?”

“Sure thing.”

He knelt on the floor, holding open the harness so I could step into it. “After you’re done here, Clemons will want to talk to you.”

I raised an eyebrow at that. “I just saw him at the press conference. He didn’t say anything.”

“Probably didn’t want to risk a reporter hearing.”

“That’s it? Not even a hint?”

“Also a schedule change.” Over the hum of the equipment and fans, the babble of a group of people talking inserted itself into the room. Halim cocked his head to the side. “Sounds like they’re here.”

Gah! Why did Clemons want to talk to me? In the best case, this meant a flight assignment. But it could also be a random drug screening. Schedule change, though … I wrangled my hopes back down to sit with my fury. They were not going to let me pilot one of the big rockets. And especially not after an accident like this. I squashed my curiosity and tried to drag my head back into the game. We had colonists approaching. “Aw. Sounds like the babies are excited.”

Halim snorted. “Babies. Most of them have PhDs.”

“Hell, I don’t even have a master’s.” If I applied to the IAC today, I wouldn’t have qualified. Shit. What if Clemons was going to pull me from rotation? After all, I was old hat. “Besides, it’s more endearing to think of them as babies than as rookies or stooges.”

“You needed training too.”

“And that’s why I think of them as babies.” I shrugged the black leather harness up to my shoulders. People think black leather harnesses are sexy, but this was like the ugliest apron you’ve ever seen. “Babies are smart and just need their hands held. And diapers.”

He laughed and strapped the leg garter around my calf. “Hey, now. Astronauts don’t wear diapers.”

“We wear MAGs.” Maximum Absorbency Garments. They’re diapers, but no self-respecting fighter pilot could admit to wearing a diaper. They’re such babies about their egos. I shifted my weight to allow him to strap the other garter around my thigh. “Speaking of training … I’m happy to do any additional training you need, if that would benefit the corps.” Like, for instance, if he wanted me to train on one of the new big rockets. I lifted the safety helmet and slid it over my pixie cut, which was another reason to give up on the bouffants.

“Noted. Thank you. Some of the other veterans balk at running training sessions, but I think it’s good for the rookies to interact with the original corps.”

“Oh—” I caught myself before I explained his mistake about my intention. I’d meant that I was happy to take additional training, not that I was willing to teach more classes, but … the secret to brown-nosing is to not push too hard for your objective in a single pass. I sidestepped into the gap he had offered. “I completely agree. And listen, if the boys are balking about doing any of the Sirius training, feel free to throw me in the simulator.”

Someday, the IAC might let a woman fly one of the big rockets, but so far, the duty roster kept us firmly in the co-pilot or Nav/Comp roles. Apparently, my boobs got in the way of firing thrusters. I loved my job, but there was no possibility for advancement. Unless—

Unless Clemons wanted to ground me. Old hat. I wasn’t that much past fifty. Old hat. Shit.

I bit my lower lip and forced my mind away from that gravity well. What were other possibilities? Halim had said there were multiple people with fractures and concussions. If any of them were pilots, maybe they actually needed to let one of the women fly. With Elma gone, I had the most flight time.

Oh … Oh shit. That was plausible. My heart had kicked up in my chest and I would have been hosed if I’d had biomedical instrumentation attached to me. As it was, I had to consciously slow down my breathing. Plausible did not mean probable.

The crowd of young colonists rounded the corner of the Sirius IV mockup, led by their astronaut escort, Curtis Frye. The young American pilot was new to the corps and never saw a fact that he could pass by. That might have been his background on the Annapolis debate team or it might have been that he was a fighter pilot before the IAC. Either way, when he saw Halim with me, he immediately slowed the group. Curt recognized the change in routine and stopped them just outside the yellow caution lines painted on the floor around the POGO.

Halim nodded. “Good morning. I’ll try to be brief, so you can get on to your training session today. Now, the first thing you’ll want to know is about the incident this morning. Everyone aboard made it down safely, but I shall take this opportunity to remind you to review emergency procedures and to keep your arms tucked next to your body during launch and reentry. My second note … We’re making changes to the schedule, which will involve asking some of you to launch on the next ship.”

The young people standing opposite from us represented the best that Earth had to offer. They were all fit and smart and the product of rigorous testing criteria in their home countries. Black and white and every shade of brown mixed together with one common goal—getting off this doomed planet.

Even though they were part of the IAC, they were only colonists, without full astronaut training, and I could see the beginning of fear as their eyes widened or their breathing quickened. I stepped in to be Halim’s wingman. They would be frightened about the spaceship and I needed to redirect them. “I’ve had the chance to work with you over the past several weeks, and I would say something if you weren’t ready to go. You are.”

“Absolutely.” Halim’s smile was utterly charming. “We’ll cover all of this in more detail later, but knowing how rumors fly, I wanted to make certain that you were aware that changes were coming. With the expansion into the Marius Hills cave habitats we’ll need all hands to stay on schedule. If there are any issues, any at all, let me know and I will resolve them.”

At one end of the group, Ruben du Preez, from South Africa, asked, “Any word on what happened to the rocket?”

“We won’t know for certain what caused the explosion for months, but preliminary data suggests an overpressure event.” He held up a soothing hand. “However, that was a Sirius IV. We’re launching you in a Cygnus-class glider while we investigate this incident.”

“Thank you, Halim. I know you’ve got a lot of work to do. We appreciate you stopping by.” To keep him from being trapped by questions, I turned to the students with one of my prettiest smiles and patted the harness I wore. The world’s ugliest apron was designed to support me as if I were in one-sixth of Earth’s gravity. “Now, I’ll be putting you through your paces with the POGO. That stands for Partial Gravity Simulator and, yes, I know. If the IAC were consistent it would be the PGS, but that’s asking too much for an international governmental agency. This collection of servos, air bearings, and gimbals is not to be confused with Pogo oscillation. Any guesses on what that one is?”

A tan young woman with straight dark hair pulled back into a ponytail raised her hand. Aahana Kamal, of course. She was always fastest with answers in this group.

“Yes?”

Her voice sounded as plummily British as Clemons’s did, which meant she’d done English-language schools, not Hindi, and ergo probably came from money. “Pogo oscillation is a self-excited vibration in liquid-propellant rocket engines due to combustion instability. The variations of engine thrust that result cause corresponding variations of acceleration on the vehicle, stressing the frame, and in severe cases can become critical.”

“Well done.” I smiled, while feeling outclassed by a rookie. “The similar names originate from the same concept. Has anyone been on a pogo stick?”

Halim had paused to watch us and raised his hand. “I have.”

I didn’t quite roll my eyes. “You named this thing, didn’t you.”

“I can neither confirm nor deny.”

Laughing, I turned back to the colonists and gestured to the harness I wore. “You’re going to use the POGO rig to run an obstacle course in simulated lunar gravity. I’ll start by demonstrating what that looks like.”

Another hand went up. Birgit Furst, from the Swiss contingent. “I had understood that the Neutral Buoyancy Lab was better at simulating zero-g.”

“The NBL is better for spacewalks, yes, because we’re simulating wearing a spacesuit. However, the water also generates drag so the POGO is better at giving you a sense of moving on the Moon.”

It also didn’t involve nearly the number of expensive resources as putting someone in the NBL.

Curt hooked the hydraulic line to the large swivel on the back of my harness. The line went up to the enormous A-frame that towered over us like a big blue Erector Set. “Ready?”

“Affirmative.”

He grinned, stepping to the side, and powered up the POGO. The line tightened until it counterbalanced my weight. Even simulated lunar gravity made my feet happier.

“The first thing to know is that you weigh so little that it’s hard to get traction. You’ll note that when I start moving, I lean forward significantly. Walking is basically a controlled fall. Any questions so far?”

Another predictable hand shot into the air. Vicky Hsu, from the United States. “May I go first?”

Oh, clever girl. Going first makes you look eager and any mistakes you make are chalked up to being first. The middle of the pack disappears. The person to go last, if done right, can look polite, but most of the time they just look reluctant. Sure, this group was going to the Moon, but we all knew that if you wanted to go to Mars, you had to excel on the Moon. I winked at her. “Absolutely.”

I stopped leaning and did a normal Earth walk. “Notice how much I’m bouncing?” My feet cleared the ground a little too much as all the force meant to support my body on Earth shoved me upward in the one-sixth gravity of the Moon. “When you lean forward, your force goes backward, transferring into momentum. But be careful. Your goal is precision and economy. It is not speed. In space, slow is fast. Moving quickly can cause you to overshoot your mark. Watch.”

I got to the far side and turned to come back. Leaning nearly to forty-five degrees, I propelled myself into the lunar lope. I tightened my buttocks and legs to get a nice long, lean shape as I bounded across the floor. It helps with momentum but it also makes your ass look amazing. There’s something very—

The floor slammed into me.

Forearms. Chin. Knees. Shoulders. I don’t know what hit first, they all lit up with red alerts of pain. The air evacuated from my lungs. My vision went red and a roaring filled my ears like a rocket launching. What the hell?

“Nicole!” Curt was by my side, pulling the support crossbar off my back. If I hadn’t been leaning forward in a lope, it would have slammed into my head. Helmet or no, that would have been … not a good day.

Beyond him, the babies looked horrified. Two of them had stepped forward, or maybe the rest had stepped back, because one of the hydraulic lines had breached and vented fluid all over the place. Some of it had soaked the front of my shirt.

My lungs burned as I dragged air into them. Wheezing is unglamorous, but I’d had the air knocked out of me before. “I’m fine.”

At my back, Curt was undoing buckles on the harness. “You’ve split your chin open.”

Halim appeared with the first aid kit. “That is going to require stitches.”

“Oh.” I looked down as if I could see my own chin, and the front of my shirt was a vivid red. So, the dampness hadn’t been hydraulic fluid. Noted. “Well. I suppose my modeling career is over.”
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UN REFUGEE COMMISSIONER MAKES NEW APPEAL ON PANAMA

KANSAS CITY, March 29, 1963—(Reuters)—The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, made an appeal for nations to accept refugees from Panama. Prince Sadruddin said that 1,800 refugees had been accepted or were in the process of being accepted by twenty different countries. The majority of these refugees are Kuna, an indigenous people whose homelands in the Panama islands are flooding under rising sea levels.



The flight surgeon wanted me to go home. Can you imagine? Ha. As if one of the boys would do that after a little bump on the chin. I took the time to put on a clean shirt and headed to Clemons’s office with all seven of my brand-new stitches. I held a clipboard in one hand because they fool people into thinking that you are serious and busy.

When I walked into the outer office, his secretary Mrs. Kare looked up with a smile that quickly went to shock. “Good heavens!”

“I was wrestling a goose.” There’s a game pilots play, where we never give a straight answer to an injury question to anyone except the flight surgeon and then only enough to get back to flying. “Is he in?”

She almost rolled her eyes at me, and I admired her professionalism that she managed to stop it. “Yes, he’s expecting you.”

In his office, Clemons had his feet up on his desk with a report propped on his expansive belly. A cloud of his ubiquitous cigar smoke surrounded him. I swear, the only place he didn’t smoke was in the clean rooms. “Ah, Wargin. Can you—Lord. That’s from the hydraulic failure?”

“Head-butted by a goat.” The skin under the bandage pulled and stung with each syllable. “But I won. You wanted to see me?”

“Er … yes.” He lowered his feet and stared at my chin. The floor supervisor at the SVMF would have called Clemons to let him know about the accident, but I was not going to let him dwell on the injury, which is why I’d brought the clipboard. I sat down as if nothing were untoward.

“Halim told my class about the new schedule. I’ve got their current assessments ready for when you need them.”

“Ah … thank you.” He shuffled some papers on his desk and pulled out a pair of stapled sheets. “I do apologize for not mentioning it at the press conference today. You know how those jackals are. But yes, we are accelerating the next launch.”

“Absolutely.” I swallowed and felt the bandage tighten on my skin. “When did you need us to launch?”

“Ten days.”

“I see.” On the one hand, I was delighted to head back to the Moon, where I had some use and where, honestly, life was simpler. On the other hand, I was supposed to have another month at home with Kenneth. I was furious with him for that comment at the press conference, but that didn’t make me love him any less.

“Malouf thinks that’s the absolute minimum time you need to prepare.” He held out the paper. “Before you say yes, look this over. I’m shifting your role, and this lays out the revised crew schedule.”

Please let it be pilot. Please let it be pilot. I took the sheet and clipped it to my board. Next to my name it said “secretarial staff.” He had transferred me out of the astronaut department completely. It felt like I had been punched. It was one thing to have someone say you were old hat and another to be sent out to pasture. I suppose I should be grateful he was still letting me launch. “Secretarial … It’s not my strength, but I’m happy to do what the IAC needs.”

“Excellent.” Clemons looked past me. “Ah, Malouf. Good.”

“Sorry. I got caught by a colonist.” Halim walked in carrying a file folder, and his expression was tight. He sat in the chair next to mine. “We’ve got one who doesn’t want to launch despite it being a different class of rocket.”

“I expect we’ll get a few others, which will make … One moment.” Grimacing, Clemons got up and went to the door of his office. “Mrs. Kare. No calls. Icarus program.”

“Yes, sir.” She glanced over her glasses at me and continued typing as if nothing unusual were happening.

The Icarus program? I spent six months out of the year on the Moon, and it was easy to lose track of Earthbound projects. I had no idea what Icarus was. Ship? Station? Training protocol?

Code phrase?

Clemons shut the door. He ran a hand over his hair and stared at me. At my chin. “Tell me about the accident.”

“I…” Both of my bosses were in the room. Even if Halim hadn’t seen the accident, this was not the time for games. “I was doing a POGO demonstration. While I was in the harness, the hydraulic sprang a leak.”

In the chair next to me, Halim shifted and glanced at Clemons. I could feel an entire unspoken conversation between them, but the subject matter was beyond my guess. Finally, Clemons sighed and stared at the floor. “I’ve conferred with my security officer and am going to read you on information based on your security clearance and your new need to know. This is TS/SCI.”

“I see.” I stayed sitting calmly in my chair, but my insides tightened. For a variety of reasons, some due to being one of the first astronauts, some due to my work in the war, and a little bit due to my husband, I had Top Secret clearance. I had no idea which piece of my history Clemons was referring to from my file. With the IAC, my TS clearance had only ever been related to rocket details, and this did not feel like we were about to talk rocketry.

You have to be “read on” for each SCI—Sensitive Compartmented Information. The government does love its acronyms.… My voice was quiet and steady. My posture was perfect. Inside, was one long clenching of my guts. “May I assume there is no actual Icarus program?”

“You may.” Clemons settled back in his chair. “If someone asks, the Icarus program is a theoretical project for navigating solo in space.”

“I question that name choice for a space program.”

“It makes perfect sense for referring to people who are trying to make us fall back to Earth.” His face was haunted like I had never seen before. “I believe the launch was sabotaged and that it is not the only instance.”

Years of practice at conversing with my husband’s constituents allow me to sound calm even when I’m not. We had just had a press conference. People had asked about this. “Why aren’t we telling the public? That would clear up the perception the IAC is at fault.”

“The FBI has asked us not to, because they believe they are close to identifying the culprits. Publicizing this would, potentially, scare them off.”

Internally, I made note of the fact that the FBI was involved, which meant they thought the sabotage was coming from a U.S. citizen. If not, it would be the CIA or the UN. “Scaring them off does not sound like a bad consequence.”

“They would regroup and return with a different plan that we couldn’t see coming.”

A rocket had blown up this morning. I was not convinced they were seeing anything coming now. “So how are we handling it?”

Clemons cleared his throat and looked to Halim, who said, “Nicole … What are your thoughts on a Brazilian launch?”

“It depends on the context. In terms of this conversation, it makes me think the saboteurs are local. From an astronaut perspective, Brazil is farther from training facilities but has lower launch costs.” Brazil primarily handled heavy lift cargo vehicles. Their equatorial placement gave them an advantage over Kansas, plus an ocean for rockets to ditch into instead of farm country. The only reason we launched from Kansas was that, at first, it’s where the rocket industry was thanks to the Sunflower Armory. But now? Now it was because of politicians, like my husband, who were trying to keep jobs at home. The theory was that the training facilities for astronauts were already here, but truly it was about money.

And power.

I sighed because this wasn’t really about my TS/SCI status. This was about the fact that I was married to the governor of Kansas. “You need me to talk to Kenneth about moving operations out of Kansas? Fine. I’ll make sure he doesn’t balk.”

“Thank you, that would be appreciated. However, I did brief him this morning after the press conference.” Clemons grimaced. “My apologies for not including you. I am trying to keep you out of the spotlight for anything related to Icarus.”

In the back of my head, a signal alert went off. Was that part of why Kenneth had wanted me to sit out the press conference? Had he and Clemons talked about this and— Had my husband known? No. Wait. Wait … Clemons said he talked to Kenneth after the press conference. “What role do you want me to have?”

Halim nodded to the revised schedule Clemons had given me. “You’ll be assigned to be the Lunar Colony Administrator’s personal secretary so that you can interface directly with Otto Frisch.”

I nodded and tried to quell the sense of relief that I wasn’t being put out to pasture. We were talking about sabotage and terrorists and here I was feeling grateful that I still had a use. “Who else will I be working with?”

Clemons shook his head. “On the Moon, only the two of you. The FBI would prefer for it to be only the LCA, but … we have information to send to him that I cannot transmit. We believe they have someone in comms.”

A shiver chased itself over my skin. A saboteur was bad, but someone who was actively inside the IAC was terrifying. “Here or off-planet?”

“We don’t know.” Clemons rolled his cigar between his fingers. “More accurately, I should say that the IAC does not know but I am not certain about the FBI.”

“They aren’t telling you everything?” I could understand limiting the information to need-to-know. News of a potential saboteur on the Moon could wreak havoc on the morale of a tiny, isolated community, but Clemons was the head of the agency. He needed to know. “They’re asking you to work this problem without a full dataset?”

Halim rubbed the back of his neck. “I am attempting to believe that this is no different from a CAPCOM filtering the data a spacewalker gets so they can focus on mission critical work.”

It was so hard not to yell. My voice was flat calm when I replied, “To continue that metaphor. When I’ve taken a rotation at the CAPCOM desk, my job is to parse and filter the information that the astronaut on orbit receives. But I don’t hide failure points. And when they ask for more details, I damn well give it to them because they are the ones who are actually putting their lives on the line. I’m sitting at a desk.” There is a look that my mother deploys when she is about to explain the errors of a man trying to chase her off a golf course. I could feel my nostrils pinch shut and hard lines form around my mouth. “What the FBI is doing right now is asking a group of astronauts to go to the Moon without giving them mission critical details. They’re asking people to put their lives on the line without telling them that there is a potential failure point.”

“I am in complete agreement.” Clemons tapped the ash off the end of his cigar with more vigor than strictly necessary. “But my superior at the UN has informed me that the FBI has jurisdiction. So … I am authorized to read on one additional person. And that is you.”

“To continue the briefing…” Halim pulled a piece of onionskin out of his folder. “This is a draft document intercepted from Earth First. The FBI calls it ‘The Manifesto.’”


Exodus 32:27 And he said to them: Thus saith the Lord God of Israel: Put every man his sword upon his thigh: go, and return from gate to gate through the midst of the camp, and let every man kill his brother, and friend, and neighbour.

The planet Earth is recovering from the Meteor strike but the United States is not. The needs of our fellow Americans are ignored in favor of an elite who pursue the false idol of living in space. Money that should rightfully be spent on infrastructure here on Earth goes instead to pay for complex programs that benefit other nations.

Revelation 16:21 And great hail, like a talent, came down from heaven upon men: and men blasphemed God for the plague of the hail: because it was exceeding great.

Representing every state and region, we have spoken to each other deeply, of our situation, of what God has done and is doing—in our world and in the unexplored frontiers which we now face. We might measure the world in terms of emergency, of the critical needs for money and manpower needed to keep the people alive in many areas. These needs are absolute, measurable, and commanding. It is our conviction, however, that to interpret the post-Meteor world only in those terms would be wrong. Those needs prove that the ideas we have of one another and of our common life are utterly obsolete and irrelevant to our actual situation.

We have attempted dialogue to change the course of human events. We have written letters. We have marched. We have begged and pleaded but still our children and wives are hungry. Still they do not have running water. Still they do not have electricity. We have been patient. We have waited.

But after eleven years, we are no longer content to wait. Our pleas have fallen on infertile ground and so now we act. This serves as a notice that the lives of the astronauts and astronettes who started us on this fatal path are forfeit until the United States government withdraws from the International Aerospace Coalition.

Exodus 22:24 And my rage shall be enkindled, and I will strike you with the sword, and your wives shall be widows, and your children fatherless.





My brain churned from the briefing with Clemons and Halim for the rest of the day. So much so that by the time I got home, I had almost forgotten the riot from the night before. Then it snapped into a new focus. Had that been just a riot or had that been Icarus?

There were extra security guards at our pied-à-terre when I arrived and charred places on the sidewalk. One of the lobby windows had chips in it where someone had thrown rocks—at least I hoped it had only been rocks. Our building was built to post-Meteor standards and had bulletproof glass. It was stupid, because the chances of another asteroid slamming into the Earth were slim.

On the other hand, lightning also wasn’t supposed to strike twice and my mother had been struck by lightning three times.

Of course, she also golfed and was stubborn about coming inside. The point being that the architectural overreaction meant it was as safe a place to put a governor as one could ask for.

I’ve got to say, it’s a fascinating experience to have to show ID to enter your own building. There was a small line next to the nice young security officer, and as I walked up, I realized that I recognized two of the men.

“Reynard! Nathaniel!” My heart twisted sideways in my chest, even though these men were both friends. They were also engineers at the IAC and Nathaniel was The Dr. Nathaniel York. If the lead engineer of the space program was here to brief my husband, then he must have turned up something new about the crash. “How are yo—”

“Sacre bleu!” Reynard gaped at me. “What have you done to yourself?”

“Ballet accident.” I actually had kicked myself in the face once, but that was decades ago. I leaned in to kiss Reynard on both cheeks in the Parisian fashion and snuck a look at Nathaniel. The shadows lining his face did not come solely from his hat. “I’m surprised they could pry you out of the building.”

Nathaniel looked at the sidewalk, hunching into his suit jacket, and I could see his shoulder bones poking through the fabric. He always ran to lean but he looked absolutely gaunt now in ways that were uncomfortably familiar. “Reynard turned the power off in my office.”

“Clemons told me to!” He showed his passport to the security officer and stomped through the turnstile. “You would have stayed until dawn, and I have made promises to your wife.”

“So have I!” I chirped and waved my ID at the guard, stepping through the turnstile when he nodded.

Nathaniel winced and pressed his hand to his side. “We lost a rocket today. I should be there, not playing poker.”

Poker night. I had forgotten, but the relief that he wasn’t there to brief Kenneth on some new and worse development made me ebullient. “Let the backrooms do their jobs. Come upstairs and I’ll ply you with martinis.”

He handed the guard his ID and followed us through the turnstile. Dark circles ringed Nathaniel’s eyes and exhaustion dragged his face down. Today had been distressing, but he carried more than one day of fatigue. When we reached the elevator, he stood with his eyes half-closed as if he were dead on his feet.

I had been a terrible friend. I’d promised Elma that I’d keep an eye on her husband and I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen him. And now I was going away and—oh. Oh. Nathaniel knew. He was one of the handful who knew about the saboteur because, as lead engineer, he had to know that the failures were not accidents.

We got in the elevator and I pushed the button for our floor. Here’s the funny thing about our post-Meteor building. It extended down as far as it did up. The most expensive apartments were all the way down. Kenneth and I lived on the top floor because I was damned if I was going to spend my time on Earth buried under rock. I spent enough time living under regolith on the Moon, thank you very much.

Reynard leaned against the side of the elevator. “In the paper, I saw that you were caught in the riots last night.” He gestured at my chin. “Is that…?”

“No, no. We were fine.” My ears popped as we arrived at the twenty-fourth floor. “We stayed with the Lindholms last night.”

Nathaniel smiled, stretching the skin over his cheekbones. “They are good at taking in refugees.”

“That they are.” I led them down the hall to our apartment and nodded at the bodyguard who kept watch outside our door in the evenings when we were in town. “Will Eugene be here tonight?”

“No. He said something had come up.” Reynard sighed. “Alas.”

I had the new crew schedule Clemons had given me in my purse and it gave a likely reason. The Lindholms were headed back to the Moon with me and—oh, damn. Helen’s name was on that list too, and Reynard clearly hadn’t spoken to his wife yet. “How’s Helen?”

“She is in Chicago at the Adler. No—wait.” He looked at his wristwatch. “She should be landing at Sunflower shortly, if she is not already on the ground.”

“You might want to skip tonight.” I opened the door to the apartment and a wave of masculine voices swept out into the hall. Reynard’s head came up and his shoulders tightened. I held up a hand to calm him. “She’s fine.”

“What is happening?”

If he didn’t know about the sabotage, I couldn’t tell him, but he should damn well know his wife’s duty assignments. “Clemons is rotating us back to the Moon early. We launch from Brazil, which means they’ll need to ship us out next week.”

“Merde!”

Nathaniel closed his eyes for a moment, wincing. “Sorry.” His voice was hoarse. “I argued for grounding everything. I didn’t think Clemons would … I should have told you that was a possibility.”

Reynard waved the apology away and looked back to the door. “Please give my regards to the governor.”

I saw him out, and moments later, my husband appeared in the hall. “Nathaniel! I see you brought my wi— Nicole? What?”

I leaned in to kiss him on the cheek and whispered, “Training accident. It looks worse than it is. Tell you later.”

The pressure of his lips against my cheek and the touch of his hand on my arm softened my shoulders just a touch. I wanted to sit with him and talk about everything, but we had company.

Pulling back, Kenneth turned to Nathaniel and extended his hand. I saw the moment when my husband really looked at Nathaniel and at the hollows of his cheeks. I tried not to see the following moment when his gaze turned to me and the specter of my past self. “How’s Elma?”

“Good.” Nathaniel cleared his throat. “She said she’s reading The Gods of Mars and enjoying it.”

“And yourself? How are you holding up with … everything?” Kenneth steered Nathaniel out of the foyer and into the living room of our apartment. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like hell.”

Nathaniel laughed and the sound terrified me. It had a wheeze and tore at the edges like it was about to become sobbing that might not stop. “Clemons made me leave the building on the day of a rocket failure.”

I followed them into the living room, which was filled with the men of the Astronauts’ Husbands Club. It was still a small group and they tended to only come when their wives were away. Most of them were clustered around the dining room table, with cards dealt out, but a few were down in the sunken living room, sitting on the sofa or in an easy chair, talking.

“Come in. Do something social and we’ll ply you with sandwiches and enough martinis that you’ll get a good night’s sleep.”

“That would be nice.” His voice was low and rough. “You know how it is.”

“I do.” Kenneth squeezed Nathaniel’s shoulder and glanced at me again.

This fear was different. In that silent look, I saw boundless space reflected in his dark eyes and had a moment of clarity about what he goes through when I’m gone. All of the husbands worried. I saw that at every launch I attended as an astronaut escort. My job there was to make the family comfortable and to be their rock in case of a “contingency.” Contingency. It’s the IAC’s way of referring to death. Kenneth and Nathaniel had been founding members of that club, which was built of equal parts pride and terror.

And this time it was going to be worse because Kenneth would know that someone might sabotage my launch.

“La madre que te parió, Ken. What did you do to your wife?” Florina Morales’s husband stood next to the hors d’oeuvres set out on the sideboard.

“He finally showed her who was boss,” Mandy Self’s husband replied. “Am I right?”

“Hey, Nicole!” Deana Whitney’s husband sloshed his martini as he gestured. “What’d you do to piss Ken off?”

“Now, Mr. Whitney.” I laid a manicured finger along my bandage in a classic modeling pose. “Tell the truth. I got this head-butting you. I just forgot that I was wearing heels.”

The men laughed and Mr. Whitney turned a little red. There’s nothing wrong with being short, and under normal circumstances I wouldn’t have hit an area that he was sensitive about, but let me tell you a joke that is not funny. When you see a woman with stitches in her chin and ask her what she did to make her husband angry.

There are two scenarios. The first is that she’s happily married and you’ve insulted their relationship. The other is that her husband is abusive and she will not thank you for endangering her by drawing attention to it. In the range of possibilities in between, there’s not a single one in which a joke about being a battered woman is funny.

I was done dealing with jokes about the stitches so I sashayed out of the living room and into the kitchen. I would pour a glass of scotch for myself and then have whatever our housekeeper had set out for dinner.

A few minutes later, Kenneth followed me into the kitchen. “Sorry about that.”

“I’m fine.” I picked up the sandwich she’d left for me and took a bite so he’d stop worrying about that at least. Ham and cheese with mustard. “Don’t abandon Nathaniel.”

He nodded and rubbed the back of his neck. “I got him set up with a sandwich, and Fernando Morales was making him a martini.”

Setting the sandwich down, I opened the cabinet and pulled out the single malt we hid on poker night. A sixteen-year-old Abelour. I like the astronaut husbands, but not that much. I grabbed a rocks glass. “Want one?”

“I’ll have a sip of yours.” He leaned against the counter next to me. His tie was undone and his sleeves were rolled partway up to his elbows. “Want to tell me about the training accident?”

“I was demonstrating the POGO and the hydraulic line gave.” I shrugged. Pulling off the cork released peat and the dark resin of heather on the heath. “Clemons checked my clearance level today and then he told me everything.”

“Shit.” Kenneth turned and grabbed a glass for himself after all. Given the sabotage implications, I was not surprised. “Did he show you the report from the lunar rocket misfiring two years ago?”

“He mentioned it.” Myrtle had been coming back from the Moon and a thruster misfired during docking at Lunetta. No one had died, but it had done a fair bit of damage. I poured the beautiful amber liquid into my glass. “Told me to ask for your copy of the report. How long have you known?”

Kenneth sighed heavily. “This morning.”

I poured a finger of whisky for him. “Did you have to yell to get them to brief you?”

“No. No … Clemons needed my help with dama—”

Someone shouted from the living room. “Oh God!”

The cries of alarm rippled from multiple male throats. Setting the glass on the counter, I ran into the living room. Men clustered near the sideboard, framing Nathaniel.

He was on his knees, half-doubled with blood streaking down the front of his shirt. For a moment, I thought he’d somehow split his chin open.

Howard Brown held his shoulders as Nathaniel vomited. Bright blood sprayed from his mouth. The husbands all stood frozen, with horror stretching their features. I ran toward them, as if I were on the triage team in a contingency procedure. On my way, I grabbed the ice bucket and dumped the ice and water on the carpet.

Kenneth followed me at a run. “Do you want the car or an ambulance?”

“The car. It’s faster.” Sliding to my knees next to Nathaniel, I shoved the ice bucket under his mouth in time to catch the next wave of retching.

A male voice said, “Jesus, Nicole. This isn’t the time to worry about your damn carpet.”

“Fuck you. The doctor might need to see the condition of the blood in his vomit.” It was bright fresh red. He was bleeding inside.








 

SIX



DEVICE IS TESTED THAT SCANS SEAS

Satellite Sensor Can Check for Plant Life in Oceans

By WALTER RUSSELL
Special to The National Times

BRUSSELS, March 30, 1963—Scientists of the International Aerospace Coalition have developed a method for aerially monitoring one of the most vital activities on Earth—the biological productivity of lakes and seas. The device watches for the telltale signs of chlorophyll. The drifting plant life of the oceans is vital not only because it feeds the fish eaten by man, but also because it replenishes the oxygen of the atmosphere.



Hospitals all have the same smell of disinfectant and stale air barely masking old bandages. Kenneth and I sat in molded plastic chairs across from the waiting room’s one phone booth, trying not to rush the happily weeping young man who was using it. He had been calling a list of family for the last hour to let them know about his new daughter. I tried not to hate him, but I needed to make a call.

On the other hand, I wasn’t sure what news I had. I looked up at the clock on the wall: 2 a.m. Nathaniel had been in surgery for five hours.

“He’ll be fine.” Kenneth rested his hand on my knee.

“I know.” We were both lying to each other because it was anyone’s guess how it would go, but you take your comfort where you can. “Have you given any more thought to the Moon trip?”

His bodyguard sat at the end of the row, ostensibly reading a book but really scanning the room for threats. Kenneth glanced to that end of the room before sighing. “I don’t want you to go.”

“Kenneth.”

“You asked.” He pulled his hand from my knee. “I don’t want you to go. I know you will anyway.”

I shouldn’t have started the conversation in a place where neither of us could speak freely. “Brazil hasn’t had any problems.”

“Yet.” He leaned forward. “Phone’s about to be free.”

A nurse entered the room, walking briskly toward the young man. He stepped out of the phone booth, blowing his nose on a handkerchief, and followed her off to see his new daughter.

I really did try to rejoice for him, but I just hoped that Nathaniel would escape the operating table with all of his internal organs intact.

Sliding out of my chair, I hurried to the phone before another patron could grab it. I had Elma’s brother’s number in my purse because I had been her family’s astronaut escort when she launched for Mars. Slipping into the phone booth, I dialed 0 and waited for the operator so I could place a long-distance call. It was 2 a.m., which would be midnight in California.

“Operator.”

“Long distance, please.”

“Surely.” In my ear, the sound changed subtly and a different woman said, “Long distance.”

“Operator, I’d like to place a call to Los Angeles: Rockwell five-four-nine-seven-five.”

“Please deposit one dollar and five cents for the first three minutes.”

I shoved a series of quarters and a nickel into the slots at the top of the machine and waited, twisting the cord around my fingers as the operator connected the call.

It rang four times before a drowsy baritone answered, “Wexler residence, Hershel Wexler speaking.”

“Hershel, hello. It’s Nicole Wargin.” I heard his intake of breath as keen as a knife cut. “Elma’s fine.”

He sighed. “Oh, thank God. Sorry. It’s just that when you call—”

“I understand. Listen, I’m on a pay phone, so have to keep this short. Forgive me for bluntness. Nathaniel had a bleeding ulcer they couldn’t stop and he’s in emergency surgery now. I have your contact information, but I don’t know his family at all.” This was life after the Meteor. We never asked about people’s families anymore, because of the hundreds of thousands of people who had died. “Does he … Who should I call?”

“Oh God.”

“The doctor was confident going into surgery, I just don’t have any news yet.” Five hours and counting.

The phone rustled as he lowered it. “It’s all right, Doris. Go back to sleep.” Then he was back in my ear. “He doesn’t have a lot of family. Only child. At the wedding, aside from a couple of cousins, there were mostly just college buddies or friends from work.”

“Should I call one of them?”

“He … he worked out at Langley.”

Langley. Langley didn’t exist anymore. It hadn’t been directly under the Meteor, but with the airblast and fires it might as well have been. “All right. I’ll—”

The operator cut in. “Please deposit ten cents to continue the call.”

I shoved a dime into the slot. “I’ll round up folks from here to look after him.”

“Thanks. Tell me the hospital? I’ll book a flight as soon as I’m off the phone.”

“Oh. I just didn’t know who to call. You don’t have to come out.”

“He’s family.” He gave a half-laugh. “Besides, you’ve met my sister.”

“Fair point.” And honestly, it would be a relief to let someone else be responsible. If Hershel were here to manage Nathaniel’s recovery, then I wouldn’t have to feel guilty about going off to the Moon. Except, of course, that Hershel was a polio survivor and wore braces on both legs. “But … well, I mean. Will you be able— I’m sorry. That’s a—”

“I can cook. I can clean. I can even change a diaper if it comes to that.”

My face went hot with embarrassment that I’d even raised the question. “I have no doubt. But wait until he’s out of surgery and we know what’s what. They’ll probably want to keep him for a couple of days.”

“Sure. Okay. Sure, that makes sense.”

The damned operator cut in again. “Please deposit ten cents to continue the call.”

I scrabbled in my wallet for another dime and only came up with pennies. “Shoot. Out of change.”

“Hospital?”

“Washington Memoria—” The operator cut us off. I wasn’t sure if he heard the last syllable.

I hung the phone back on the hook and leaned against the wall for a moment before stepping out of the booth. The person I should have contacted immediately was nearly halfway to Mars right now. But to talk to her required a teletype with a twenty-minute roundtrip for messages.

And that’s why I was waiting: because she would ask questions and I wouldn’t be able to answer them. As soon as Nathaniel was out and we knew the score, I would go straight to the IAC and send her a message.

In the nature of things, as soon as I stepped out of the phone booth, the doctor walked into the waiting room. My husband straightened and stood to meet him, his calm politician’s mask settling around him like a shroud. At the end of the room, his bodyguard stood as if he could protect us from this danger.

“He’s in recovery and doing well.” The doctor was a blond British man who looked as if he’d be more at home on the cricket pitch than in the operating room. He glanced at the bandage gracing my chin with professional interest, but mercifully said nothing about it. “Would Dr. York have had a recent diagnostic procedure?”

I looked at Kenneth, who shook his head and shrugged. “Not that I know of.”

“That would have been too simple.” He sighed heavily and ran a hand through his hair. “He appears to have ingested something radio-opaque. We want to figure out what’s—”

“Radioactive?”

“Radio-opaque. It means X-rays can’t pass through it. Sometimes that’s radioactive. In this case, our top guesses were barium or thallium…” He trailed off, seeing our confusion. “We did an X-ray prior to surgery and his stomach is white. If he hasn’t had a procedure … Have you any idea how he might have ingested rat poison?”

The bottom dropped out of the hospital room as if gravity had cut off. I am not normally one to go speechless, but I couldn’t find my voice. Kenneth’s jaw dropped.

He regained speech first. “Are you saying that someone poisoned Dr. York?”

“Unless you have reason to think that he would have ingested something intentionally.” The doctor’s face twisted with discomfort. “Thallium, as a rodenticide, is readily accessible and radio-opaque. Would Dr. York have had reason to…?”

“No. Absolutely not.” I rubbed my brow trying to wrap my mind around this. “Can you tell anything about when?”

“Based on its progress through the gut, no more than three hours prior to his arrival.” He shook his head and looked grave. “I will tell you that it is the only time, in my career, that I have been grateful for a bleeding ulcer. If not for vomiting blood, I suspect he would have ignored all symptoms of poisoning as he did the ulcer, and even then I’m not sure which was going to kill him first.”

I had seen the ugly gauntness of Nathaniel. I knew what not eating could do, but surely if he’d been poisoned, that was the larger concern. “But it was just an ulcer.”

“Just an ulcer?” The doctor turned serious blue eyes on me. “Let us say that he had not been poisoned so we were dealing, in fact, with ‘just’ an ulcer. In Dr. York’s case, the ulcer had perforated his stomach, and had he not come in, we would have seen a severe infection of the abdominal cavity followed by peritonitis. We are fortunate that the perforation was new. Even so, he is now minus part of his stomach and still at risk of infection. So no, this was not ‘just an ulcer,’ this was an ulcer that had gone ignored and untreated for months.”

“I see.” When had we last invited Nathaniel over, aside from the poker nights? “And the poison?”

“We’re waiting on the tests to confirm, but I have pumped him full of Prussian blue.”

“The … the paint?” I didn’t paint myself, but I ran the gallery on the Moon and couldn’t quite make the connection.

“Ah.
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