
  [image: cover]


  
    


    Alternate Apollos


    



    Vaughan Stanger



    



    


    


    



    Smashwords Edition


    



    


    Copyright Vaughan Stanger March 2013


    



    


    Smashwords Edition, License Notes


    This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


    



    


    All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, whether living or dead, is purely coincidental.


    


    

  


  
    Table of Contents
  


    Cover
  


    Title
  


    Introduction
  


    Moon Flu
  


    Sons of the Earth
  


    Dying of the Light
  


    Bibliography
  


    About the Author
  


    About the Illustrator
  


    Other Books by the Author
  


    Spread the Word!
  


  Introduction

I am not the first science fiction writer to have imagined counterfactual versions of the Apollo project. Jerry Oltion and Stephen Baxter are two names that spring immediately to mind, and there are doubtless many others. While it's great fun to dwell on the details of alternative moon-landing missions, what I wanted to do in this set of short stories was to depict how the participants might have felt when recalling those momentous events some years later.

Since the publication of "Sons of the Earth" more than one reader has asked me whether I believed in its premise. My answer to that question is unequivocal: absolutely not. But for a writer, not believing in something isn't the same as having no desire to write about it.

So this collection is dedicated to the brave men who really did fly to the Moon between 1969 and 1972. Twelve sets of boot-prints remain in place, testimony to events that actually occurred. I sincerely hope that the day will come when our descendants return there and see for themselves.






  Moon Flu

A screech from the long-suffering door hinges alerted me to the arrival of customers, an unwelcome distraction for a drowsy Cape afternoon. I placed my newspaper on the counter and glanced at the skinny, sharp-featured blonde and her dark-haired, athletic-looking partner. These tanned twenty-somethings gave off a faintly careworn air, as if they were taking a vacation but not enjoying it over-much.

In truth, quite a few years had passed since there was a whole lot to do around here. Once in a while a visitor might get to watch one of those new Deltas launch a satellite into low earth orbit. As for me, hearing that thunder rumbling up the coastline served as a bittersweet reminder of what might have been.

Not that the demise of manned spaceflight was uppermost in the thoughts of this couple, or so I reckoned. The man was studying the chalkboard menu with an intensity bordering on the feverish, while his partner was holding the door ajar, as if readying herself for a quick getaway. Her expression suggested she didn't fancy what was on offer. Doubtless the flyspecked windows and greasy table tops weren't helping. But the man looked like he needed a square meal and couldn't care less where he ate it. Feeling unwell might have been a factor too, judging by his sore-looking nostrils and the puffy skin around his eyes. My guess was confirmed by a succession of sniffles, each louder and more liquid than its predecessor.

"Jim, darling! Would you please stop doing that?"

I hadn't expected her posh English accent, though it did fit well with the look of disdain.

"Jeez, Phyllis, gimme a break! I've been driving for six hours despite feeling like I'm gonna die. Six fucking hours!" He held a tissue to his nose and blew loudly, which only made things worse, because a moment later his head tilted back and....

"Atishoo!"

"Bless you," said Phyllis.

"Moon flu!" I added.

The woman stared at me, her neatly plucked eyebrows beetling. Then she shook her head, presumably convinced that she had misheard. Jim looked too exhausted to care.

"Best find him some aspirin," I said.

The woman scowled at me. "Have you got any?" Her tone stung like acid. Jim, I reckoned, might not be overburdened with sympathy.

I gestured towards the door, waggling my thumb to the right. "The nearest mall is three blocks that-a-way. You'll find a drugstore there."

She gave me a withering look, which I met with a shrug. A glance at her designer jeans made me think that the local boutiques would not detain her long, but it was worth a shot for Jim's sake.

"Look, while you're gone, why don't I rustle up a double cheeseburger-and-fries for Jim here?"

Phyllis turned to him. "Will you be okay?"

"Yeah, I'll be fine."

"Right, I'm off then...."

The screech from the door hinges was followed seconds later by the screech of tyre-rubber on tarmac.

Jim sighed relief.

I smiled at him. "She'll have flashed her platinum Amex in more exclusive stores, but it might just buy you a bit of peace and quiet."

Jim grinned back at me. "Time enough to eat that cheeseburger you mentioned, anyhow."

"Coming right up." I scribbled his order on my pad, tore off the sheet and passed it through the hatch to Jerome. "Coffee?"

"Yeah, that'd be good."

I poured him a mug-full. "So, how long have you been suffering with this bug?"

"Oh, several days now." He sipped at his coffee before continuing. "Must have picked up the little fucker in New York. Sure wish I'd left it there!"

We both laughed: Jim at his own joke, me because I couldn't have cued up my favourite story any better if I'd tried. I leaned across the counter and waved him closer.

"That's nothing," I told him. "I once sent a bug on a much longer journey than that."

The way Jim shrugged as he took another sip suggested he was more interested in drinking his coffee than hearing my tale. But the steam must have tickled his nose, because his head tilted backwards again....

"Atishoo!"

"Moon flu!"

That was Al, my only other customer and a bit of a folk hero round these parts. Bald as a coot and freckled like a man who'd seen the sun close up and personal, he wore his seventy-plus years lightly. He winked at me and resumed eating his fried chicken.

Jim stared at Al, but since no explanation was forthcoming, he turned back to me.

"So what's with this 'Moon flu' business then?"

I waggled a thumb towards Al. The wall behind him was home to a collection of yellowing newspaper clippings plus a dozen photographs from the Apollo 12 mission.

"Oh, come on," said Jim. "Everyone knows that whole Apollo thing was a fake."

That was an opinion I'd heard a lot recently, though it never failed to infuriate me. I had moved to Florida from LA in 1983, just so I could live close-by the place I thought of as my spiritual home. Justifying the Apollo Project to West Coast hippy-folk had been difficult enough, but persuading their successors that the moon-shots hadn't been filmed in a Hollywood studio was proving a damned sight harder.

"Oh, really?" I could feel my face reddening. "Well let me tell you–-"

But Jim wasn't about to let me get a word in edgeways.

"Jeez! I could have shot better footage with my Grandpa's cine camera!" He shook his head and sniggered, but was punished — or so I liked to think — with a volley of sneezes.

The first one got the usual response, but I didn't bother with the rest. By now, Jim was itching for an explanation.

"So, are you gonna tell me what this 'Moon flu' has to do with a couple of wannabe astronauts?"

Ignoring his jibe, I started my story.

"Remember what I said about sending a bug on a much longer journey?" I waited for him to nod before continuing. "Well, it just so happens that I sent that bug all the way to the Moon."

First Jim's eyes went wide; then his lips twitched while he worked on the math.

"You worked in the Space Programme during the Sixties?"

"Best years of my life."

Whereas working for General Electric in the Seventies had been anything but. Granted, the Nixon Plan had done wonders for the economy, but exporting televisions to South-East Asia hadn't compared with racing the Soviets to the Moon. I suppose the money had to come from somewhere, but it sure seemed a high price to pay.

Jim gave me an appraising look. "Ten dollars says you never was an astronaut!"

I patted both hands against my belly. "You can keep the money. I was no skinnier then than I am now."

"So what did you do?"

"Well, for one thing I helped build the camera that flew on Surveyor 3."

"Means zip to me."

"There's a picture of it on the wall."

Al turned in his chair and tapped a finger against the appropriate photograph. Jim wandered across the room to inspect it.

"Who's the astronaut?"

"That's Pete Conrad, third man on the Moon." Al's voice trembled with emotion. "That would be a damned hard shot to fake, I can tell you."

Jim rubbed his stubbly chin while he read one of the newspaper clippings, then he glanced at me.

"Brought back your precious camera, did he?"

"No, but the man who took the photograph did."

Jim gave a non-committal grunt. "Even if I believed you, I still don't see what it's got to do with this flu bug you keep banging on about."

Al scraped his chair backwards a few inches and got to his feet. He made a play of scanning the clippings, just for effect.

"There you go," he said. "Read this." He peeled the piece of paper from the wall and handed it to Jim. By the time Jim had finished the article he was staring at me in amazement.

"You sneezed into the camera?"

"It wasn't quite that simple."

"Oh, come on! Either you sneezed into it or you didn't!"

"May as well tell him the truth," said Al.

The sigh I let out was also part of the act.

"Well, I was just a regular lab technician, working for Hughes Aircraft Corporation. If someone told me to do something, I did it and no questions asked."

Jim nodded sympathetically.

"Anyhow, just hours before the camera was scheduled to be shipped out, my boss ordered me to open it up and clean out some contaminant detected by a test protocol I'd never heard of. Yeah, likely story! Much more likely I was doing the contaminating, I reckoned, since I was going down with a head cold at the time. Lying in bed that night, it wasn't too difficult to figure out who'd want to send bugs to the Moon. This was the height of the Cold War — and the military eggheads were always looking for an edge."

"You're jerking my chain, right?"

"As God is my witness!" I shook my head to emphasise the point. "And those eggheads got exactly what they were looking for. Two-and-a-half years of being bathed in cosmic rays must have done something to that bug's DNA, because two weeks after we got the camera back the whole team went down with something a damned sight worse than the common cold."

Jim nodded. "Moon flu, right?"

"Yeah, though it was no joke at the time. This thing was so dangerous it nearly killed me. I spent a month in hospital, but at least I got better. Three of my colleagues weren't so lucky."

"I bet the generals were impressed."

"Yeah, I reckon so." I lowered my voice a bit, as usual at this point in the tale. "Did you ever ask yourself how the Mekong Flu pandemic got started, back in '71?"

Jim shook his head. "Before my time."

"Well, Mekong Flu was supposedly even deadlier than Spanish Flu, which killed twenty million people after the First World War. Yet fewer than fifty thousand Americans died of Mekong Flu. Which is pretty amazing considering three million peasants died of it in North Vietnam, and as many again in South Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. Was it just good fortune that we'd got our flu vaccination programme up and running in time? I don't think so!"

Jim's mouth gaped wide, though whether in amazement or disbelief I couldn't tell. A moment later I got my answer.

"Jeez guys, you almost had me going there! A flu bug that went to the Moon but came back a hundred times stronger? Yeah, right!"

A buzzer rang. Jim's platter was sitting on the rim of the serving hatch. I could hear Jerome sniggering in the kitchen. God (and Jerome) knew what he had done to that cheeseburger. I could guess, though. He had been suffering from a cold recently.

"Enjoy your meal," I said to Jim.

He was still chuckling as he grabbed the burger with both hands.

Not another word passed our lips until the door hinges screeched again. In came Phyllis, clutching shopping bags.

"Fast worker," I murmured.

Jim grunted while chewing a mouthful of cheeseburger.

"Don't worry, she'll catch that bug soon enough," I said.

He wiped crumbs from his lips. "Reckon it could be Moon flu?"

"You never know."

That made him chuckle; Al joined in too.

"What has he been saying about me?" Phyllis asked, glowering at her partner.

Jim winked at me as he slid an arm round her waist. "Some things that bug me never fly away."

She tried to wriggle out of his grasp. "If you've quite finished!"

He took one last bite out of his burger before planting a kiss on her lips. Phyllis responded with "Oh, yuck!" then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

Jim turned to me, sighed and placed a ten-dollar bill on the counter
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