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The
countdown began. Trisha and George were strapped in. Despite the
training she had endured Trisha felt a queasy knot tighten in her
stomach. Blinking lights flashed all around her and she repeated
one word a hundred times, ‘check’, as George ran through the
systems. The space shuttle rumbled as the mighty engines revved up.
The vibrations shot through Trisha and her body trembled along with
the enormous vessel. She tried to control her breathing and for a
moment she panicked because she couldn’t distinguish her heartbeat
in amongst all the other sounds and feelings. She glanced over at
George who seemed to be so composed and calm, as if he was just
taking the car for drive to the mall.


“…and 1, we have lift off,” she
heard the smooth voice of ground control say through the speakers.
A huge roar filled the cockpit of the space shuttle and the rocket
blasted off, shaking so much that Trisha’s teeth chattered and for
a moment she thought her whole body was going to split apart. The
air sang as the great craft defied gravity and broke through the
atmosphere.


Trisha felt like her stomach had been
left behind and had to race to catch up to the rest of her body as
the shuttle flew through the afternoon sky. She looked out of the
window and saw the blue sky race past them. Wisps of clouds seemed
to wave at her as the shuttle crashed through them and raced into
the deep blue of the sky. There was no way to see the land below
them but Trisha knew it was fading into distance and soon
everything would be nothing but a speck.


The
engine burned and sent the rocket through the atmosphere at a
blistering pace. The sun shone and reflected off the metallic
surface. To onlookers below it was just a bright spot in the sky,
but to Trisha it was a way off the planet, a way to escape the
drudgeries of normal life and visit the international space
station; something she had worked all her life for.


This was
her first foray into space but George was a veteran, and she only
wished that she was as calm as he was. She tried to be
professional, but as the shuttle broke through the last layers of
Earth’s atmosphere and the glittering stars presented themselves,
she let out a small whoop of delight. She was too entranced by the
cosmic scenery to notice, but an amused smile crept across George’s
face.


The
cerulean sky of Earth gave way to the eternal blackness of space.
The darkness was only interrupted by the shining stars. Trisha’s
mouth was agape as her eyes drank in the galactic vista. The
thrusters of the space shuttle sent it gently towards the space
station and George maintained control, allowing Trisha to soak up
the moment of her first voyage into space. Earth was behind them
and before them laid the whole universe, stretching out endlessly.
It was mind-boggling to think just how small they were on a
galactic scale, for although they were travelling thousands of
miles it hardly felt like they were moving at all.

“What do you think kiddo?” George said. It
didn’t bother her that he called her ‘kiddo’ because she was too
enraptured by the scene before her, but it did register in her mind
and she made sure to make him pay for it later.


“It’s amazing,” she said, the awe apparent
in her voice.


“I remember the first time I came up here,
I was just like you. It never gets old,” he said wistfully as he
thought back to all of the times he had visited space. He let the
moment linger for Trisha and allowed her to enjoy it in silence as
the shuttle glided through the inky darkness towards the
international space station.


At first
the station could have been just another dot in the sky, but as
they grew closer the enormity of it was astounding.


“Okay, you ready to work?” George
said.


“Of course,” Trisha replied cheerily, but
ruefully dragged her eyes away from the beauty of the cosmos. They
made their final checks and adjusted the shuttle to drift in and
maneuvered it so that it seamlessly docked with the station. The
shuttle moved smoothly and noiselessly in space, but as it came
together with the station there was a loud shunt and Trisha’s body
jerked at the impact.


“We’re in,” she said. George flicked a few
switches and then unclasped his safety belt.


“Let’s go see your new home.”


The two
of them were a small relief crew sent to replace two of the Russian
crew, and they were scheduled to be on the station for three
months. It was a long time, but Trisha was sure it would go
quickly, too quickly. She stepped through the shuttle and then onto
the station. Her first step was strange because although it was
just another room it was another room in space, not tethered to the
Earth at all. The station was cramped and for once she was
fortunate that she was of a petite stature, for when she looked
over at George she had to stifle a laugh as he had to hunch in
order to walk through the airlock. A friendly Russian man was
waiting for them. He introduced himself as Pavel and welcomed them
on board.


“Vladimir and Piotr are ready to leave so
I will show you to your bunks. You’ll meet Leo later, he’s working
at the moment.”


“How is everything on the station?” George
asked.


“It’s all working within normal
parameters. We have some niggling problems, but we patch things up
as we go. It’s not ideal conditions sometimes but we manage.
Please, follow me.”


The two
men continued talking as they walked through the station. Trisha
followed a little distance behind as she looked around at the space
station. She had seen videos of it of course and knew the layout
from the plans she had seen (part of her training had been to
familiarize herself with the workings of the station) but to
actually be there was something completely different. Most of the
aesthetic was white, but the whole place had an unfinished feel it
as well, as wires escaped the walls like tentacles reaching out
from some pocket dimension. It felt very industrial but it didn’t
take away any of the charm, and she didn’t feel that the reality
betrayed the romantic ideal.


Pavel
led them to their bunks, which was literally just a small cabin
with a bed in it, and then went off to do his duties. The new crew
had a few hours to settle in and acclimatize themselves with the
new surroundings before beginning their duties. George had been
there before so he was eager to relax, but Trisha was excited at
the thought of exploring. While George went off to do his own thing
Trisha went around and searched through the station. She remembered
the layout well and gazed in awe at everything she was seeing,
although she didn’t run into Pavel or Leo. She ended up in the
recreation room where George was sitting, enjoying a cup of
coffee.


The room
was a decent size, but of course it was smaller compared to similar
types of rooms on Earth. There were a couple of chairs, a table and
some food dispensing units but other than that it was quite
spartan. One wall, however, was almost entirely a window and from
this she could see out into space, and she timed it so well that
she was able to see the shuttle pulling away, taking Vladimir and
Piotr back to Earth.


The
shuttle was like a silver bullet as it reflected the sun’s light.
It drifted away from the station and then the nose turned and
pointed towards Earth. Trisha went to stand by the window, and from
this new angle she could see her home world sitting there so
peacefully, awaiting the astronaut’s return. She watched as the
shuttle powered its thrusters and made the return journey, and
realized that for all intents and purposes she was stranded in
space. A hollow feeling came into her soul as she looked down at
the planet.


In the
background George sipped his coffee, although Trisha barely noticed
as she felt entirely alone. Earth seemed so peaceful and distant.
It was hard to believe that on those brown and green pieces of
color billions of people were living their lives, blissfully
unaware that up in space Trisha was watching down on them. White
swirls of clouds covered the deep blue orb and as Trisha looked
down a strange feeling came over her because it didn’t feel like
she was looking down at her home, it seemed a strange world, an
alien one. At that moment she sensed George’s presence behind her.
The aroma of coffee was strong and crept up her nostrils. She had
always hated the taste of coffee, but the smell was surprisingly
pleasurable.


“I feel so small,” she said.


“Think of all the billions of people down
there, and only a handful of them have ever seen what we’re seeing.
And then you look out there,” he gestured towards space, “and you
realize that we’re barely a dot.”


“How do you cope with it?”


“Do you see it as a bad thing?”


“Yeah, don’t you? I mean, we think that
our lives are so important and we’re so wrapped up in everything
that happens down there, but then you look down on it and it’s so
tiny. And everything else is so big. What do our problems matter
when compared to the vastness of the cosmos? What do our lives
matter?”


George
reached out a hand and squeezed her shoulder. It was comforting,
but it didn’t do enough to calm her troubled soul.


“I actually think it’s the opposite of
what you describe. It’s easy to be dwarfed by the universe. When I
first came up here and I was standing where you are I had the same
feelings. I looked out there and I thought about all the things we
would never discover and it actually made my head hurt, just to
think that there are so
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