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Epigraph

‘There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,

The Earth, and every common sight,

To me did seem

Apparelled in celestial light’

William Wordsworth, ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’

‘I cannot find a word to say to him; I cannot ask him anything at all; I cannot even look him in the face.’

Homer, The Odyssey, translated by E. V. Rieu




PART I
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I was born the day Challenger fell out of the sky, and I was born blue. At least, that is what I was told.

My mother went into the maternity ward around the time the crew made its way to the shuttle – a giant, blood-orange tank from which hung the orbiter and the rocket boosters. If you watch videos from that day, you can see the crew as they leave their base, wide smiles and eighties hair, their sky-blue NASA uniforms visible from afar. It was an unusually chilly morning in Florida, but even so, hundreds of people came to Cape Canaveral to send them off. They had caps and T-shirts and cheering banners, cameras and binoculars at the ready.

Space launches did not usually attract so much attention, but Challenger was no ordinary launch. It held a teacher on board, Christa McAuliffe, who would be the first civilian in space. Just before she enters the shuttle, a ground-team member gives her an apple, bright red. As she says her thanks, cheerful, she turns the fruit over in her hands, admiring it closely, as though it were a planet itself, as though it held a whole world she had yet to explore.

Seventy-three seconds after lift-off, a heavy cloud of smoke and flames engulfed Challenger. It began breaking apart, its wreckage tumbling into the Atlantic Ocean. The crowd watched the fragments plummet, the billowing fumes they left in their wake, as confusion gave way to realisation and dread. There were no survivors on board. Later that day, President Reagan addressed his nation, quoting the poet John Gillespie Magee Jr., ‘We will never forget them, nor the last time we saw them, this morning, as they prepared for their journey and waved goodbye and slipped the surly bonds of earth to touch the face of God.’

Later on, the investigation revealed that the failure at launch had been due to the temperature, much lower than expected. The small rubber O-rings, which were supposed to seal the joints of the rocket’s segments, were stiffened by the cold and rendered brittle, causing fatal gas leaks. NASA had been advised by their engineers to postpone the launch, but too much was riding on it. Television crews and students watching from all over the country, all holding their breath, their childhood dreams, all holding some intangible hope on this launch. NASA decided to go ahead.

The names of the seven astronauts were: Christa McAuliffe, Francis R. Scobee, Michael J. Smith, Ronald E. McNair, Ellison S. Onizuka, Judith A. Resnik and Gregory B. Jarvis. If you watch videos from that day, you’ll see them smiling as they leave their base, yes, and you’ll see McAuliffe being handed the apple. And before that you’ll see them having breakfast together, white-frosted cake emblazoned with the mission’s logo. They’re chatting and posing for the cameras, not a worry in sight – like they’re going on a trip to the shop down the road, nothing extraordinary, nothing surreal, nothing that would take them out of this world and into the pitch-black skies.

It was around lift-off, across the Atlantic Ocean in a hospital near the village I would grow up in, that my mother gave a final push. I was quiet when the doctor first held me, and underneath the blood and slime my skin had a pale, ice-blue hue. My father assumed the worst. Not one to parade his emotions, he left the room dazed and numb, crouched in the corridor, and held his head in his hands. But as he was about to cry for the loss of his son, he heard tiny wails coming from the ward. He got up and ran back in, where he saw a nurse gently place me in my mother’s arms, the blue already fading from my face. My cries grew louder as my breathing deepened and then, like the rarest of miracles and the most common of occurrences, there was life.

It’s funny. In my head, these events are perfectly clear – their hidden corners, their pervading emotions, heightened and tangible. But when I try to recall my actual memories, I see that they’re much more slippery.

Lately, I’ve been thinking of the summer of ’95. The simmering heat, my feet cool against the kitchen tiles, the hovering flies and the sound of the milk as I poured it into my glass in the morning. But when I try to picture these moments, I can only do so for an instant. I see them as flashing images, as if looking through a View-Master at glimpses of my childhood. And all I’m left with are its lingering qualities, like an aftertaste that is bitter and sweet. Sometimes, I wonder if childhood is best described as a feeling, rather than a period of one’s life. But what I do remember vividly, from that summer in the village when I was nine, is meeting Philly.

I’d just finished helping my father in the garage. He liked renovating old cars and selling them on, and that summer, it was a sixties Mini. ‘Ollie,’ Mum said, as I entered our house. She’d been in the garden and her cheeks were flushed. She removed a strand of blonde hair that had stuck to her forehead, her movements sluggish in the heat. ‘Do you mind dropping off some of our plums to Mrs Tan?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Thank you, darling. Make sure you’re back before sunset, okay? You know how your father gets if you’re late.’

I nodded, took the plums and my bike, and I was off.

Mrs Tan lived on the other side of the village, past the old church and the Shield and Joe Harding’s field, which stank of manure most of the year. The smell would invade Mrs Tan’s house, and to cover it she sprayed perfume on her velvet cushions. I never asked her what it was, but sometimes a whiff of it will hit me as I’m walking down the street, or when I’m at a party, or in a lift – a light, woody, citrus smell – and I’m brought back to Mrs Tan’s house.

But that day, instead of Mrs Tan, a girl about my age opened the door. She wore a pale-yellow dress that was smudged with grass, and her knees were covered with dirt. Her hair was tied into a dishevelled plait that came down to her waist, and her eyes were a colour I’d never seen before – a mix of brown and green and gold. She was pretty, I thought.

‘Is Mrs Tan here?’ I asked.

‘Auntie Mel?’ she said. ‘She’s gone to play cards at her friend’s house. Why do you want to see her?’

I showed her my basket of plums. ‘From our garden. My mum wanted me to bring them to her.’

She grabbed one and, before I had time to protest, took a bite out of it. Juice splashed on her chin and dribbled onto her dress. ‘You’re lucky,’ she said, her mouth half-full. ‘Auntie Mel doesn’t have fruit trees. I’m Philly, by the way.’ She reached out her sticky hand for me to shake. I had oil stains on mine, which I hoped she wouldn’t notice.

‘I’m Oliver. But you can call me Ollie.’

‘Okay. I will.’

‘Philly’s a nickname too, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’ She paused for a moment. ‘But I won’t tell you my full name, if that’s what you’re asking. I don’t like it.’

‘But I’ve told you mine,’ I said. ‘Is it Phyllis? Philippa?’

She shook her head and I stood there, basket in hand, uncomfortable.

‘Do you really want to know?’ she asked.

‘It’s not that. I just think it’s fair that we know each other’s name.’

She considered this. ‘I’ll tell you what. If you help me in the garden, I’ll tell you.’

‘Help you with what?’

‘Come,’ she said. ‘You’ll see.’ She went past me and out of the house, rushing to the gate at the side. I followed suit in a stiff, slow run, not wanting the plums to spill everywhere.

When I think of the garden now, I picture freshly cut grass and roses everywhere, flawless and fragrant and towering over us. I see it as endlessly vast, but in truth, it couldn’t have been much larger than a tennis court. It was on a slope and gave way to the river, which divided the village in two. ‘This way!’ Philly said. She hurried down to the bottom of the garden, her plait bouncing on her back as she ran.

By the time I’d caught up she was crouched under the old sycamore. She held a magnifying glass in her hand, its wooden handle scratched and faded. I observed her as she went from one patch of grass to the next, peering at it with great focus. The tree shaded us from the sun, and a warm breeze brushed against the lawn and Philly’s dress. I crouched next to her. ‘What are we looking for?’ I asked.

‘Shhh.’ She put her index finger on my mouth. I felt my whole face blushing. ‘Can you hear it?’

I listened closely. I could hear the wind cradling the sycamore, the river’s flow and bees circling the roses. I could hear cars and Joe’s tractor in the distance, but whatever Philly was referring to was lost on me.

‘Hear what?’

‘That very high-pitched buzz. Listen.’

We fell quiet again, and I pricked up my ears. And then, underneath the wind and the river, the bees and the cars and Joe’s tractor, I heard a hum, barely discernible, but undoubtedly there. I nodded, and Philly smiled.

‘Cicadetta montana,’ she said. ‘New Forest cicada.’ In response to my confused face she added, as if it was the most obvious of things, ‘The insect!’

She seized a book that lay behind her and placed it on her lap, leafing through the pages.

‘There.’ She pointed at a photograph of a large, winged insect, its body black and orange. ‘Most cicadas are very loud, sometimes as loud as motorcycles,’ she said. ‘But not the New Forest. This one is so high-pitched, adults can’t hear it.’ I smiled back at her. ‘It’s the only cicada species you can find here,’ she went on, ‘in the UK. They spend almost ten years growing underground, and when they’re ready they come up to the surface for one last spring, lay their eggs, and after that they die.’ She studied the page. ‘Isn’t that sad? They only get to be outside for a few weeks. Auntie Mel says I’m crazy to spend my whole day here searching for them. But she can’t hear them. She doesn’t understand.’

She looked up at me, as if for approval. Truthfully, I didn’t have much sympathy: I’ve never been one for insects. I was tempted to say something mean-spirited, like I imagined the boys in my class would have done, that her aunt was right or that I really couldn’t care less about any of this. But I took her in again. The magnifying glass was too big in her hands, and her dress was tight on her, as if she had outgrown it a summer ago.

‘Well, let’s search for them together, then,’ I said. ‘I’ll have a look on that side, and you here. You keep the magnifier. I have good eyes.’

We stood up. Philly patted her dress, removing the dirt and grass that clung to it.

‘And then,’ I added, ‘you’ll tell me your name?’

‘Okay. Deal.’

We spent the whole afternoon looking for the cicadas, taking on our own patches of grass and eating plums, staying cool under the swaying shadows of the sycamore. We didn’t say much to one another, yet an ease settled between us as the day went on. Philly’s plait brushed against the earth as she examined it. I didn’t care much about cicadas, no, but by the time I noticed the sun begin to slip behind the tree, I knew I wanted to spend the whole summer searching for them.

I got up so suddenly I startled Philly. ‘Sorry,’ I told her. ‘I’ve gotta go.’

‘But we haven’t found them yet.’

I hesitated. ‘I’m sorry. I have to be home before it gets dark. But maybe … maybe we can try again, if you’d like.’

Without meeting her eyes, I ran up the slope. Before opening the gate, I glanced back at the garden one last time. Philly stood there, magnifying glass in one hand, book in the other, looking at me. I saw that I’d forgotten the basket, now empty of plums. I made a start to go back for it, but then I feared that if I did, nightfall would catch up with me. After a brief wavering, I left it there on the lawn, toppled on the grass next to her. I turned away from the garden, and as I shut the gate, a wave of shame swept over me.

When I arrived home, shortly after sunset, my father sent me up to my room without dinner. To pass the time I started playing with my superhero figurines. Downstairs, my mother spoke in strained whispers. I opened my door by a shred. ‘He was only half an hour late,’ I heard her say. ‘There was no need for that, Lar.’ I closed my door quietly and went back to my figurines, making up an elaborate plot in which Superman and Gambit had to save Earth from an incoming meteor strike. Superman and Gambit were my favourites. They weren’t like other superheroes, rich or bitten by radioactive spiders, or experimented on. Rather, they were born extraordinary. It wasn’t an alter ego they had to conceal to fit in but their true selves. I liked that idea a lot: that someone’s oddness could be their exceptionality. ‘You’re too tough on him,’ Mum said downstairs, her voice raised just enough to pierce the floor beneath me. ‘He’s only a boy.’

I was starving and restless, and I was woeful. Not so much because I’d been grounded, but because the more I replayed the afternoon in my head, the more I was convinced that I’d made a fool of myself. I’d run away too quickly, cowardly, and I’d not found a single cicada. I hadn’t even got Philly’s full name. I put aside my superhero figurines, as if I was undeserving of them, and nose-dived into my bed.

Once the strained whispers had stopped, replaced by the low sound of the nine o’clock news, I heard my mother coming up the stairs. It was easy to recognise my parents’ footsteps. Hers were quicker, lighter, less ominous than my father’s. She gave my door a delicate knock. ‘Ollie?’ she said. I lay stiff on the bed. There was the clink of cutlery, and something being left on the floor, Mum’s footsteps receding. The smell of grilled meat slowly reached me. I got up and opened the door, and there, on the landing, was a tray with a plate of potatoes, green beans and two sausages. I brought it to my room, and when I put the plate on my knees, sitting on the edge of my bed, it was still warm.

I woke up the next morning feeling blue. As on most early mornings my parents were asleep, so I went down the stairs as quietly as I could. The village slowly rose around me, the postman beginning his route. As I passed the front door on my way to the kitchen, I caught, out of the corner of my eye, a piece of torn paper that someone had slipped through the door. I have it with me, up here on Talos. It’s tucked neatly into my journal, and when I long for home I’ll reach for it, careful not to tear its edges, careful not to let it float away – a tangible proof that Earth was once my home and my entire world, that my memories, as slippery as they are, don’t fool me completely. That there was a day, back in the summer of ’95, when I picked up this note from the mat, and broke into a smile. For it said, in scrawly yet poised writing: It’s Philomena.

PHOENIX MISSION

Commander Oliver Ines’s Personal Log

Talos, Day 402. We’re getting near to Mars’s orbit: thermal control is working as planned, but the heat is making us lethargic.

Earth is now a pale blue smudge. Morale is good so far, but I worry what’ll happen when it’s no longer visible. We’ve had no contact with Earth for almost a year now, so having it within our sights feels like our only anchor. I often catch Shane and Lucia looking out through the round window, as if willing it to stay, to accompany us on our ten-year journey.

We’ve been trained for this, of course. We’ve been tested and observed. But I think, deep down, we know that nothing can prepare us for that juncture. Nothing can prepare us for the infinite, and the silence, and the realisation that we are utterly on our own.

We’ll need to find ways to cope. Music helps, books and movies too. Dom likes to play guitar and keeps a Bible in his compartment, but when I asked him about it, he expressed uncertainty in his faith. Shane favours TV series, especially comedies he grew up watching, like The Simpsons and Father Ted. ‘They’re comforting,’ he told me. ‘Reminds me of after-school telly. When these two shows were on, it was the only time my brothers and I didn’t fight for the remote.’

Lucia plays chess, sometimes with Dom or me, sometimes with A-T. She’s made much progress, over the past year. I suspect by the end of year two she’ll be better than even Dom.

As for me, I read a lot, but find it hard to engage for more than half an hour at a time. I especially like to revisit the books I loved as a child or teenager, which are easy to read, and which I see anew. Last week, I reread Lord of the Flies.

Anything, really, to bring us back to Earth – to remind us that it is there, bustling with life, waiting for our return.
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After reading the note that held her name, I rode my bike to see Philly again. She was sat in front of Mrs Tan’s house in a cross-legged position that made me think she had been there for a while, waiting for me. When I reached her she stayed seated, challenging me with her stare. ‘You can never use it,’ she said. ‘My full name, I mean. It’s only for you to have. Not to say.’

‘Okay, I said. ‘I promise.’

For the rest of the week I’d meet her there in the morning, and we’d spend the day in Mrs Tan’s garden. When it grew too hot we’d shelter under the sycamore, and Philly would show me pages of her book, or we would doze. It felt as if we, as a pair, existed solely in that garden, like a painting whose subjects are held only inside its frame. Which is why, I think, I was so nervous when she came to my house for the first time. It felt like we were transgressing a rule, a law that governed our new friendship.



In the morning we were at Mrs Tan’s. She had prepared sandwiches for lunch, chicken and cucumber, and Philly and I ate them in the garden. I picked the crumbs from my plate. I was always hungry, back then.

‘Here,’ Philly said, lifting half a sandwich from her plate. ‘You can have mine.’

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘It’s yours.’

‘I can see you eyeing it. Go on, it’s okay. I don’t like sandwiches very much.’

‘Really?’ I said. I took her last triangle.

‘No. I have them all the time back home. My parents sell sandwiches in their shop. They go bad after a day, so we have to eat them, if they don’t sell. Or they go to waste.’

I imagined her house, piles of unwanted sandwiches up to the ceiling, growing staler by the day, until they were nothing but a mountain of mouldy bread.

When we had finished eating, Philly suggested it was time we looked for the cicadas elsewhere.

‘I can hear them so well,’ she said. ‘They must be nearby.’ We both knew what this implied: that we should go and explore Joe Harding’s fields. They were endless, rows and rows of golden wheat or rapeseed, stretching far beyond what our eyes could see. In the middle of the fields there was a birch, a patch of green in the blue sky, casting a shadow across the wheat. Philly gazed at it, magnifier still in her hand. ‘They must be nearby,’ she repeated.

All the children in the village were frightened of Joe Harding. He seemed, to me, about a hundred years old: his face was made up of wrinkles and not much else, thin lips and eyes an uncanny grey. Sometimes we’d spot him in the village, walking back from the shop or hunched over a pint in the back room of the Shield, always on his own. But mostly his existence was to us that of a mythical creature, residing half in obscurity and half in our imagination. There were rumours that once he’d caught Jimmy Lovett’s brother and his friends frightening his sheep, and when they got home they had red eyes and legs covered with bruises. That he slept with a shotgun under his pillow, aiming it at any bird or fox he caught rummaging through his crops. And that in his garage he held, like trophies, a collection of all the footballs that children had inadvertently kicked into his field, never to be reclaimed.

‘You know,’ I said, sheepishly, ‘I hear them near my house, too, I think.’

We cycled across the village. I worried about anything that might go wrong. Would my old pants and socks be hanging on the line in the garden? Would Mum call me one of her embarrassing nicknames, topping it off with a kiss on the forehead? I cycled faster, hoping that if I got there before Philly I could prevent any humiliations befalling me. I battled against the wind, but she caught up with me, no trouble.

I opened the front door slowly and dramatically, Philly close behind. My mother was lounging on the sofa doing the crossword, listening to the radio. She was a French teacher at the school so my summer holidays were also hers. ‘Hello there,’ she said, getting up from the sofa. ‘You must be Philly. Ollie’s told us so much about you. How’s your aunt?’ I gave her a look that was half-annoyed, half-pleading with her to stop talking. I peeked at the garden, which to my relief was empty of laundry. Mum grinned at me. ‘I’ll get you two some orange juice. Ollie, you should show Philly your room before you go outside again. You need to cool down, both of you.’

We went up the stairs and into my bedroom. ‘Well,’ I said, with a lack of enthusiasm that masked nervousness. ‘Here it is.’ I showed Philly my superheroes, my Game Boy and my books, but only my walls caught her attention. A couple of years before, my parents had asked me to pick the wallpaper. I’d flipped through the pages of the catalogue, passing dinosaurs and racing cars and farm animals, until one caught my eye. It was of our galaxy, with hand-drawn stars, planets and rockets. ‘That one,’ I said, unable to explain why it had called to me, and the galaxy ended up plastered to my wall. No doubt it became useful later on, as everyone loves a good origin story. Before the PHOENIX launch, Time had written a profile of me, which began with the rather grand sentence: ‘Commander Oliver Ines grew up in a bedroom covered with shining stars and planets – filling his nights with dreams of our galaxy, and the countless mysteries it holds.’

What I loved most about the space wallpaper, was that it was glow-in-the-dark. My parents plastered it all over, even on the ceiling, and when I went to sleep the planets and the stars pierced the darkness, bright dots surrounding me – and if you played along, if you gave way to your imagination, you could think they were real. Wanting to show Philly, I pulled my window blinds down, and the walls shone faintly.

‘It’s better when it’s fully dark,’ I explained, disappointed by the dimness.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I like it like that.’ She peered around the room, observing the planets the same way she observed the grass in the garden – as if they revealed things to her to which I wasn’t privy. After a while she lay down on the floor, taking in the gleaming ceiling. I went and sat next to her.

Around that summer, there was a song you couldn’t escape, ‘Unchained Melody’ by Robson & Jerome. I wasn’t that fond of it, but it was one of Mum’s favourites. We had the CD, and when she drove me to and from football practice or parties, she’d play it in the car, like when she came to pick me up from Jimmy Lovett’s birthday. His family lived on a farm about a fifteen-minute drive from the village, and invites to his parties were very much sought-after. You could take turns playing with some of the animals, and his parents would organise a sack race and an egg-and-spoon race, and inside the barn they would lay out an extravagant buffet of sweets and birthday cakes.

I’d been happily surprised when Jimmy handed me an invitation for his ninth birthday. We weren’t particularly close then. It wasn’t until we went to Imperial together that we bonded, but I’d taken the invite as a sign that he wanted us to be friends or, at least, that as the two top students, he held some sort of appreciation towards me.

The details of the party have very much faded. I only remember that it passed by in a joyful blur, all of us in high spirits and in a sugary trance. It wasn’t until near the end that my mood shifted. The farm was emptying of children and Jimmy’s mother cleared the table while I hung nearby. ‘Have you had a good time, Ollie?’ she said. ‘We’re so glad you came. Your mum’s always been such a lovely teacher to Jimmy, Laura and Jack.’

I knew she had meant no harm by this. No doubt it wouldn’t even have crossed her mind. Yet her words left me feeling as desolate as the paper plates she was collecting, torn and with half-eaten slices of cake and juice stains. I realised I hadn’t been invited because Jimmy wished to be my friend, nor because he held me in high regards, but because my mother was his and his siblings’ teacher. I watched as Jimmy’s mum disposed of the plates in the giant bin bag, and soon after my mum came to collect me.

‘Did the Lovetts’ cat get your tongue, Ollie?’ Mum said, during the car ride back. ‘Jimmy’s mum said you all had a great time.’ I didn’t answer. How could I explain to her the embarrassment she had inadvertently caused? I rested my head on the back seat, alone with my sullen thoughts, as she observed me from the rear-view mirror. It was before dusk, a breeze coming in through my window, and ‘Unchained Melody’ came on. Mum slowed the car and turned up the volume, and she began to sing along.

The orange sun was reaching the horizon in front of us so that looking in her direction blinded me, yet my eyes were fixed on her. She sang in an overly dramatic way to make me laugh, her curls golden and almost red in the light. She had one hand on the wheel and with the other she reached for my palm, using it as an imaginary mic. I did my best to keep my straight face, but within seconds I was laughing and singing with her, even though I could see people in other cars glaring at us, even though I could barely see her through the rays of the setting sun.



As Philly and I lay on my bedroom floor, the song came on the radio. But this time it was a different version, an older-sounding one by the Righteous Brothers that I’d never heard before. And maybe it was lying there with Philly, or the wistfulness in the singer’s voice and the lulling melody of the piano; maybe it was the eeriness of that particular version being played right at that moment, but as the song infused the room, it filled it with a melancholic longing that enthralled me.

The song continued, and underneath it I could hear Philly breathing and my own heart thumping, our legs brushing against the tired carpet. I had the urge to reach for her hand, as I’d seen the leads do in my favourite films. I began lifting my fingers, but I thought that any further movement would break the delicate stillness that held us. I sank them back into the carpet, and our hands lingered there, a few inches from one another, for what was probably only a minute but, in my mind, stretched much longer.



This morning on Talos, after breakfast, I cleaned the air filters with my headphones on. There was a bit of dust, some hair and lint and a few crumbs, and as I vacuumed them up, the familiar notes invaded my ears. I didn’t even know I had it saved on my audio player, yet there it was. I let go of the hoover in surprise, and a wave of emotion washed over me. Shane was in the control room and Lucia
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