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			PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			Although The Orion Project is a work of fiction, it is uncommon of its kind in that it is steeped up to its hair roots in historical record.

			The list of sources without which this book would never have seen the light of day must begin with my interviews with the late United States Air Force Lieutenant General (Ret.) Ogden Jackson deOrt. Conducted over three successive weekends, barely months before General deOrt succumbed to Ewing’s sarcoma, they made apparent to me that there was more than a story to be told here. There was truth to be told as well. Even so, I hasten to point out that neither General deOrt nor his estate is in any way accountable for my reconstruction of the events and personalities of the Project.

			In my attempt to bring to light the debacle kept from the public eye for more than half a century, I have been greatly abetted by nearly eight hundred pages of declassified, albeit to this day unreleased, NASA files. In circumstances more befitting a John Le Carré affair, they were made available to me in January 2020 in the lounge of Hong Kong’s Foreign Correspondents’ Club by a former member of the Agency on condition of strict anonymity. Those papers—which include heavily redacted selections from the Orion mission transcripts—offer a unique and previously unavailable window on this hitherto secret episode of the American space program.

			Moving on, I would like to acknowledge my interviews with—as well as access to diary entries—of Richard “Ian” Covington, member of the Orion training program in the early 1970s. Richard and his wife, Julianne, have been unstinting with their time and memories, right down to rummaging in their attic and dusting up for my perusal the opening chapters of their unfinished manuscript, The Summer of Our Discontent. To them, and to other program insiders, who even now prefer to remain unnamed, go my heartfelt thanks.

			Insofar as they pertained to the administration and funding of the Project, I have also availed myself of congressional records as well as documents obtained under the Freedom of Information Act (primarily Record Groups 31–33 and 39–46 from the National Archives and Records Administration at College Park, Maryland, and 43–49 from the National Archives and Records Administration at Forth Worth, Texas). All those Borgesian archivists and librarians who guard that paperwork, on which some of the greatest misdeeds of our times have been written, I cannot thank enough.

			For background I have drawn on several published sources on nuclear-powered rocketry, from which George Dyson’s Project Orion: The True Story of the Atomic Spaceship (2002) was particularly illuminating. Without doubt, the original Project Orion—driven from the late 1940s to the mid-1960s by intellects of the caliber of Stanislaw Ulam, Ted Taylor, and Freeman Dyson—will be instantly recognizable as the precursor of the Orion Project. Be that as it may, the difference between their theoretical groundwork and the joint NASA, USAF, and DARPA mission can only be summed up as the difference between a scientific dream and an astronautical nightmare.

			To complement the resources made available by the NASA history office at the Johnson Space Center in Houston, I have availed myself of a wealth of newspaper articles and dispatches from the time of the Project’s development. Although none of them addresses itself immediately to the events in question—hardly surprising in view of the Project’s highly classified character—they adduce much of the zeitgeist of the era and, in their way, help frame the actions, and perhaps even the motives, of the principal agents of the crisis.

			The Orion Project is only the first of several books scheduled to come out on the subject over the next few years. Aside from the rumored release of General DeOrt’s memoirs, slated for publication are Phoenix Stillborn: In Search of the Orion Project by Maia Ortega-Holder, science writer for The Economist; Mindgames Forever: USAF, NASA, and the Spectacular Failures of the Cold Warriors by Luther Dragossian (unauthorized biographer of Apollo 12 astronaut Pete Conrad), and the magisterial—if inexplicably delayed from its original release date of 2027—Orion: The Hunter of the Skies by Jonathan Burley.

			Even as I remain obliged to Professor Burley for his help in correcting several errors of fact in my manuscript, in contrast to his avowed goal of bringing to light every last bureaucratic and engineering nut and bolt of the Project, mine is considerably more modest. At the end of the day, it is nothing more—and at the same time nothing less—than to come to terms with the singularly destructive, and at the same time self-destructive, actions of a highly regarded USAF pilot and NASA astronaut who has come to be vilified as “a Herostratus of the American space program.”

			 When all is said and done, a storyteller’s craft is the only one to which I can justifiably lay claim. Even as I take occasional liberties with the timeline and characterization in order to bring the story to life—as well as to protect my sources—I take pains, however, to emulate the legendary historian Thucydides in putting “only those words in people’s mouths as could have been reasonably assumed they might have actually spoken.”1 This is to say that the book you are holding in your hands is not a mere novelization of the sources at my disposal but, rather, an effort to fashion a perspective on the disastrous chain of events that came to a head in the sultry summer of 1973.

			Although my decision to depict those events primarily through the eyes of Jack Trew has not been an obvious or, for that matter, easy one, I am convinced that it is the correct one. A story as enigmatic as this one would be nothing without an attempt to “dive under the hood” of an individual whose actions, as well as motives for those actions, remain as difficult to account for today as they were at the time.

			That being said, I am the first to admit that the fragmentary nature of my sources—beginning with the mission transcripts, which suppress not only large parts of the exchanges with Mission Control but also the date and time stamps of the entries—does not lend itself to a complete or even completely chronological reconstruction of what has taken place. To claim that, where such reconstruction attenuates into narrative projection, I got it exactly right every time would be an act of hubris.

			In a summary of his lifelong reflections on existence, Albert Camus wrote that the only meaningful question before any human being is whether to commit suicide or not. It is apparent from his remark that he has never envisioned a scenario in which one might do both at the same time. This seeming paradox is a way of flagging my awareness that my reconstruction of what went awry with the Orion Project may raise as many questions as it answers. But raise them it must for, if I venture to reconstruct a heretofore unheralded chapter of our Cold War history in the guise of a story, it is because it is a story unlike any other.

									  

			Peter Swirski, Toronto, 2026

			
				
					1	Zagorin, Perez. 2005. Thucidides: An Introduction for the Common Reader, pp. 28.

				

			

		

	


    	
			What we can’t understand, we fear.

			—Jan Armstrong, wife of Neil

		




		
			PROLOG

			The morning of the flight everything appears routine. I bolt down my breakfast the way I always do, with a minimum of chewing. It’s standard canteen fare, powdered eggs, hash browns, out-of-the-box pancakes. Even slathered with ketchup, they go down as if made of shredded cardboard.

			For all I can tell, they are.

			Breakfast, lunch, and dinner always taste the same to me, which is to say that they don’t have much taste at all. It has to be a missing gene in my body or a misfiring synapse in my head, but I have never enjoyed eating the way other people do. To me food is little more than fuel to power the command module in my head and its effectors: eyeballs, digits, gastric juices.

			Back at the Academy, I once saw a cartoon depicting a couple of buzzards leaning over a rancid carcass. One of them is nudging the other, “Pheeew, thank God for ketchup.” That’s pretty much how I feel about all food that comes my way. Thank God for ketchup.

			After breakfast I pop over to the map room for a briefing. The window-fitted conditioner is chugging away for no other reason than the night crew must have forgotten to turn it off. As is the norm, the briefing drags on longer than it ought to. Like any other branch of the military, the Air Force loves to hear itself talk. I pat down a yawn. I’m not sleepy, it’s just a nervous reaction on my part.

			“Any questions?”

			“Just one, sir.”

			“What is it?”

			“What the fuck are we doing in Vietnam?”

						 

			For the record, I don’t actually ask that. Instead, I steer the major and the briefing into a last-minute weather check. Ground temperature in the low seventies, winds for the most part negligible, cirrostratus in all directions at twenty-three thousand feet. Couldn’t ask for better. All systems, as they say over at NASA, go.

			As always I feel a surge of adrenaline, like a surgeon about to perform a life-threatening, but at the same time life-saving, procedure. At the back of my mind I’m already preparing how I’m going to write the flight up. I got two versions I’ve been working on for some time. One in case everything goes according to plan. The other… Well, here things get a little murky.

			Time to gear up. First, the new flight suit, made of Nomex. Then the g-suit, its inflatable girdle fitting like a spiderweb over my stomach and legs. It plugs into a line fed with air bleeding from engine compression. When the wings crank up more than two and a half gees, the g-suit swells up like a blood-pressure cuff, only faster, squeezing blood from the extremities back to my head to prevent a blackout.

			Retinas are so sensitive to blood flow that, for most pilots, the gees they collect on takeoff dim their lights and leech all color. Lean on the throttle a bit more and the grayout amps up into a blackout so swiftly, you can pass out before you notice a thing. One moment, your blood turns to lead. The next, nothing.

			Only, I’m not like most pilots.

			Over the g-suit, a torso harness to keep my body from being buffeted by gusts or sudden torques. Dark-green sunglasses with so many filters they look almost black. Then the only thing left is to pick up the plugs and hoses in my left arm and stride stiff-legged, helmet swinging from the other hand, to the sleeping bird.

			Out in the open I’m hit in the face by the acrid fumes of jet fuel. The smell a pilot never mistakes for any other, just like homicide dicks never mistake the smell of death. Scientists will tell you that, outside of four or five garden-variety flavors, we really taste with our noses. That’s why food tastes so bland when your nasal passages clog up, like when you’re down with a cold. Or up in space.

			I am not prone to colds and have no known allergies. Believe me, the last thing you want when pulling out of a nosedive at Mach 2 is to be racked by a violent sneeze. Thing is, that makes me a double freak because, although I missed out on the sense of taste, my sense of smell has always been fairly good, if not spectacular.

			Up the ladder.

			The cockpit smells of burnt rubber and iodine. I ease into the seat, making sure to avoid accidentally flipping any panel switches. Carefully, I fasten the quick-release snaps to the torso harness. Then, as carefully, the leg-restraint plates to my shins. If I gotta eject, they will protect my legs from striking the canopy and getting amputated. Happens a lot in Vietnam when the plates get compromised by enemy fire.

			Some enemy. A bunch of peasants who harvest rice with bare hands but somehow scare the bejesus out of the mightiest military empire in history, so much so that it recruits people like me to bomb and napalm them back to the Paleolithic. “Know why they call them gooks?” runs the joke around the post. “Cos crooks was already taken.”

			Some joke.

			The rest of the protocol is what they like to show in the Air Force propaganda reels. Plug in the g-suit, strap on the helmet, affix the oxygen mask. Sign to the groundhogs everything jake, fellas. Lace the gloved fingers, crack the knuckles. At last, the moment every jock lives for. Flick the power switch to external.

			In the blink of an eye the cockpit comes to life. The gauges wink awake, the needles shiver, the radio crackles on. Every time that happens I experience a surge of power, like when you blast the throttle on a 500-cc crotch rocket on some empty stretch of highway. Bikers will tell you it’s like having a 500-cc cock between your legs, throbbing with lust. They’ve got no idea what they are talking about.

			It’s way better.

			My cock is sixty feet long and weighs sixty thousand pounds, all of it crammed with fuel so potent, it makes gasoline look like water. More than enough thrust to flatten you into a decal if you’re not careful. The only thing to beat that would be a Saturn V, except there you’re just along for the ride. Here, every last molecule of that power is curled up in my fist.

			I yawn before scratching an itch under the oxygen mask. Then fire up the two engines in turn. The exhaust temperature and rpm gauges shoot up. I try not to think of what the genie under my hood will do to me if I blink at the wrong moment. Only way to make sure it doesn’t happen? Don’t blink at all.

			I see another steely bird taking off, baking the strip with its thrusters, blowing a tunnel of kinetic energy. My preflight checks out of the way, I flick power to internal and thunk the canopy shut. Time to test the brakes, flaps, ailerons. After that the only thing left is to say my prayers, which takes no time at all.

			The radio gargles and coughs out permission to taxi. Swift roll to the runway, arming the escape hatch on the way. Seconds later, I’m climbing at a fifty-plus degree angle into a ceiling of cirrostratus. A surge of gees flattens my eyeballs in their orbits until the pale blue sky begins to turn blue-black. I feel a sense of peace wash over me like a tide.

			Now for the hard part.

						 

			Minutes later, everything goes to shit.

			First time I realize something is up is in the middle of a nosedive. I hear a dry pop from under the hood, like an inflated paper bag ripping open. Instantly, two sets of alarms come to life on the thrust panel. That same instant, I feel a vicious lateral kick. The bird begins to roll like a salad spinner, only faster.

			This is not supposed to be happening. And I mean never. Without lateral control, there is no avionics, and without avionics the bird turns into an unmaneuverable heap of metal. All of a sudden it looks like I might be on the ground ahead of schedule. What is known in the guild as “rapid unscheduled disassembly at elevation zero.”

			Instinctively, my hand sneaks to the ejection ring between my thighs. I still that impulse. Lose a crippled bird, no one is going to hold it against you. Takes a big chunk of cash to replace all that gleaming hardware but relatively little time. In contrast, it takes relatively little money to train a pilot but a big chunk of time. Hence the first thing they drill into your skull. If your ass is on the line, ditch the wings, save the human asset.

			It’s not the first time the Air Force and I find ourselves at cross-purposes. Because I aim to save both.

			Even as all this is caroming in my head, I choke the throttle and pull the stick right into my chest. My other hand is fighting the gees to reach the engines’ shutdown lever. I’m not sure how much time I’m gonna have once I kill the engines, but I’m betting it’s enough to make the fluvial lake I have studied on the map until my eyes watered. Shallow like a grave, long like a runway. Nearly windless day like this, oughta be smooth like blacktop.

			Pulling out of the dive, the readouts become a blur of nosediving values. Coming in too fast. Hit the water at the wrong angle, you might as well be hitting cement. From the corners of my eyes I see the wingtips rock up and down like sinusoids. As any Las Vegas strip comic will tell you, it’s all in the timing. Wait for it. Wait for it.

			Now!

			A split second before the chute yanks the tail up, I pitch the nose skyward and punch the emergency release. The chute catches air in a blood-thickening surge of gees. It’s like pouring a fifth of gin straight into my bloodstream, bypassing the stomach. For a second everything shifts red. A prelude to a blackout.

			I feel the familiar surge in suit pressure. Now I am being simultaneously crushed from the outside and bloated from the inside. My vision returns, albeit shaky and watery. My eyes fix on the gauges. The nose is slightly up, the inert mass of steel falling into the water glimmering just meters from the fuselage. Pump up the g-suit again, brace for the impact, here we go!

			A thousand liquid hands reach for the bird and snatch it out of the air. They slam me into the dark, cold water, shearing the tip of one wing, buckling the flaps on the other, crushing my chest. The gees explode all the way into blackness. For an instant there is only ringing silence. Then no sound at all. Then simply nothing.

			After a short eternity, the reel begins to play backwards. First, there’s a whisper of sound. Little more than a pair of hedgehogs mating in the underbrush. A hiss of traffic behind closed bedroom windows. A swish of windshield wipers in the rain.

			All at once, as if somebody flipped a switch, my skull splits with a surge of white noise. My mouth is filled with liquid metal. I end up half-swallowing it, half-spitting it out. It’s blood. Must have bitten my cheeks or my tongue because both hurt like the devil. My skin is tingling with circulation thudding through arteries compressed by deceleration.

			My head feels numb, but already numbness turns into pain. I bite the tasteless mouthpiece, flex my dopey fingers. Water is gushing into the cockpit through the broken canopy. I must have sprung a leak in the fuel tank because I can smell JP-4. The bird is starting to sink, faster than I would have imagined possible.

			Ignoring the stabbing in my ribcage, I release the harness and wriggle out of the cockpit, kicking out into the mass of swirls. The hydrostatic pressure noses me like a trained dolphin, up, up, up, toward sunlight. I break the surface like a soggy rubber submersible, gasping for air, streaming water in the middle of a dirty slick of hydraulic oil and jet fuel.

			I swallow more blood before flipping on my back. Making heavy weather, I thrash away from the slick. I am equidistant from either shore, which is where I aimed to be, but too beat to make it to either side in my waterlogged gear. I concentrate on floating like an egg in the womb of the inflated suit. I am in more pain than Floyd Patterson after having been mauled by Sonny Liston, but at peace with all I have done.

			I didn’t flinch. I didn’t ditch. I didn’t die.

			My head buzzes and throbs like a leaf blower going down the street. After I don’t know how long, my ears pick up another sound. A low rumble rolling over the lake. An olive-skinned Husky is skirting the treetops. Moments later a life raft smacks the water yards away from my head, hissing and inflating in seconds. I stick my gloved thumb in the air and waggle it to make sure they see it. Everything jake, fellas.

			The chopper banks sharply to one side, taking some of the downdraft and clatter with it. They watch me churn the icy water in the saturated suit, legs thrashing for purchase as I pull myself into the raft. Once inside, I roll and flip onto my back, blinking the water out of my eyes. Even with my eyes closed, I can see the helo silhouetted by the white sun, the raft drifting down the eddy stirred up by the chunking rotors, the leaf blower in my head growing louder with each second.

		

	
		
			PART I

			I had dropped one form and not taken on the other with a resultant feeling of intense loneliness in life, and a contempt, not for other men, but for all they do.

			—T.E. Lawrence

		

	
		
			From the New York Times

			Calley Sentenced to Life for Murders at MyLai; Lengthy Review to Begin  //  President Orders Calley Released From Stockade  //  State Investigator Links Corrupt Police to Heroin  //  Enemy Is Pounded By 7.5 Ton Bombs  //  Bengalis Form a Cabinet As the Bloodshed Goes On  //  Helms Defends C.I.A. As Vital to a Free Society  //  Year of Desegregation A Trying One in South  //  Hopes Thin for the Millions Adrift Across Indochina  // Duvalier, 64, Dies in Haiti; Son, 19, Is New President  //  Mitchell Backs U.S. Right To Wiretap for Security  //  7,000 Arrested in Capital War Protest; 150 Are Hurt  //  Mitchell Urges All Police Copy Capital’s Tactics  //   Bengali Refugees in Squalor in India  //  Husak Lauds ’68 Invasion As Prague Congress Opens  //  General, Ex-Aide Accused of Murdering Vietnamese  //  Nader Asserts Monopolies Mulct the Public of Billions  //  U.S. Says Israeli Projects Violate a Geneva Accord  //

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Manned Spacecraft Center hunkered in the middle of nowhere. Rising from a country drier than the tax code and flatter than Twiggy, it looked less like a space-age command center than a landfill that has been buried under a thin carpet of dirt to house a battery of incinerators. I mean, I have seen decommissioned airstrips with more life in them.

			More soul too.

			I rolled up to a gate flanked by a guard post, both of them baked solid by the early April sun. The moment I had pulled up, the smell of tar from mushing asphalt hit my nose as if I had arrived at the gates of hell. Mixed with it was greasy air that, as I found out later, shore breezes funneled all the way from the refineries at Galveston.

			The guard waited till I cranked the window down before stepping out from the post, all the time making sure he remained in the shade of the canopy.

			“Name?”

			“Trew.”

			“Papers?”

			I stuck my sweaty hand out the window.

			“One moment, please. You can turn off the engine.” Which told me it was going to be a few moments rather than just one.

			On the other side of the gate, less than half a mile away, I could see a scattering of squat rectangular buildings, all painted the same shade of magnesium beige. They were spanned by a network of wide boulevards, or narrow highways, lined with sun-painted aluminum light poles. All of it as nondescript and geometrically exact as in Abbott’s Flatland.

			Picture-perfect for the essence of modern architecture. Perhaps even modern society.

			The sole exception was an eight-story rectangular redoubt rising in the middle of this magnificent desolation. It looked like the flagship of a state-of-the-art minimum security prison, but it could equally crown a big-ticket research facility, a military installation, or even the headquarters of an insurance corporation that has opted to relocate to this fenced-off tract of Texas to save on taxes.

			Later on I found out that, perhaps in an attempt to mitigate its eye-catching ugliness, the MSC actually boasted a visitor center. Its chief attraction was a space museum sporting a line of dingy posters, dioramas, and mockups. The Agency had even thrown in a few blackened satellites and re-entry capsules to give it a feel of the real McCoy, rather than publicists’ fancy of what the future of the Cold War in space might look like.

			Its centerpiece was a hundred-to-one miniature of the Saturn-Apollo assembly, complete with all the gantries and skywalks. The nose cone of the Command Module pointed straight up at the acned Moon suspended from the ceiling on an aluminum wire. No need to confuse Mom and Pop with Hohmann transfer orbits.

			“Thank you for waiting.”

			The guard had reemerged from his post. His tone was markedly less officious. He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “You are to drive up to the administration building, that-a-way. You will be met.”

			You will be met?

			My first experience of how thoroughly NASA had debased the English language. Instead of problems, they only dealt with situations. Crises, including midlife crises, were also a thing of the past. In their place, they had only contingencies which, after being massaged by their public relations gurus, mellowed out into mere developments.

			On top of that, the Agency tacitly discouraged its human resources from indulging in personal pronouns such as we or they, which were deemed too personal. Too involved. Instead, passive voice was the Agency’s preferred mode of communication.

			As in, you will be met.

			I nodded my thanks to the guard and drove off, blanketing the gate in a billow of gasoline fumes. The parking lot looked like a Vanguard launch pad, vast and curiously empty. Tooling up to the building, I spotted a square-looking fellow with a multicolored tag hanging from his neck. He wouldn’t step outside into the blazing sun, but was shielding his eyes to scan the parking lot in the direction I was coming from.

			For kicks, I turned the wrong way and pulled up around the corner. Using a colonnade of concrete buttresses for cover, I made it in stealth mode to where he was gaping at the parking lot. When I suddenly loomed in front of him, separated only by a pane of glass, he nearly jumped out of his skin. Covering it with a nervous titter, he thumbed to the entrance, this way in.

			Thanks for the tip, brother.

			The moment I crossed the threshold, he hurried to me with an outstretched hand. “Quite a barbecue out there, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			His skin was warm and moist. His handshake androgynous. The moment he let go of my fingers, I wiped them surreptitiously on my back pocket. Like all people uncomfortable with the sound of silence, he kept going with hardly a break.

			“Something’s up with the weather these days, that’s for sure. Where’s all this heat coming from? Still, thank goodness for the old AC, huh?”

			Once it had dawned on him that I would not be drawn into shooting the breeze about the weather, he adjusted the steel-rimmed glasses on his nose and drew himself up.

			“Well, better I take you up then. Follow me, please.”

			From the inside, the Center was as devoid of character as from the outside. White cream walls, tiled floors, high plastic ceilings with inset lighting fixtures and steel baffles to carry the air conditioning system. The whole place had the desolate look of a movie studio shut down for the night. That impression only intensified when, much like on the post, we passed entire rooms fitted with nothing but coin-operated soda and junk-food vending machines for men on the go.

			As for the men on the go, everybody we ran into looked interchangeable with everybody else. White shirts, stiff collars, crew cut, skinny ties, horn-rimmed glasses—a uniform outside a uniform. Even their faces looked interchangeable in their bland earnestness. Peel one from here, paste it over there, you couldn’t tell the difference unless you were their mother. It made me feel as if I had stepped into a dystopian future only to discover that the future was already.

			The feeling was only exacerbated by my escort’s icky-dicky Midwestern accent and his effeminate expletives, from gee whiz to the breathless gosh. All in evidence when he got down to my splashdown in the lake.

			“Gosh, Jack, you know what they were saying here about that?”

			“Golly gee, I’m quite sure I haven’t the faintest idea, Teddy.”

			By now we were on a first name basis. How to win friends, by Dale Carnegie.

			“They were saying”—he lowered his voice, as if afraid he might be overheard—“once you were done with that bird, it lay back and smoked a cigarette.”

			“Come on now, who would be feeding you horseshit like that?”

			“Oh?” His eyebrows bunched up in a frown. “Are you saying it isn’t true?”

			“Course not. Once I was done with that bird, it lay back with a goddamn pipe.”

			He liked that one so much that he couldn’t stop chuckling. Only Teddy didn’t chuckle. He only tittered in that self-restrained way in which everybody at the Agency appeared to exhibit the gamut of human emotions.

			Still talking a mile a minute, Teddy walked me to a featureless double door at the far end of a long, featureless hallway. The conference room where, as he announced, I was to meet the movers and shakers in the program.

			“They are all waiting for you inside. The director’s name is Franklin Gerald Godoy.” He paused but only to take a breath. “Day to day, he goes by Gerry. I heard people call him God, though. Strictly behind his back, of course.”

			Straight face, seamless delivery. I didn’t want to disappoint him, so I fed him the line he appeared to be waiting for. “Really? And what do his enemies call him?”

			I expected him to say that Franklin Gerald Godoy didn’t have enemies. First surprise of the day. Teddy shrugged, as if taken aback by my obtuseness. “God, of course. Or Gerry.”

			The muffled voice from inside the room was definitely male. Too indistinct to make out what he was saying, except that he meant to be listened to. Before Teddy could utter a word in protest, I reached for the knob and turned it. Ignoring his accusatory stare, I took a couple of steps inside and fixed my eyes on the speaker.

			I found myself in a mid-sized room, the walls of which were almost fully covered by display boards, celestial and terrestrial maps, engineering charts, and black-and-white survey photos of the solar system. The latter, I tried not to show surprise, not much better than what you could eyeball at the Palomar Observatory.

			Like the rest of the MSC, the room was air-conditioned to within an inch of frostbite. Its center was dominated by an oval Formica table presided over by a thickset, intense-looking man with a dense thatch of dirty-blond hair. Slicked back Pat Riley style, every strand of it looked like it had been nailed into place.

			Stopping in mid-sentence, the man swept his eyes over me, then Teddy. There must have been an order in them because, without a word, Teddy turned on his heel and left. Only then did the man fix his eyes on me again. He may have been on NASA’s payroll, but I could smell brass on him from where I was standing.

			“Jack Trew, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			“You might have knocked.” A ripple of irritation in his voice. Good voice, I had to admit. Commanding yet not unpleasant.

			I found it impossible not to stare at his outfit. Unlike the drones I had run into on the way, he was decked out in green chinos, orange open-necked polo shirt, shapeless blazer the color of a floater after several days of immersion, and tan tasseled loafers with no socks. His cockatoo-chic clashed even more with the mocha power suit on a middle-aged woman on his left and the black trousers, button-down cream shirt, and knitted pencil tie on a rumpled-faced man on his right.

			I locked my eyes with his. “I did.”

			Gerry’s back stiffened. He looked like any of the majors at the post when they are about to pull rank. To my surprise, he only rumbled, “I meant louder,” conceding the point.

			Having won the round, I threw him a parade ground salute. “I’ll be sure to next time, sir.”

			“Right. Let’s get down to it. When did you get in, by the way?”

			“Just now.”

			“Need some time to freshen up?”

			Was he taunting me? Yes, he was, I concluded. Subtle payback for my subtle entrance. I shot him my winningest smile. “Not at all, sir. I was actually hoping to start training right away. Maybe even expecting it.”

			Gerry cast an amused glance at his flunkies. Clearly they had heard this kind of bullshit before. Meantime, I was aware of remaining on my feet while the three of them reclined in their faux-leather armchairs. What the hell, was that a test of some kind? Were they trying to psych me out? Feeling their eyes on me, I strode up to the table and sank my butt into a chair, panning them with artless eyes like, Golly gee, isn’t it nice we’re all here together?

			After a moment, Gerry cleared his throat.

			“Before there’s any talk of training, you will need to get settled in first. You will be billeted in a hotel for a week. Meanwhile, it’s advised that you look for something more permanent. There’s a local service to help with that. Might not hurt to talk to the other trainees as well. Right now, it’s time for you to meet the other members of the training team.”

			Gerry opened his hands to include the others at the table.

			“Bruce Cunningham, training officer. Elvira Carter-Monroe, psychologist. Together with me, they will be monitoring your progress. Evaluating your fitness, as it were. In the context of what we aim to accomplish in this program.”

			Bullshit, I thought. Even a blind man could see that no one here has a bowel movement without a go-ahead from you. “Uh, and what’s that, sir?”

			I expected him to growl something on the order of, Put the Russki bear back in the cage. Instead, I collected a thin-lipped smile and an enigmatic shrug.

			“Why, to boldly go where no man has gone before. Isn’t that why you signed up for this number?”

			I executed an energetic nod and kept my mouth shut. When the silence began to stretch, Bruce stepped in to keep it from snapping.

			“I don’t need to tell you, Jack, that you are a bit late to the party. We started quite a time ago and went from there.”

			I knew that Bruce wasn’t referring to the time of day. I was a late addition to the program and, after my spectacular entrance, he was tactfully putting me in my place. You’re being taken a chance on, he was saying. Meaning, you’ve got a load of catching up if you want to make more than a backup to the backup crew.

			Which I did. With a bullet.

			The reason I was here at all was because, as they say in Vietnam, a crisis is the mother of opportunity. Rewind to the splashdown. Not only had I brought the bird down in one piece, but I had parked it at the bottom of a very shallow lake where it could be salvaged at no great expense. And, icing on the cake, I hadn’t flatlined in the process. How’s that for a hero tale that practically writes itself?

			It hadn’t hurt either that one of the first choppers to arrive on the scene was from a local television station. Acting on an anonymous tip, they had been dispatched to get footage of a lie-in at the anti-war encampment at the base’s eastern gate. As the lie-in had failed to materialize, they ended up following the rescue choppers scrambled after my mayday.

			Their shaky, grainy footage, aired on all the local channels, made me an instant celebrity. The base brass, in turn, jumped at the opportunity to talk about something other than Mylai and Haiphong. Meanwhile, going through my file—probably to ensure that I was politically sound before being permitted to talk to reporters—somebody noticed that I had expressed strong interest in astronaut training.

			Well now, how about that?

			Once Gerry got going, he became energy personified. Waxing poetic until his voice got hoarse, popping cough drops like candy, gesticulating with such animus that a couple of times he came close to nailing Elvira on the jaw, he gave a first-class impression of a man who believed every word he was saying.

			You could see this was Gerry’s show and his alone by the way Elvira and Bruce hung on every word about the mission.

			Our mission.

			Mankind’s mission.

			Changing the world one planet at a time.

			The future—Gerry’s voice turned a bit husky—belonged to those who dared to dream big. The Moon shot was just a stepping stone for the God-given scientific genius of the United States of America. Next in line? The inner planets. Then the asteroid belt. Then the two hundred or so moons of Saturn. Then the rest of the solar system, before we finally began to reach for the stars.

			Gerry, I wanted to butt in, when was the last time you took a gander at the solar system? Most planets and moons are either cooked to death or locked in timeless ice. Their atmospheres, where there are any atmospheres at all, drip with cyanide. Their hurricanes are ten times deadlier than the strongest ever recorded on Earth. And don’t forget radiation orders of magnitude worse than at ground zero on Bikini.

			But, instead of pricking his bubble, I listened politely, nodding at all the right places and wondering what the hell I was getting myself into. I mean, there were moments when I felt like I was in a Baptist church, listening to the preacher-man lay it on me how the joy I was feeling was only the beginning of the road to the one true heaven.

			I mean, yes, Jesus Christ, share it with me, brother.

			Meanwhile, a little voice inside me was saying, Changing the world one planet at a time? Last time I checked our planet was doing fine. Matter of fact, it was the way we were changing it that was the problem. Global warming. Acid rain. Swiss-cheesing ozone. Radioactive fallout. Fish heavy with mercury. Runaway deforestation. Himalayas of trash. Humans multiplying like cancer cells.

			As for that God-given scientific genius, Gerry, have you seen the Gallup polls? A third of all Americans believe that the Old Testament is literally true. Another third believe that humans and dinosaurs walked the earth at the same time. Yet another third—or is it the same one?—want to see sections of the population sterilized to prevent miscegenation. And you want to take planet Earth, with its global wars, apocalyptic mindsets, and pollution that has leeched into even the remotest parts of the world and expatriate it to the stars?

			I snuck a glance at Bruce and Elvira. If they harbored thoughts like mine, they kept them well concealed, listening to Gerry with the intensity of the blind. Oddly enough, I could understand why. Gerry’s convictions were absolute. His passion infectious. His mission was his life, and he was its prophet and proselyte rolled into one. Which is exactly why I decided to bring him down to earth a bit. Just enough to let him know who he was speaking to. 

			“Uh, Gerry, it’s a breathtaking vision. The way I see it, there’s just one problem with it.”

			His face remained unclouded, but he reflexively reached for the line of his jaw. “Yeah?”

			“The probability that we’ll ever travel outside our solar system is something like one in a billion.”

			“You don’t say.” He grinned with amusement, revealing a gap between his front teeth. “I mean, how do you even get a numerical foothold on something like that?”

			“By stacking the time needed for that kind of expansion against the likely longevity of the human race.”

			Gerry’s grin wavered. “Do you realize what you’re saying, Jack? If there is no future for us out there, we might as well ditch manned missions and put our money in radio astronomy. Is that what you have in mind?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Why the hell did you sign up to be an astronaut then?”

			Gotcha. “Because I want a chance to prove that kind of defeatist thinking dead wrong.”

			It was as if a cloud had lifted from the room. Smirking with satisfaction, Gerry leaned so far back in his chair that it creaked, nodding to his associates to have a go at me.

			“What name do you go by?” Elvira, going straight for the jugular.

			“Jack, most of the time. But I’m flexible.”

			She started making a little annotation on the legal pad in front of her. Probably giving me a low score for being too agreeable. Or else not agreeable enough. In the meantime, Bruce stepped up to the plate.

			“How many gees can you suck up?”

			Depends for how long and in what context, Bruce. Riding the centrifuge is different from birding a parabola at forty thousand feet. Am I in a g-suit? Straining? But this was no time for subtleties. They clearly expected me to thwack my chest, silverback style.

			“I’ve logged in fourteen. I can do more.” I ran my eyes over them. “I wouldn’t exactly advise it to anybody.” With the possible exception of Elvira. “But it’s not that bad. Not as bad as taking a subway in New York anyway.”

			Grins all around. I thought Bruce was going to ask me about the rest of the hot-dogging I had done over the years, but he came out of left field. “What’s your take on the X-15?”

			The Air Force’s rocket glider. Ninety seconds of afterburn and you’re out of propellant. From then on, the only thing you can do is glide back down to the ground. All in a day’s work, except if you miss the strip, you have no power to get up for a second run. Tends to be a pretty good incentive to get it right the first time.

			For a moment I thought of bringing up the X-20, built by Boeing in Seattle, but shrugged it off. Far be it from me to defend winged rockets before people who thought they were the next worst thing after the devil. Instead, I gave Bruce what he was clearly waiting for.

			“Decent enough platform in view of its inherent limitations.”

			He had to know all that from my file, about the X-15 and how people at Edwards called us winged astronauts, in distinction to NASA crews who were “flying” computer-guided rockets. Perhaps it was his way of giving me face. Perhaps the training officer was a better psychologist than Elvira. Then again, maybe he was only playing good cop on the tag team.

			“You come with a reputation,” he observed. “It’s been said that you’re a bit obsessive when it comes to wings maintenance.”

			“That’s a lie.” I waited for his eyebrows to shoot up. “I’m a total control freak when it comes to effectuating mission preparedness.” After a second, I threw in “Sir” to hammer the point home. Maybe it worked because the next question came from Elvira.

			“You have a research Master’s degree?”

			“In aerospace design and engineering.”

			“What’s your take on Tereshkova?”

			“Brave woman. Zero as a pilot.”

			And so on and so forth. Easy pitches from Bruce, curveballs from Elvira. Leaning so far back that I thought he was going to put his feet on the table, Gerry followed this ping-pong with a faint smile on his lips. I suppose people-watching is entertaining, especially if you do it from Olympic heights.

			I, on the other hand, was getting tired of all those questions. What was the point of them, anyway? Wasn’t I already admitted into the program? I raised my hand to pat down a yawn, not too successfully.

			“Do you play chess?”

			“As a matter of fact.”

			Perhaps the question about chess was a prearranged signal because, as suddenly as it had started, the serve and volley ground to a halt. Both Elvira and Bruce turned their eyes to Gerry. He remained silent, scratching his chin and staring at me fixedly. Then, in one motion, he leaned forward with a surprising agility for a man his size.

			“Well, I’ve got to say we’re right glad to have you with us, Jack. The departure of one of our trainees has left us a bit short-handed in the personnel department. With you on board, we’re back to our full fighting weight. And from what I’ve seen, you look like you’re all set to rumble. Am I right about that?” He grinned widely, revealing a gap tooth. “Or am I right about that?”

			Short-handed? Seemed there was more to my transfer than I had been advised, seeing as I would be stepping into somebody else’s shoes. No matter. I would make them fit even if I had to amputate my toes. I grinned back.

			“Uh, on balance, I think I’ll go with the second one, Gerry.”

			Gerry glanced around the table, as if waiting for applause. When none was forthcoming, he clasped his hands together. “Alright, if there are no more questions—”

			“Just one more, if I may, Jack.”

			I turned to Elvira. “Of course.”

			“Any particular reason why you don’t use your given name?”

			Bitch. “It’s a long story. Besides, it can be a bit of a mouthful.”

			“I suppose we’ll have to take your word on that. When did you start going by Jack then?”

			Long before I enlisted with the macho muchacho Air Force, I wanted to say, but instead only batted my eyelashes. “I didn’t. It was my father’s idea, actually.”

			At the mention of my father, she made a small annotation. Her smile conveyed as much warmth as a photostat of a candle. “And you just went along with it?”

			Uh-uh. She was backing me into a corner labeled Submissive with Poor Self-Esteem. I needed to fight my way out somehow. “Well, I was only a small child at that time.”

			“I see. And you never thought of going back to using your true name?”

			“I did.” I shot her a you-know-how-it-is smile. “In the end, I just decided it sounded too womanish.”

			“Is that really so bad, Jacqueline?” She pretended to be perplexed by what I had said. “I mean, you being a woman and all?”
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