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Synopsis

Andrea Finley is the flight director for NASA’s
latest space flight—to the moon. The mission is the first with a
woman in charge, and Andrea will stop at nothing to ensure this is
a textbook perfect mission. Her personal life is virtually
nonexistent, and she has devoted her entire life to this, the
pinnacle of her career.

When the mission runs into serious trouble, Andrea
has no choice but to call Kenner Hutchings, a brilliant
twenty-something whiz kid from MIT with a reputation for living
life fast and loose. Kenner is their last chance to save the lives
of the seven astronauts entrusted into Andrea’s care.

Andrea doesn’t trust Kenner to get the job done, and
Kenner takes it as a challenge to break the reserve of her new
boss. Can two strong-willed, powerful women overcome their
differences to save the lives of seven others and begin a life they
never imagined together?
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Dedication

To my mom—

For all the nights we stayed up late and got up well
before the sun to watch the astronauts on TV.


Chapter One

T-minus 01day:19hours:41minutes:07seconds

 


“Houston, we have a problem.”

Andrea sat up completely disoriented; the ringing
pierced the night stillness like a whistle in a church. Her
breathing was fast, a bead of sweat dripped down the side of her
face, and her hand shook as she turned off her alarm clock.
Swinging her feet over the side of the bed, she dropped her head
into her hands and ran her hands through her hair, willing herself
to regain control.

The nightmare was coming more frequently now as the
launch date drew closer. The fact that her alarm tone mimicked the
ringing of a telephone didn’t help her nerves, but only that sound
was guaranteed to wake her from a deep sleep.

Taking several deep breaths and forcing herself to
breathe more evenly, Andrea walked into the bathroom, her legs a
little shaky. She studied herself critically in the mirror as she
waited for the shower water to heat. She’d lost weight; the stress
of the last month was evident in her protruding rib cage, the dark
circles more prominent under her eyes.

This will not do, she thought. I am the flight
director for STS 1742. I am in command of the first mission to land
a man on the moon in more than forty years. The success or failure
of this mission will determine the future of space exploration to
Mars. I cannot show any sign that I am not in complete control and
completely confident in its success.

A little more concealer and a few high-protein shakes
during the day would hopefully remedy what she was looking at.
Twenty minutes later she locked the door behind her, tossed her
briefcase into the backseat, and backed out of her garage.

With the exception of a lone jogger and her neighbor,
out for his customary walk with his Great Dane, she didn’t see
another person until she turned the corner onto South Washington
Avenue. She’d chosen to live in Clear Lake City, a suburb southwest
of Houston, Texas, because it was within easy driving distance to
and from NASA. The city itself had close to two hundred thousand
people, which swelled in the months preceding a scheduled flight
and shrank in the months after it. The humidity was suffocating for
most of the year, but during a few months it was simply tolerable.
She’d grown up in Houston and learned long ago to just bear through
the weather.

Driving almost on autopilot, Andrea reviewed her
mental checklist for her day, the final day before liftoff. She had
meetings with each lead mission specialist, the flight controller,
and the head of NASA, and she had one last visit with the seven
astronauts entrusted to her care. At some point tonight she needed
to get a few hours of sleep, which was in direct conflict with her
natural instinct to remain on-site and micromanage every
last-minute detail.

Admittedly she was a control freak. And because she
knew it, she used it her advantage and had learned over the past
few years to let go of some things—at least on the surface. Her
boss and coworkers had no idea that she followed them to ensure
they had completed everything as required. This was her mission,
and nothing could or would go wrong. Not only was this her first
mission as the director, but everyone associated with this mission
counted on her, depended on her to make the flight a success.

She passed Captain Roy’s Bait and Tackle on her
right, and a few hundred yards later she noticed the sign on the
marque at Pinto’s Lounge that read FRI NITE UN4SAKN. Andrea had no
idea if that was a band or a drink. The lights in the parking lot
of DaVinci Tattoo and Piercing Parlor were her next markers.
Traffic picked up as she passed streets with names like Saturn
Lane, Gemini Street, Space Center Blvd, and Moonrock Drive. The
area was riddled with space-related names, indicating that without
a doubt she was within a few miles of the most famous space center
in the world.

She made a sweeping right turn onto NASA Parkway,
which took her over Cow Bayou to the main gate. Phillip, the guard
at the gate, greeted her as he had almost every day. He looked at
the sticker on the left front bumper of her car and gave her badge
more than a thorough once-over. Then he checked something on a list
on his clipboard before signaling his partner to open the gate.
Even though she’d passed through this gate almost every day for the
past twelve years, he never failed to check her clearance. A
friendly face was not an authorization to enter this secured
facility.

As she drove through the gate, she noted that the
view before her was still breathtaking. The sun had not yet split
the sky from dark to light, and the lights on the buildings and
around the perimeter made the view even more spectacular. She never
lost the rush when the sight came into view. To her right a large
digital clock with red numbers slowly counted down the time
remaining until liftoff.


Chapter Two

T-minus 01:18:12:52

 


The parking lot was full, a testament to the
increasing number of people who had been working twenty-four hours
a day for the last several weeks in preparation for the flight.
Andrea parked her car next to a beat-up Ford F-150 pickup truck,
its passenger-side mirror taped to the door with standard gray duct
tape. Flight Commander Jason Albert had insisted on including at
least five rolls of the heavy tape, saying they could use it for
everything from repairing a torn hem to securing the wing on an
airplane. Andrea was surprised he didn’t ask to include some
bailing wire in the payload as well.

Andrea slid her card key in and out of the card
reader to the right of the thick, high-security entrance door. A
loud whoosh greeted her as the doors slid open, and she stepped
inside. She set her briefcase on the conveyer belt for its run
through the X-ray machine and stepped into the virtual scanner for
the daily peek under her clothes. Getting the all-clear signal, she
badged in through one more set of double doors and walked down the
hall toward the elevator to her office.

She knew the two men who were already waiting for the
elevator, and they exchanged pleasantries. Seven more of her fellow
NASA employees joined them, their badges displaying their photo,
name, and department. Andrea barely heard the ding of the arriving
car, its sound drowned out by the conversation around her. One of
the men must have been relatively new because he commented on the
confusing maze of halls that made up the Mission Control
Center.

A little more than three years ago, after Andrea was
named as flight director, her sister, Beth, had read the
description of the space center from Wikipedia. They’d been seated
in a corner booth at McDougal’s, their favorite burger joint. It
had been a popular location to hang out after class in high school,
and both she and Beth had been there more times than she could
count, including many of them with dates. Other than reupholstered
seats, new tile on the floor, and several dozen coats of paint, the
decor hadn’t changed much in the past twenty-plus years. The
waitresses still wore the same industrial-strength black dresses
with white aprons. Andrea couldn’t understand the white
aprons—white in a burger joint with an abundance of ketchup,
mustard, and hot sauce? Their uniforms were topped off, literally,
with ridiculous black bows secured to the top of their head with
bobby pins, or who knows what else.

 


In her booming, theatrical voice Beth recited, “The
Johnson Space Center is the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration’s center for human spaceflight training, research,
and flight control. The center consists of a complex of one hundred
buildings constructed on over sixteen hundred acres and was
nicknamed ‘Space City’ in 1967. The Flight Director, also known as
‘Flight,’ has the overall responsibility for missions and payload
operations and for all decisions regarding safe, expedient flight.
The Mission Operations Director, or MOD,” Beth spelled out the
letters, “is a representative of the senior management chain at the
JSC and is there to help the flight director make those decisions
that have no safety-of-flight consequences, but may have cost or
public perception consequences. The MOD cannot overrule the Flight
Director during a mission.”

“Thanks,” Andrea said, stabbing her lettuce with
her fork. “But you know what I do. Why all the fuss?” She’d been
surprised when Beth had called and invited her for lunch. They
usually kept in touch by phone or, when their lives got really
hectic, texts. Occasionally they’d do a family barbecue.

“Because it is a big deal, little sister. It’s not
every day you’re named as the top dog on a space mission. A space
mission, for crying out loud,” she said, shaking her head. “I still
can’t believe it. Hey, do you remember when we used to watch reruns
of Lost in Space on that oldies TV station? ‘Warning Will
Robinson, warning,’” Beth said, moving her stiff arms up and down,
mimicking the robot on the 1960s TV show. They both
laughed.

“All I wanted was to be Major Don West, the pilot
of the Jupiter 2,” Andrea said wistfully. She’d dreamed of
being an astronaut, but her vision didn’t share the same dream.
Without her contacts she could barely see her fingers in front of
her face.

“That’s because you had the hots for the daughter.
What was her name?” Beth asked, tapping her fork on her plate like
the motion would make her remember the character’s name.

“Judy, and I did not have the hots for her,”
Andrea said.

“You just didn’t know you had the hots for her
yet,” Beth said in her I’m-the-older-therefore-smarter-twin tone.
“We had it figured out long before you did. I, for one, am sure
glad you’ve increased your self-awareness since then.”

Andrea reflected on that comment while they finished
the order of onion rings they were sharing. “I’ll never forget my
coming-out conversation with Mom. Remember? I was twenty-three,
sitting in the living room of the house I grew up in when I manage
to have that awkward discussion.”

“I can just picture it,” Beth said, grinning. “Mom
was at the sink probably peeling potatoes for dinner or shucking
green beans, and you were sitting on that rickety bar stool
wringing your hands like you do when you’re nervous.”

That was creepy because that was exactly how it
happened. “I practiced what I was going to tell her for days, but
when the time came, my mind went blank. Somehow I was able to say,
‘Mom, uh, there’s something I need to talk to you about.’ My hands
were damp and clammy, and I kept wiping them on my pants. My mouth
was dry and my voice quivered, and I felt like I was going to throw
up. I was a mess. And when she said ‘You’re pregnant,’ I knew the
conversation was going to be more difficult than I’d imagined.”

Both she and Beth laughed, and Andrea took another
bite of her ring. “All I could say was ‘No, I’m not pregnant.’ Then
I was a complete idiot and said, ‘As a matter of fact, Mom, I’ll
never have to worry about getting pregnant when I have sex.’ That
was the stupidest thing I could have said. I didn’t want to make it
about sex. Jeez, not with Mom,” she added with distaste.

“Then Mom looked at me like I’d just spoken in a
foreign language. She asked me what in the hell I was talking
about.”

“That’s Mom,” Beth said chuckling. “Never one to
mince words. Typical high-school math teacher.”

Andrea nodded. “Yeah. Mom’s so linear and not very
good with abstract concepts or subtleties. I think that’s what
worried me the most—knowing I’d have to spell things out for her.
Obviously that was one of those times.

“So I just came out with it. ‘I’m a lesbian, Mom.’
Just that simple. She cocked her head in that way she does when
she’s thinking something through.”

This time Beth nodded.

“And then with a straight face Mom said, ‘And Beth
is a Republican and we still love her. What’s your point?’ I about
fell out of the chair. And that was the end of that
conversation.”

“God, Andi, every time you tell that story I can
hear Mom’s voice. I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall
for that conversation.”

“She was so cool about it. I knew she wouldn’t
disown me, but I was scared to death. And my big news turned out to
be almost a nonevent, like everyone had known about me before I
did.”

Andrea shook her head, embarrassed by how silly
she’d been, and returned the conversation to her early fascination
with space travel. “My favorite was The Jetsons. I thought
it was the coolest thing that George Jetson would fly around Orbit
City in his little spaceship.”

“And go to work at Spacely Sprockets,” Beth added
excitedly. “God. Watching Saturday-morning cartoons was one of best
parts of the good old days, wasn’t it?”

“Jesus, Beth. You’re not even forty. You sound
like your life is over.”

“With a husband of seventeen years, three kids,
one of which has yet to sleep through the night, a mortgage, a
minivan, two dogs, and four hamsters, sometimes I feel like it
is.”

Andrea knew Beth loved her family and was only
talking smack. “I told you not to buy that minivan. It just screams
b-o-r-i-n-g.”

“What am I supposed to drive to haul the kids,
their friends, and all their crap to and from everywhere? They
certainly wouldn’t fit in Ken’s Camry.”

“A Suburban.”

“A suburban what?” Beth asked before taking a bite
of her spaghetti.

“A Chevy Suburban or a Ford Expedition,” she added
as an afterthought. “Something that will hold a Scout troop and
make you look like a bad-ass-mother…what?” Andrea asked as if she
didn’t know what the expression on Beth’s face meant. “That’s all I
was going to say, a bad-ass mother.” She was lying.

“Well, it’s too late now. I’m stuck with it for
thirty-eight more payments.”

“Are you really happy, Beth? I mean really happy?”
Andrea asked.

Where did that question come from? They never talked
about this kind of personal stuff. Beth obviously thought the same
thing because her fork stopped halfway to her mouth before she put
it back down on her plate. She wiped her mouth on her napkin.

“Yes, Andi, I am happy. Very happy,” she said
seriously. “I wouldn’t trade my life for anything. Why do you
ask?”

“Just curious,” Andrea said, knowing she never
should have asked the question.

“Bullshit, what’s going on, Andi?” Beth was the
only one she allowed to call her Andi.

Beth was one of the few people who understood her
probably better than anyone, including herself. And she was her
best friend. “Just wondered, that’s all.” It was a lame excuse, but
it was all she had. She had no idea why she’d asked.

“Uh-huh,” Beth said, obviously not convinced. “Are
you seeing anyone?”

Beth’s question caught her off guard. She certainly
wasn’t expecting that one. “Not at the moment,” she replied
evasively. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a date,
and sex was a vague memory. “As you so accurately pointed out from
Wikipedia, I have been a little busy lately.”

“That’s a convenient excuse.”

“Excuse me?” Beth’s statement flabbergasted
Andrea. “I have the lives of seven crew members on my shoulders,
plus the success of a very important mission to the moon, and you
think that’s an excuse for not dating?”

“Of course not. But when was the last time you had
sex?”

Andrea choked on a piece of bread that suddenly got
stuck in her throat. “What?”

“Sex, you know…get naked, bodies touching, lots of
rubbing, touching, hand and tongues in and on hard, wet body parts.
If you do it right your head blows off. Sex.”

Andrea was shocked at Beth’s very descriptive
definition. She didn’t know what to say.

“That long, huh? Okay, when was the last time you
had a date?” When Andrea didn’t answer she went on. “Well, how
about flirted with someone?” When she still didn’t answer Beth
said, “Andi, you need to get a life. Or at least get laid once in a
while. It does wonders for the disposition.”

Finally Andrea was able to speak. “Holy shit, Beth.
All I did was ask you if you were happy. How did this turn into
me?”

“Because I love you. The whole family loves you,
and we just want you to be happy.”

“I am happy,” Andrea replied.

“We want to see you with someone, Andi.” Beth
emphasized the word with. Someone to share your life with,
care about you, make you smile, make you blush when you think of
her. That kind of happy.”

“Not everyone needs your kind of happiness,
Beth.”

“I’m not talking about a minivan and three kids.
I’m talking about a warm body to wake up to, a pair of strong arms
to hold you, someone to share your life with.”

She’d expected the topics of the conversation to be
benign and familial, but somehow it had turned serious in the blink
of one question. She didn’t want to discuss this subject. She was
on the verge of professional success and couldn’t afford any
distractions.

“I appreciate your concern, Beth, but I’m fine.
Really,” she added to assuage the look of skepticism on her
sister’s face. “Now tell me about that nephew of mine. What sport’s
draining your wallet now?”


Chapter Three

T-minus 00:00:01:08

 


“Flight, we have confirmation three main engines
ready for ignition.”

“Confirmed,” Andrea replied into her headset at the
status check from the booster-systems engineer. He monitored and
evaluated performance of propulsion-related aspects during
prelaunch and descent. He had the power to send an abort command to
the spacecraft.

Her voice was steady but her heart was racing. The
digital readout to her left read one minute to liftoff. The tension
in her shoulders increased. Her team had trained for this for
countless months, and she had prepared herself for this moment for
years. But the actuality of what was about to happen under her
command was almost overwhelming.

“Space shuttle now on internal power,” the voice
said. “Solid rocket-booster flight-data recorders are activated.
Confirm handoff to Explorer on-board computers.
Explorer is now in control of the countdown.”

“Confirmed, Explorer in control,” Andrea said,
repeating the line she’d practiced hundreds of times in simulation.
But this was no simulation.

She glanced around the room, taking in the status of
every position that would monitor this mission for the next nine
days. All she could see was the back of everyone’s head, as their
attention switched from the screen in front of them to the large
video display at the front of the large room. The lights were low
to enable a better view of the screen, each workstation having its
own desktop lighting. With the exception of a few technicians
tapping commands on their keyboards, the room was quiet.

“Firing chain is armed. T minus ten, nine,
eight…”

Andrea counted down in her head along with everyone
in the room. As the seconds decreased, Andrea’s pulse rate
increased. She swallowed and took several deep breaths.

“Three, two, one. Liftoff. We have liftoff of STS
1742 and shuttle Explorer, the first mission to land a man
on the moon since Apollo 17 in 1972. A new generation
of space exploration has begun.”

Andrea breathed a sigh of relief. The first of many,
many major hurdles had been successful. The shuttle and its main
booster rockets had cleared the tower.

The sight of the five-million-pound man-made machine
lifting off in a cloud of flame and smoke never ceased to leave her
breathless. The close-up shot of the main engine exhaust showed the
mammoth machine slowly lifting off the launch platform, struggling
to break the earth’s gravitational pull. Seven million pounds of
thrust pulled the shuttle and its engines off the ground as the
seconds ticked by.

Andrea knew the intricate complexity of the pipes,
pumps, engines, wiring, programming, welds, nuts, and bolts that
made this sight a reality. Even if she didn’t, the sight was and
would forever be nothing short of awesome. “Thirty seconds into the
flight, Explorer two miles in altitude, traveling five
hundred miles per hour, carrying four-and-a-half-million pounds of
hardware, eight minutes to orbit,” the voice said in her ear.

Her eyes were open, but Andrea visualized everything
her crew was doing at this stage of the flight. Commander Jason
Albert and co-pilot Tony Douglas were checking the numerous control
panels that indicated the status of every system in the
multimillion-dollar taxi. Mission specialists Molly Tremain,
William Daniel, Jonathon Franklin, Kathleen Martinez, and LeAnna
Wethersfield were seated behind them, and each had their own set of
panels to keep an eye on.

Andrea was better acquainted with her crew than
anyone else on this mission. She knew what the crew was doing at
this moment but not what they were feeling. She wondered what their
families were going through as they watched their husbands,
fathers, wives, sisters, and sons blast into space at over two
thousand miles an hour.

At one time, like most children, she had dreamed of
being an astronaut. Except she was the only girl who had that
dream, or at least the only one who admitted it. Her girlfriends at
school had ticked off the standard professions such as doctor,
lawyer, mom, and the requisite one—teacher. Her
what-do-you-want-to-be-when-you-grow-up had been more consistent
with that of the boys in her class. Policeman, fireman, cowboy, and
astronaut. She was headed down the path of her dreams, but in
addition to her awful vision, she had developed a severe case of
claustrophobia that had derailed that dream. She handled one with
contacts and the other with meditation, but both washed her out of
any chance she had to walk on the moon.

“Three good fuel cells, Flight.” Booster spoke
confidently. Andrea glanced at the mission clock, then quickly to
the screen. Everyone in the room held their breath as
Explorer passed the seventy-three-second mark. This was the
exact time when an O-ring failure on the right solid booster rocket
had made the shuttle Challenger a household name and the
worst disaster in NASA history.

“One minute, fifty seconds away from solid rocket
separation.”

Andrea scanned the heads in the room for any sign of
trouble or issue with their readouts. Everything and everyone
looked exactly as they had rehearsed. She started to relax.

“Two minutes into the flight and we have solid rocket
booster separation. Explorer is thirty-four miles in
altitude and traveling approximately thirty-two hundred miles per
hour.”

The external mounted camera on booster number two
showed a flawless separation, and the Explorer floated away
from its taxi into space.

“Explorer, we are at the four-minute mark.
Negative return.”

“We copy, Houston. Explorer negative return.”
The reception was scratchy as Commander Albert’s voice confirmed
that the Explorer was too far away from where it had lifted
off and at too high of an altitude to return to the Kennedy Space
Center.

Two minutes later, Capcom announced, “Six minutes
into flight at an altitude of sixty-six miles, traveling at over
eleven thousand miles per hour. All systems performing normally. On
course, on track for preliminary orbit in fifty-eight seconds.
Standing by for main engine cutoff.”

“Roger, Capcom,” Andrea said, relaxing the strangling
grip she held on her pen. She opened and closed her hand a few
times to make the circulation move again.

“Confirm external tank separation. Congratulations,
Explorer, a flawless flight into orbit.” And it was all
Andrea could do to not collapse into her chair in relief. The next
milestone was landing on the moon.

*

Andrea watched in awe as Mission Specialist Molly
Tremain stepped out of the shuttle and onto the surface of the
moon. Her pulse raced when Molly activated her body camera and gave
everyone a front-row seat to history. The scene was eerily like the
first moon walk when astronaut Neil Armstrong hopped down from the
ladder on the lunar module and kicked up moon dust. Tremain’s heavy
boots did the same, but in this case the picture was not fuzzy but
crystal clear, and her words were clipped and concise. “Houston,
Explorer has arrived.”

Every minute for the next three hours, Andrea watched
as Tremain and three of her crew mates unloaded their tools and
experiments from the cargo bay of the shuttle. Gravity on the moon
was less than twenty percent that of the earth, and the crew
bounced around the surface, reminding her of a balloon being batted
around a room. The picture was a bit fuzzy but at least ten dozen
times clearer than anything ever seen on previous moon walks.
Several times Andrea felt her body sway, almost mimicking the
movements of the crew as they bounded across the surface.

The next five days went exactly as they had trained,
with no deviation in the timeline, procedure, or protocol. The crew
finished their experiments on the surface, gathered up their
samples, and reentered the shuttle to secure their bounty. All that
was left was to lift off and begin their journey home.


Chapter Four

T-minus 13:03:42:08

 


“Houston, we have a problem.”

Andrea dropped her pencil and sat up straighter in
her chair, touching the earpiece in her left ear. She tilted her
head to the side as if that would improve reception with the crew
over a quarter of a million miles away.

“Explorer, this is Houston. Say again.”

“Houston, Explorer, I repeat, we have a
problem. The main engine ignition switch is red. I repeat, the main
engine ignition light is red. Switching to secondary switch number
one.” The voice of Mission Commander Albert was calm.

Andrea’s heart raced, and she immediately looked at
the console in front of her. One red light at the upper left-hand
corner of the screen winked at her. Up to this point the mission
had been flawless.

The shuttle had landed within inches of the
designated landing area, and the crew had completed the experiments
and exploration of the moon as rehearsed. Now, four days later, it
was time to come home.

“Copy that, Explorer. Switch to secondary
ignition switch.”

Andrea held her breath as she waited for the
indication that the shuttle engines had fired.

“Houston, this is Explorer. Secondary ignition
switch is red. I repeat, secondary ignition switch is red.
Switching to ignition switch number three.”

“Copy that, Explorer, switch to ignition
switch number three,” Capcom repeated.

Suddenly a sea of flashing red lights blinked at her,
signaling nothing short of a major disaster. Quickly she scanned
the room as twenty-seven mission specialists anxiously checked and
double-checked their data. The constant murmur in the room that had
been her companion for the past eight days was now increasing in
volume as they fired questions and status reports back and forth
across the room. As if on cue, every head in the room turned and
looked at her. The expressions on their faces left little doubt as
to the severity of the situation.

Suzanne Westfield, Andrea’s second in command, spoke
first without being asked. “We have failure to ignite on main
engines one, two, and three.” Suzanne’s voice was calm, but Andrea
detected a slight tremor of anxiety that only she could hear.

She nodded and turned her attention to Harrison
Street, a thirty-eight year NASA veteran manning the Propulsion
station, the station whose job it was to monitor the engine
performance. Harrison shook his head almost imperceptibly, and
Andrea’s stomach dropped.

This couldn’t be happening. Dread, fear, and panic
were just a few of the words to describe the churning in her gut.
Her brain, always operating at top capacity, had stalled to the
point that she wasn’t sure if she even remembered her own name.
Instinct and training kicked in a split second later, and a
calmness she had perfected over the years settled over her. She’d
worked and trained her entire life for this mission. Failure was
not an option.

The phone beside her started to ring. She and the
other thirty-eight people in the room had
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