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  PART ONE

  We will never forget them, nor the last time

  we saw them, this morning, as they prepared

  for the journey and waved goodbye and

  slipped the surly bonds of Earth to touch the

  face of God.

  Peggy Noonan for Ronald Reagan



  
    It is just like Earth, Terra-Two. It has turned in silence for millennia on the same spiralled arm of the galaxy. It is enveloped in temperate air, oxygen, nitrogen, noble
    gases, dark oceans licking empty shores. Its luxuriant with life. Trees burst from the dirt. Electric-blue fish slalom through coral reefs and the wind is heavy with spores that germinate
    in shadows. Wild, everything, the land and the flowers.

  

  But there is nobody on it.

  When we ask Why?, they say Because we havent sent anyone yet, although really theyre saying, Because there is nobody else out there. Not on
  any of the worlds. We are the only thinking heads in the universe.

  We were taught that, for a while, the universe existed and not one person knew. Stars exploded, nebulae collapsed, atoms crashed together and formed planets, then quiet oceans where
  single-celled organisms swallowed light and learned to flourish, then more complex life, plants, then creatures dragged their heavy bodies from primordial seas, shook off fins, feathers, opened
  eyes, but not one of them was capable of awe. Not one of them wondered at the lines on their palm and asked How?, or shouted at the stars as we did  for a time 
  searching for fellow travellers.

  We know now that consciousness is rare. Its wretched and magnificent and lonely. It allowed humans to conquer the empty moon, the mountains of Mars, then Europa, Callisto and the rings
  of Saturn.

  They planned the journey to Terra-Two and when they named the six of us how could we say no? We were young. They had hauled us from obscurity to hurl us at the stars, and we were dizzied by
  shallow fantasies of being the first, of leaving our footprints on the land, pushing our flag down into the dirt, giving it a name, dividing and taming it.

  Did we forget about the darkness? Did we shrug off the loneliness and the labour? Did we regret? Of course we did.

  We have been told that Terra-Two is waiting for us, and perhaps it still is. Perhaps the sand has washed up on the shores in quiet anticipation of the day we set our soles dancing across
  it.

  Some nights we ask ourselves why we chose to leave everything behind. We used to think we had many reasons, but  really  there is only one.



  JESSE

  20042012

  HE HAD DEVELOPED THE habit of tapping his thumb against the tips of his fingers. The index first, three, four, five again and again, perfected to a
  quick, quiet art. He had read online that it was a test of neurological agility. When the neurons in his brain began to pop out like lightbulbs he would no longer be able to perform this minor
  feat. Nor would he be able to roll a two pence coin over his knuckles forward and then back in one fluid motion so the penny slid across his lissom hands  another skill mastered over years
  of staring out the window during tutorials, watching blossoms fall and thinking about death.

  Jesse thought about death a lot, in the beginning, with the same detached curiosity roused by the sight of a car accident. He had been told that he would die before he turned twenty.

  During a trip to Indonesia, a medicine man had taken his sisters hand and told her she would fall sick but not leave this Earth, and then stared down at the lines of Jesses own
  palm and said that in nine years he would.

  It was only after his sisters preternatural recovery from cerebral malaria that Jesse began to give some thought to how he might die. Hed been eleven, then. Young and relatively
  healthy, it was unlikely to be an accident of genetics or something insidious and tragic like leukaemia. He hoped that, when death came, it would be quick as a knife. Something as dramatic as a car
  accident or gunshot wound seemed, to him, romantic but unlikely. Jesse believed that if anything was going to kill him it would be his brain. A tumour, an aneurysm, a sudden unexplained blow to the
  back of the head.

  Whenever his mother or the family paediatrician intervened  promising that he was healthy and unlikely to die  he would remember the sight of his sisters green eyes flying
  open in that humid hospital room just after the doctors had told his parents there was nothing more they could do.

  Jesse sat in class, tapping his fingers and imagining the build-up of intracranial pressure. His anxious, overactive brain swelling like a sponge against the cage of his skull. By the time his
  family left Indonesia and returned to London, life was like a fickle lover, leaving him guessing and sick and wanting more time.

  A few more years was not enough. He might never go to Argentina, never have sex, never ride in an open-top convertible along the California coastline with the wind in his hair and shadows at his
  back. All these things had never been his and yet he felt as if theyd been taken from him. The future, the freedom to hope for it.

  His suffering  made ineffably worse by the fact that no one believed him  grew so bad that by age thirteen he was a morbid recluse. He spun away from his classmates like a
  satellite in a doomed orbit. Lay in bed, tallying all the time he had already lost, too tired to get up, to cut his nails, to get dressed. His older sister would stand over his bed in her crumpled
  school uniform and shout, Some people have real problems, you know.

  But when applications to the Off-World Colonization Project opened up, Jesse saw his salvation.

  Like most people his age, he had grown up with dreams of Terra-Two. Built papier-mch models of the habitable exoplanet in kindergarten. He had been seven or eight when the Search
  for Life on Terra-Two had started, with unmanned satellites landing on alien shores and sending back images of the verdant earth, clean-water lakes, a thriving ecosystem and no humans. By the end
  of the twentieth century, many countries had mastered interplanetary travel and set their sights on neighbouring stars. When the grainy footage of this new and beautiful planet was broadcast across
  the globe, Terra-Two ignited the imagination of every child Jesses age.

  The tabloids had declared it habitable long before NASA issued an official statement, and soon after that the race to colonize T2 truly began.

  The UK Space Agency put out a nationwide call for healthy twelve-to-thirteen-year-olds with an aptitude for physics and biology to join a team of experienced astronauts on the
  twenty-three-year-long journey to the new planet. The group would be called the Beta, and they would be chosen from a pool of students enrolled on an accelerated course of study at the Dalton
  Academy for Aerospace Science in the suburbs of London. A school founded to train a generation of astronauts, engineers and employees of the UK Space Agency. Jesse was eating dinner one night when
  he heard that the organisation were looking for people his age. It occurred to him, then, that perhaps he was not destined to die at twenty after all. Perhaps leaving Earth on board a space shuttle
  had been the prophecy instead.

  The application process involved months of interviews and physical assessments, and several rounds of gruelling exams. Jesse was thirteen when he was finally admitted to the Dalton Academy. The
  main building was a repurposed sanatorium, the words New Addington Home for Incurables still conspicuously etched into the crumbling stone architrave.

  The initial adjustment was difficult for Jesse, who had been the brightest in his school  two years ahead of the other students his age  but was now amongst his academic peers. His
  days began before the first glimmer of dawn, at 5.30 a.m., with a compulsory run around the training facility, a cold shower before breakfast and then classes that began at 8 a.m and finished at 8
  p.m. That first year involved cramming four years worth of exams  GCSEs and A-levels  into thirteen punishing months. He staggered through those weeks, along with the still
  starstruck students in his class, only to find that there was no time to rest on the weekends. Saturdays were for training and tutorials, and after lunch on Sunday they were herded into the library
  for six hours of silent study. With only three weeks a year of summer holiday, months ran drearily into each other. Every vacation, every summers day, every light-limned afternoon was
  sacrificed to the laminated textbooks he hauled around like bricks. Scribbling up flashcards. Tackling incomprehensible worksheets. Watching his sister sunbathe out in the garden as he memorized
  tables of data. Tempted every hour by the mid-August barbecues and the sweet smells of sizzling beef, the sounds of his parents laughter drifting through his bedroom window as he rewrote and
  rewrote and rewrote specific biochemical pathways so many times that they became muscle memory.

  The stress was sickening, and many of the schools students broke under it. During his first term, Jesse had been grouped with a team of six called an expedition, and by the
  end of the first year one of them had dropped out voluntarily and two had been expelled after failing an exam. When he returned to Dalton the next year, at age fourteen, their initial cohort of 300
  had halved. They began studying aeronautics, degree-level physics, geology and propulsion engineering. Two months into the new term, Jesse returned from a weekend away to find that his roommate had
  been in bed for three days, sheets soaking wet, eyes vacant and haunted. I just cant do it anymore, he told Jesse, I cant even move. Hed been
  collected an hour later by his parents and a mental health officer. That same year, a boy drowned in the Neutral Buoyancy Lab and, although there was an investigation, Jesse was horrified to find
  that life at Dalton went on as normal. Classes continued the next day without interruption, although one morning run was cancelled, and the flag above the observatory flew at half-mast for the rest
  of the week.

  In spite of all this, every time his parents asked if he wanted to drop out, Jesse was surprised to find that he did not. He had never been in love, but perhaps this was close to it. He had
  never wanted anything more than he wanted to go to space. Dalton pushed him to his limits. Each completed chapter of a book was a new triumph of understanding  after staring at a genetics
  text until the words began to blur he would gain a happy, tentative understanding of Okazaki Fragments or the Shine-Dalgarno sequence, and his heart would rejoice. And etched on the schools
  front gates were the words, It is better to fly like a falcon for half a year than to crawl like a turtle through a lifetime.

  The hope of being one of the six students chosen for the Terra-Two mission made it into his every waking thought. He plastered his walls with diagrams of spacecraft, manoeuvres and
  constellations, so he could memorize them as he lay on his back. The prospect sustained him. Kept him running laps across the frosted grounds when his fingers were prickly and numb with pre-dawn
  cold. He could stand all of it because he knew that leaving Earth was not merely his destiny, it was his only chance to live beyond his twentieth birthday.

  The first four years of work paid off. Jesse passed his exams and was selected to be an astronaut candidate in a group the students liked to call The Final Fifty. Everything was
  different by then. Two hundred and fifty hopefuls had been culled: friends, confidants. Jesse felt isolated. For the first time, he doubted himself. Every one of the brilliant students who remained
  in his cohort believed that the sky was their destiny also. They could study forty-eight hours straight in their dorm rooms and ace the impenetrable weekly exams. Everyone became more acutely aware
  of the competition, of the fact that years of toil could so easily amount to nothing. That more than half of them would never make it to the shuttle, would ache forever with private longing,
  Earthbound and wretched. Students Jesse had once considered friends became cool and suspicious, leaning over his work to smile at errors only they could see. Dalton became a lonelier place, and
  Jesse began to wonder how much he belonged after all. Every now and then his mind would swell to great heights of tenuous certainty (of course he would make it, hadnt it been
  prophesied?) only to slip again and again into nail-biting anxiety.

  When the result finally arrived, it was in the form of a letter, two weeks before graduation. The students chosen for the Beta and the backup crew would stay on and train for ten months until
  the launch. But everyone else would be discharged, free to seize the rest of their lives. But, what lives?

  Jesse opened it alone, behind the Weightless Environment Training Facility, watching the silver July light on the surface of the water, fingers cold with dread.

  His name was printed at the top: JESSE SOLLOWAY. The subject heading was Off-World Colonization Programme. The first word that grabbed his attention  the first sickening
  word  was Unfortunately.

  LATER THAT DAY, HE saw the six who made it on the BBC news. There was the one everyone suspected: Harry Bellgrave, who stood
  waving for the crowd in the shadow of the schools boat-house, smiling under a golden coronet of curls. And the weird but determined Ara Shah, who sang in the corridors and came top in most
  of the botany and hydroponics exams. While she radiated an air of effortless brilliance, Jesse had caught her, more than a few times, hunched over her laptop for so long in the library that
  shed look up at the sunrise and blink in confusion as if she had no idea where it came from. There were people no one expected: Poppy, a hyper-polyglot who reputedly spoke twenty-three
  languages. She was a year older than everyone else and if she gave the wrong answer when called upon in tutorials, she would slip down in her seat, her cheeks flaming the same crimson as her hair.
  Eliot, the reclusive programmer, with whom Jesse had shared a dormitory for six weeks. Kenyan twins Juno and Astrid, the former studious and dour, the other prone to fits of breathy giggles in the
  back of assembly. When Jesse saw them all together the first time that day, and every time after, it stung. Why them, he would hiss, and not me? When he spotted them on
  the cover of TIME at a local newsagents, his stomach turned. He tossed the stack of magazines in the dustbin and the shop assistant demanded he pay for all of them.

  His nineteenth birthday was fast approaching, and his escape from death had been snatched from him at the final moment. It was amazing that you made it so far in the first place,
  his mother reminded him and  after all  it was not a rejection. Jesse had been assigned to the backup crew. This meant that he had to forgo his final summer to train with the Beta.
  Only, after graduation the school was like a vacant fairground. Disconcerting, to live out his days in this place that was usually hectic with life. Only fourteen students remained, the crew and
  the backup crew. Practising with them was a miserable experience. In less than a year, they would all be in space. And Jesses job would be over. He felt like a shadow boxer, learning to
  maintain a shuttle that his feet would never touch. It had all been for nothing, hed lie awake and consider. Forlorn insomniac nights as the summer vanished. Occasionally, though, Jesse
  allowed himself to imagine it, leaving Earth and the risk of dying young behind, his name echoing down the halls of history on everyones tongue. Neil Armstrong had served as backup commander
  on the Apollo 8 mission, he remembered. It could still happen. A member of the Beta could be taken ill or fail to comply with the UK Space Agency and he would be called upon. It could still
  happen, he whispered with clenched fists into the darkness. But then he would catch himself counting the number of days he had left to live, and the old dread would settle like frost.



  POPPY

  JULY 2011

  T-MINUS 10 MONTHS TO LAUNCH

  THE DAY THE NEWS broke she was on her way home from school, and the sun was already setting on her mothers street. The fences were razor-edged in
  the last of the light and Poppy savoured it as she walked, letting her fingers clatter along the chain-link. She usually found a reason to stay behind after term ended: something she had forgotten,
  a second drama rehearsal, Arabic Literature homework, an hour frittered away in her dorm after everyone packed up and left. But this time, there hadnt been much to do. It was the final
  half-term before their class graduated, and the high point of the summer when the air was thick and wet as tar.

  As always, Poppy had booked the long train home at the last minute, because it was always a miserable affair, leaving behind the sweet-smelling tree-lined avenues near Dalton and returning to
  her hometown on the outskirts of Liverpool. Part of an urban sprawl that had been condemned by the citys mayor. Shed taken the coach a thousand times from Lime Street Station, and
  watched from the window as glass towers slumped down. It took about forty minutes for the bus to wind into ghost-streets of boarded-up shops, Victorian terraces destined to be demolished and
  post-WWII social housing screaming with spray-paint.

  It was downhill from the urine-scented bus shelter to her mothers flat. Poppy reprimanded herself if she ever turned up her nose at the cracked pavements that spewed dandelions and
  flattened cigarette butts. This was where she came from. The run-down townhouses carved into flats. Where she grew up.

  And these people, the teenagers on childrens bikes who cat-called and whistled when she passed, these were her people. For five years, she had believed that when Dalton ended 
  when she was no longer allowed to lounge in the ivied quad reading books  it was to these streets she would return. To hate this place would be to hate herself, her mother would remind her
  during every visit home. Her mother vetted Poppys speech for a new word or turn of phrase, and teased her mercilessly about it. Ohhh, Mrs Dalton, shed say with a
  curtsey. Too good for us these days, and Poppy would blush and bite her tongue.

  On Monday she had discovered that she had been chosen to go to space. In the quiet week after she found out, Poppy walked around in numbed surprise, certain a mistake had been made. It had been
  a dream to get into Dalton in the first place, to live and study amongst the neat, brilliant students who were unlike her in every way.

  At almost fourteen, Poppy had been four months shy of the upper age limit for candidates, but she had filled out an application  an online test, logic problems, personality quizzes,
  reasoning and lateral thinking  in a secret moment of longing. Half a million other children also applied. She had been shocked when she was invited for the selection interviews, but knew
  that her mother would not be able to afford the train fare into London. That might have been the end of it, right then, had it not been for a school teacher who handed her an envelope of cash with
  a note saying, make us proud. It was the first time shed ever left her city. An escort had taken her and a coach full of other applicants to Dalton for three more rounds of
  testing in a purpose-built training facility alongside thousands of other terrified candidates, wearing numbered badges and coded wristbands. They had been the hardest tests that Poppy had ever
  taken, four hours in a humid silent hall, several writing and coding tasks and one tortuous language exercise that required her to pen a persuasive argument in a language that the examiners had
  invented, following stringent rules in their devised syntax and morphology. Then came a week of invasive physical exams, blood tests and a comparatively low-tech beep test, which involved running
  back and forth across a gymnasium at ever-decreasing intervals. Two prospects had vomited on the linoleum.

  That had been six years ago. Getting accepted into Dalton had been the greatest achievement of her life, and yet every test she had taken since then was harder than the last. Every week, when
  their scores were projected up in the school hall, Poppy had been comforted to find that she had achieved high enough to remain on the programme, but never high enough to pose a strong enough
  threat to the other students, who were bright and driven and strange and already disliked her because of her accent and her age.

  When shed opened the letter to discover that she was one of the six who had been selected for the Beta, shed been certain that some mistake had been made. And so, for the rest of
  the week, she carried the news around with her like rubbish she was keen to toss.

  The day the names were released publicly, Poppy returned to her street to find a mob. At first, seeing the road blocked by cars and news vans, shed thought there had been an accident.
  Reporters thronged the pavement speaking simultaneously into microphones, and the shuttering lights of cameras burst like firecrackers at the edges of her vision. Initially, Poppy was drawn towards
  the mob with a shiver of intrigue, but it turned into dread in the next moment when she realized that the crowd were lining up outside her flat, trampling the lawn and banging on the
  door.

  Hey she approached a young man who had been slouched on the wall. Do you know whats going on?

  Oh, its uh He looked up at her and took in her white uniform and her vivid red hair, which was already slipping out of the loose braid she had twisted it into.
  Oh, he said again, and then produced a small notebook from his back pocket. Poppy Lane, how are you feeling about the upcoming mission? The sound of her name on this
  strangers tongue was unnerving, and Poppy stepped back. Can you just give me a sentence or two? What are you excited about? What will you miss the most  since you will never
  return?

  I  uh?

  A couple of people standing nearby caught sight of her. Wait, is that her? Is that Poppy Lane?

  Poppy, shouted a reporter, over here!

  Can we get a picture?

  Over here! Camera lights blinded her. When she opened her eyes it seemed as if people had materialized out of nowhere; there was already a small crowd closing in on her, and more
  racing towards her, jostling for a better view.

  How does your family feel?

  Is it true that you speak thirty-two languages?

  Why do you think this mission has been so controversial?

  Poppy turned away from them and began to run, back down the street in the direction she had come. Just over her head the streetlights were flickering on and when she reached the end of the road
  she cast a quick glance over her shoulder. But the mob were descending upon her.

  The blood beat in her ears. She felt exposed and frightened and far away from herself. The world had uncovered her secret before she had had a chance to fully understand it herself.

  Just a few questions! A man pulled at the collar of her shirt and Poppy heard the tearing of cotton.

  Leave me alone! she yelled, pushing him away. But more people were bounding towards her.

  Can I get a picture with you? asked a woman, grabbing at her sleeve.

  Everywhere she looked there were people, their voices slipping into a white-noise of urgent clamour. Sweaty fingers tugged at her blazer and the strap of her messenger bag. She pictured her own
  face, petrified in black and white on the cover of a newspaper. In a moment of panic, she kicked over a large plastic bin, which crashed to the ground with a heavy thud, the contents flying out.
  The crowd dilated, giving Poppy enough time to scramble over the fence into the darkness of someones garden.

  She raced around the unlit house and into a narrow alleyway between the buildings. Hid in the shadow of the high walls. As she unhitched her bag and dropped it on the ground, Poppy noticed a
  ladder ripped into her tights. Nettles bit her ankles and she waited for the blood to stop crashing through her ears before she considered her next move. Through the bushes she saw the lights of
  the news vans, reflected off the black windows of the house. The thought of facing that crowd again, of trudging back through them to get to her flat, filled her with dread. She was trapped, and
  the realization made her heart sink. But the idea of squatting in the gloom of the alleyway until the drifters left the street and the vans drove away made her skin crawl. The cracks in the fence
  were fluffy with cobwebs, cigarette butts yellowing amongst the leaves and the silvered edges of condom packets.

  Poppy spotted another escape. She could run through the alleys and into her own back garden, as she had done with her friends in the past, during humid summers. Just the sight of the overgrown
  passages reminded her of following the neighbourhood girls as they clambered over fences and marched through bramble, sweeping away cobwebs like the intrepid explorers they thought they were before
  finally scrambling back over the picket fence and into their shared back yard, rolling into the house filled with laughter.

  Poppy lifted her bag and took a route behind the houses that she remembered, creeping through the thorns until her foot struck pavement on the other side of the alley. The street behind her
  house was quiet, so she climbed over rubbish bins and slipped into the pool of yellow light that illuminated their back yard. Dashing to the door, she stabbed the key into the lock and, finally,
  she was home.

  The only light in their little kitchen was the flickering of the television screen. Poppys head spun as she recognized her own face smiling back at her over the ticker-tape headlines
   Names of the Beta, the students chosen for controversial interstellar mission, released today. Like her own, the names of the other students selected had been kept top secret.
  Poppys gaze was drawn to the screen as their faces appeared: Juno Juma, the scholar, the prefect, and her twin sister. Ara, who never seemed like she had to cram for exams, as if she was
  born understanding mathematical constructs like quaternions. Her stomach flipped with joy and relief when she saw Harrys handsome face on the screen. Hes going too . . .
  she said out loud.

  When she turned to her mother she noticed the tears in her eyes, then the faded lipstick on a mouth that had begun to sag. A halo of silver hair had appeared at her temples and Poppy wondered
  when her mother had become an old woman. Maybe it had happened suddenly, between trips to and from Dalton, or maybe an old woman had consumed her mother slowly in the solitude of their flat. Her
  mothers first words when Poppy entered were, Dont go. Please. Dont go.

  Poppy winced at the request.

  Their family friend, Claire, sat on the other side of the table nursing a chipped mug of tea.

  How can you do this? she asked. You didnt even tell your poor mam. Poppy didnt have the energy for an argument, and so she turned on her heel and headed
  quickly out of the room, but Claires voice trailed down the corridor after her: How can you leave her alone like this, when youre all she has? The ungratefulness of the child
  who . . .

  Poppy was out of breath when she reached her room and flung the door shut behind her. She slid down it. There were footsteps coming down the hall. Poppy turned the lock.

  Poppy Lane. They had chosen her.

  In the silence of her bedroom, her heart was pounding. Some part of her had not believed it was really true until the reporter said her name on the news. Some part of her was certain that a
  mistake had been made, that she would be passed over in favour of some more deserving girl. She had always believed that she would live and die in this council flat.

  Poppy Lane. She let herself believe it now. Mirabile visu, she thought, wonderful to see. Her entire body buzzed with fear and excitement. Muscles tensed around her mouth, lips
  dawned into a smile she could not hold back, spilled over with laughter that came out thick and fast as quicksilver.

  Poppy. There was a bang on the door but she wasnt yet ready to open it. Poppy, love.

  There was something on the bed, a solid parcel with her name written on it. Poppy stood up and held it in her hand for a moment, noticing the telltale signs, the hard ridge of it, the indented
  edges  it was a book. When she tore it open she wrinkled her nose in puzzlement. A Guide to the Zodiac: Decoding Your Destiny in the Stars. She traced the golden patterns along its
  thick spine, and then opened the front page, and found the inscription:

  I always knew youd do it, Freckles. You were born to shine. Dad.

  She traced her thumb over the word; D. A. D.  her favourite.

  Poppy. Poppy heard the familiar scrape of metal in the lock, which meant her mother was twisting it open with a butter knife. She appeared a moment later on the threshold in her
  faded dressing gown.

  Mum, was Dad here?

  Is that from your father? Her eyes darted to the book in Poppys hand.

  Yeah. I mean, its his writing on it. Did he come here to see me? When I was in school maybe?

  Her mother shook her head. That arrived in the mail this morning. She sat heavily on the bed, taking the book from her daughters hands.

  Funny thing to get you, eh? she said. But then, he never bothered to learn a thing about you. Probably thinks youre interested in star signs, just like me.

  Maybe I am. Poppy had always rolled her eyes at her mothers devotion to astrology. Through the gap in her curtain she could still see a constellation of headlights, bonnets
  of cars parked in front of their house, idling engines, the rising chatter of onlookers. It was the first inkling she had of quite how different her life would soon be.

  Dont go. Her mothers voice was thick and Poppy felt her stomach sink.

  You knew this might happen.

  Did I? her mother said. I mean, what were the chances, like one in a million. I know youre supposed to be clever and you know all those languages but . . .

  Why me? Poppy finished for her.

  Right. And I didnt think Id find out from the Channel Four news.

  Im sorry about that.

  Why didnt you tell me?

  I dont know. Poppy cast her mind back to the strange disbelief that had clouded her thoughts over the past week. I guess I didnt properly believe it either.
  Like, maybe theyd made a mistake or something. It was too good to be true.

  Too good to be true, her mother repeated and then her expression broke and she was sobbing fat ugly tears, her face twisted in misery, nose dripping. When Poppy leant over to hug
  her she felt guilty as a thief. She had nothing good to say to her mother, whose future life she could see suddenly and horribly. She imagined her mother growing old in her dressing gown in their
  dirty flat, her cholesterol soaring, hair turning coarse and white. If her heart didnt kill her, the loneliness would. When she slipped away in the light of the television the reporters and
  talk-show hosts on-screen would shout at her corpse for two weeks before the smell became so bad that someone came to find her.

  Was it possible to save your parents? Poppy wasnt sure. The only thing worse than watching her mother was becoming her, becoming a woman in that house where despair lurked, waiting
  to swallow her whole.

  Hey, Poppy leant back as a thought occurred to her. Now Im in the Beta theyll take care of you for life. You know that. Theyll pay you. You could move
  maybe  to a nicer place.

  Her mother choked on her sob. Is that why youre doing this? she asked.

  Poppy shrugged. Im just saying, thats one thing. At least theres that.

  Yes her mother sniffed. At least theres that. And will they be writing a cheque for nineteen years of my life as well? Giving me all those hours back. For your
  red hairs in the bathroom sink? For a child Ill only watch grow up behind a television screen? Will they pay me for that too?



  ASTRID

  12.05.12

  T-MINUS 30 HOURS TO LAUNCH

  THE MORNING BEFORE THE launch, Astrid woke up starving.

  Shed had a nightmare about the rocket exploding on the launch pad, and all their bodies roasting in their seats. In the dream, the air smelt of rocket fuel and roasting flesh. Astrid
  opened her eyes at 5 a.m. longing for meat.

  The sun was only just rising behind the space centre, and clouds rolled up the horizon, bringing a storm that was scheduled to pass by lunchtime. Her sister and the other girls were asleep,
  bundled up in their duvets in quiet heaps at the four corners of the dormitory. Astrid tried to climb out of bed without waking any of them, but as her bare feet hit the floor, Poppy rolled over
  and her eyes flew open.

  Sleeping? Poppy asked in a whisper. She was wearing her retainer, and her voice was full of metal.

  No, Astrid said, Im awake.

  Where are you going?

  To the bathroom, Astrid lied. Poppy closed her eyes again and turned away.

  They hadnt left the space centre for almost nine days. Nine days of intense training, the twice-daily medical checks and briefings. Astrid felt as if she had not seen the sky for
  months.

  She stepped out into the corridor, looking up and down for any security guards or medical inspectors, but it was empty. The fastest way to the kitchen was via the emergency staircase, so she
  headed in that direction and rushed down steps, cold as stone under her bare feet, two at a time.

  As the launch approached Astrid had developed the strange sense that her stomach was yawning open like a dark well. She woke up every morning weak with hunger, longing for the roasted potatoes
  soaked in butter her grandmother made at Christmas, blistering hot on the tongue. She wanted to leave the space centres clinical refectory behind and return to the humid, joyful cave of her
  grandmothers kitchen, the tiled floor on which shed played from birth, watching the old womans wrinkled hands as she set cauldrons of stew bubbling over the fire. Astrid
  remembered a cornucopia of food on the table, the air so thick with spices that she could taste it. Everyone candlelit and laughing.

  The afternoon theyd reported to the space centre had been thrilling, the approaching days rich with possibilities. Yet Astrid had realized, as she waved her father goodbye, that she had
  traded his earthy espressos for the rancid instant coffee that dripped from machines in the space centres refectory. Shed chosen macronutrient power bars over the raspberry and white
  chocolate cookies her mother baked in obscenely large batches. Astrids mouth watered at the memory of the silky sweetness of the chocolate, shot through with the tart skin of the
  raspberries.

  She remembered the midsummers day their family made a trip to the Diana Memorial Playground in Kensington Gardens. Astrid and her sister had been nine or ten, then, and they ate mint ice
  creams in front of a wooden pirate ship. Their father took a photo, which Astrid still had, the image sun-bleached and overexposed, two brown girls, their tongues green, toes caked with sand.
  Astrid wanted to eat it all, the sweetness of turning ten. The first time she tasted a lemon and squealed at the acid bite of it, the time Juno  out of spite  had stirred a spoonful
  of washing-up liquid into her squash and Astrids mouth tasted so strongly of soap that she cried, in the car, all the way home. She used to think that you could taste the spring, even. That
  when she grew tall enough to pluck cherry blossoms they would melt in her mouth like liquorice. But spring was almost over now.

  Astrid was empty inside and she was running out of time. On the spaceship, their meals would be bowls of macronutrient broth, cereals and rehydrated meats, or vitamin-fortified spag bol, until
  the hydroponic greenhouse began producing crops. Astrid had seen a spreadsheet of everything she would eat for the next twenty-three years and it turned her stomach.

  Astronauts who had gone up before her said that in the darkness something changed in their mouths and foods they loved came to taste like rubber, sapped of every delight. They were known to add
  liberal amounts of salt and spices to everything in hope of reinvigorating miserable meals. Astrid thought with dread that she had around twenty-four hours left on this rich planet and there were
  so many things she had never eaten.

  She slipped into the cool pantry. The motion-sensitive lights flickered and the clinking sound of it made her breath catch in her throat for just a moment. She looked around. It was nothing like
  their busy pantry at home, where some shelves were stacked precariously with pots of wildly growing basil and thyme, others with the lurid cardboard boxes of their childhood cereals.

  This pantry was more like a laboratory, the food arranged carefully in cupboards marked with all of their names  their portions were tightly controlled by a consultant dietitian 
  sticky labels loaded with cryptic etchings referring to specific nutritional and caloric values.

  Astrid peeled open a fridge, and her eyes fell on the shelf marked Juno. There was her sisters breakfast, glistening with condensation. Cooked salmon and pickled eggs, a salad, soft
  pearls of mozzarella and sun-blessed tomatoes swimming in oil.

  Was it stealing?

  Astrid reminded herself that she was running out of time. Thought again about all the foods she would never try. Quails eggs  spotted ivory treasures the size of olives that she
  lusted after every time her mother took her to the farmers market. She wanted to eat a blood orange, with its eerie crimson flesh, which she imagined tasted like rust. For a whole year now,
  whenever shed gone off-campus, shed lingered by restaurant windows, green with envy, as she watched people devour little langoustines, guinea fowl, golden pears. Last Christmas their
  mother had won an ornate jar of quince jelly at a raffle but dropped it in the car park on the way home. Astrid had stared down at the shattered glass and the carmine splatter on the tarmac as if
  the jelly might as well be a million miles away. Her stomach ached for it now. For any and everything.

  So she ate it all. The egg first, in one briny mouthful, then she peeled the salmon off the platter and dropped slices into her mouth before stabbing her finger into a lump of butter and licking
  it clean.

  Astrid ate magnificently, bits of everybodys breakfast, and then the fruit salad. It would be over a year before the hydroponic garden on the Damocles yielded any fruit, so she
  devoured a whole box of cherries and spat the stones out like tiny bones sucked clean of marrow. Grapes, a generous helping, and then mango that was soft as butter inside, golden as a slice of the
  sun.

  Time slipped by. As she ate, the sky outside grew lighter and the rain began. The racing in her heart only made the stolen feast even richer, sweet with abandon.

  There was a noise outside, and Astrid froze midway through tearing apart a crackling loaf of bread. The wind, she wondered, or a security guard making his rounds outside?

  Another sound. The door to the refectory slid open, lights flickered on and flooded through to the pantry, where Astrid crouched like a thief.

  She was holding her breath, fighting to keep as still as possible though her chest shuddered against the hollow thumping of her heart.

  With black terror, she looked around at the remains of her meal. The floor was littered with shreds of tin foil and cling film and a cairn of cherry stones, and a little blizzard of breadcrumbs
  drifted around her. In the glacial light of the fridge she saw herself, in a nightdress, her fingers stained black by cherries, hair unbrushed, on her knees amongst the mess. The food in her
  stomach turned, curdled into a sudden shameful awareness of her animal self.

  What would she say?

  She pictured her sisters nose wrinkling with disgust. And then the fear, again. Would she be punished for stealing? She wasnt supposed to be out of bed before the morning bell. Her
  mind flitted naturally to the worst thing imaginable: being kicked off the programme, convicted, publicly shamed.

  She dropped the bread and darted behind an open door into a shadowed corner of the pantry, holding her breath and praying not to be found.

  Her ears pricked up a minute later as the sound of footsteps echoed off the walls. She tried to imagine who might be downstairs so early. One of the cooks with their white hairnets? A security
  guard whod heard a sound in the kitchen and come to investigate? The surly dietician? Astrid spotted her sometimes, roaming about the refectory with a clip-board.

  Her stomach snarled.

  Hello? came a voice.

  Astrid said nothing, tried to keep still.

  But the sound of steps grew louder, marched towards her, slammed the cupboard door back.

  Astrid!

  She yelped and leapt back. Then looked up to find a familiar face under a storm of red hair.

  Poppy? she gasped, almost with relief.

  What are you doing?

  Astrid glanced around at the pantry, the cupboards she had thrown open, the detritus on the floor. Her cheeks burned.

  I  I . . . Astrid fumbled for an excuse as Poppy looked about in amazement, and horror. Please dont tell anyone.

  It was then she noticed that her friends eyes were bloodshot and shadowed.

  Are you okay? she asked. Poppy shook her head, choking back a tear. What is it? What are you doing down here?

  I came to look for you, she gasped, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. Sniffing. You said you were just going to the bathroom and I thought . . . I need to talk to
  someone.

  Then talk. Astrid closed the fridge and they stepped out of the pantry and into the refectory, sat on one of the plastic benches on the nearest table.

  Poppy pulled her retainer out of her mouth and placed it in front of her, silver strings of saliva sliding off her gums.

  You wont tell anyone? she asked. Astrid shook her head. I was up all night. And Ive been thinking. I cant go.

  What? The words knocked the breath from Astrids throat. Poppy nodded.

  Im . . . I know the rest of you dont understand this . . . but . . . Im afraid. And maybe Im not ready.

  For what?

  For all of it. Poppys pale fingers were trembling. This whole thing has happened so quickly. It feels like yesterday that we were selected and now here we are.
  Leaving tomorrow. Im not ready for it, or to spend twenty-three years travelling to a planet that no one has ever been to. And the other stuff too . . . never having children of my own,
  and

  Look, Astrid interrupted, you just have cold feet. Thats all.

  Twenty-three years, Astrid. Poppys eyes widened as if she could see every hour they would surrender to the darkness. And she lowered her voice.
  Do you always believe them, about Terra-Two?

  What do you mean?

  That it will be a paradise. That its as beautiful as they say it is. Like the pictures.

  Of course, I do. W-why wouldnt I?

  I dont know. Poppy shrugged, I imagine reaching it sometimes and finding that its as scarred and desolate as the face of the moon. I think Id die of
  disappointment.

  You just have cold feet, Astrid said again, gripping Poppys arm, willing her to stop.

  Do I? she asked.

  I believe everything, Astrid said. This is an amazing adventure, and were the first. Like Armstrong and the moon or Igor and Mars. And it will go by quickly. All the
  years. Like this  She snapped her fingers.

  They both looked up. Theyd only just noticed the sound of the rain, the heavy way it was pounding the copper roof of the refectory. Behind Poppy was a glass wall, and a door leading to
  the courtyard. The sky was twice as bright as it had been just five minutes ago, and the dawn made the clouds light up in peach and bruise-purple. Astrid had never seen rain like it before, the
  kind that reflected the sun and filled the air with a flaxen light. She might even have called it beautiful if the word hadnt curdled in her stomach.

  Thats why you deserve to go, Poppy said, turning back. You and your sister and Ara. The boys. They made a mistake with me.

  Dont say that.

  No . . . She lowered her eyes, Its true. I came because I was running away. And . . . you want to know something?

  What? asked Astrid.

  Moy sekret, she said. Astrid recognized the Russian from her GCSE classes. Poppy had an irritating habit of flaunting her language skills at inappropriate times. I
  lied in the personality tests.

  Astrid gazed at her in confusion.

  Its quite simple, actually, Poppy continued, they have specific select-out and select-in criteria. You have to be sociable enough to thrive as a member of a
  multi-disciplinary team, but introverted enough to do well in the isolated environment of outer space, so you

  Its not possible to cheat those tests, Astrid said. They control for lying. Dont you think everyone lies? Or tries to? No ones going to say
  theyre frightened of the dark or enclosed spaces. Everyone ticks strongly agree when they read I function well in a team. But they chose you for a reason.
  Youre so good at Astrid fumbled for a moment. . . . communication. And . . . public relations. The crowds love you. You wouldnt have made it through if they
  didnt know you were right for this mission, Poppy.

  Poppy looked up again at her friend with desperate eyes. You think? she almost pleaded.

  Of course.

  Poppys talent with languages had long made her the envy of the other students at Dalton. As part of their training, all astronaut candidates were required to display some proficiency in
  Russian, as the UKSA had strong links with the Russian Space Agency, Roscocosmos. As her classmates took their first clumsy halting steps into the language, Poppy was reading
  [image: ] and conducting happy conversations with their engineering teacher. Although she scored below average in
  almost every other subject, Poppy had excelled in computer science and robotics because she picked up programming languages with the ease of a stamp collector.

  Nevertheless, everyone suspected, uncharitably, that the real reason Poppy had been selected for the Beta over so many other competent candidates was because of her good looks. Poppys
  role, as Head of Communications, was the most public-facing of the crew. And her face was a delight. Unnaturally symmetrical. Titian hair drawn down her porcelain forehead into a delicate
  widows peak. Cartilage of her nose curved exquisitely upwards. Every week for twenty-three years, her role was to appear on the TV and computer screens of children all over the world,
  explaining thermodynamics and Keplers laws of planetary motion in twenty different languages.

  And you have doubts too, sometimes? Poppy asked.

  Sure, Astrid lied, sometimes.

  A tremolo voice rose up from the rain, and Astrid looked up to see a girl outside the window in the courtyard, dancing by herself, dressed in mufti, a crop top and combat boots, a glittering
  line of bindis dotting her left brow. It was Ara. Singing a song that Astrid had heard her perform before, at their Leavers Ball the previous year. She had been the first on the dance floor,
  singing alone, wearing, then, a sequinned dress with a skater skirt that flared up around her thighs when she twirled. She had been like a human disco ball with her bold voice, an inspiration to
  them all  every girl who had scrabbled the previous fortnight for a date  alone and unashamed.

  She cant go a day without dancing, Poppy said with a weak smile as she stood up. Prising open the door, she followed just like the other girls had that night at the dance.
  Aras siren song, irresistible.

  Although Astrid recoiled at the freezing rush of air into the refectory, she watched Poppy skip into the courtyard to join in. Ara took her hand and led her in a dizzy waltz up and down the
  cobblestones, both blinking fiercely against the rain. Then she let go and sent Poppy reeling, their laughter scattering up the four walls and into every window.

  From where she sat, Astrid saw her sister Juno pop a sleepy head from the first-floor window, and was sure she was going to tell them off about the noise, but instead she ducked back inside then
  appeared in the courtyard a moment later to join them in the dance. Her sister had never been able to dance. She moved awkwardly, with none of the rhythm of her companions. Never able to shuffle
  off the weight of other peoples eyes, and even in short moments of celebration, too nervous to move the way her body quietly urged. But that morning, she could.

  Astrid ventured from the table and stood on the threshold between the kitchen and the garden, watching them all in surprise. Astrid, come and join us, Ara urged, spinning around,
  her arms thrown above her head. The air smells so good out here. Like, cool and clean. The days just begun.

  Astrid hesitated  the storm that had been threatening when she woke up had arrived, and it was violent. Thunder roared overhead, raindrops exploded on the cobblestones and sluiced over
  the gutters. What would you do with this day, Astrid, Ara called to her, if you could do anything at all? But Astrid remembered that this morning was not a beginning at
  all. They had been five years in training for this mission and all of a sudden here they were, almost at the end.

  It occurred to Astrid, in a disembodied instant, that already this moment was accelerating away from her. In a second, being young and full of laughter and standing with all her friends on Earth
  would be only a memory. Nothing more than a memory ever again.

  When she finally stepped out into the storm everything hurt; the icy needles of the rain, the sharp cold cobbles underfoot, the gnawing hunger in her stomach and a sudden longing to swallow the
  whole sky, the sound of her sisters celebration and the light shining off their forearms before it all slipped away.

  A flash of lightning lanced across the clouds and Astrid spotted faces illuminated under one of the darkened archways on the opposite side of the courtyard. The boys. Eliot and Harry, their
  faces pale. Harry had his hands open, palms up, as if the rain was made of platinum coins.

  Astrid cleared her throat, all of a sudden ashamed and aware of herself. Did we wake you? she called to them.

  Weve been up all night, Harry admitted. Both of us. What are you doing?

  Dancing. Aras voice still chimed with laughter.

  Evidently, said Eliot. Youll catch pneumonia or something, in this weather.

  You dont catch pneumonia  or something  from the rain, Juno snorted.

  They all stood in silence for a minute; the sun was breaking through the clouds and its muted light spread across them.

  I want to go into town, Ara suggested with an excitement that sounded out of place. The exuberance of their last dancing moments had already dissolved on the rain-slicked stones.
  Harry chuckled, then stopped, spotting no sign of jest.

  Are you serious? he asked, wiping the wet blond hair from his eyes. How would we do that?

  We used to sneak out sometimes at Dalton. In the early days, when we were thirteen or fourteen.

  Yeah, but its pretty much impossible to leave here.

  I know what you mean though, Poppy sighed heavily. I feel as if weve been indoors for years or something. Its been so much work every day.

  We dont have much scheduled today, Eliot said. Just the tree-planting ceremony.

  Is it lame that Im excited? Juno said, with a shy smile. They had grown up with pictures of famous and long-dead astronauts planting trees at the British Interplanetary
  Society, in the Garden of Flight. Pumpkin-orange in their flight suits, sprinkling dirt over the roots as they might over a lovers grave. It was a ritual the Brits borrowed from the
  Russians, who planted saplings in Cosmonauts Grove near their launch site in Baikonur. Space enthusiasts still made the pilgrimage to see the 100-year-old oak tree planted by the first man
  in space. Astrid was excited too. She wondered if, in another century, people might touch the dirt at the roots of her own tree, mouth silent prayers for the other distant Earth that the Beta would
  be the first to stand on.

  It feels like graduation, almost, Poppy said. Like were finally real astronauts.

  We are, Harry said.

  We will be tomorrow, Juno said, technically.

  And, Eliot said, the garden will be in town. The BIS is near the Houses of Parliament. Well see all of London through the window. So you dont have to feel like
  youre missing anything.

  They all avoided each others gaze.

  I thought I heard singing out here. Their flight surgeon, Dr Maggie Millburrow, entered the courtyard, wearing a transparent rain poncho over her lab coat. In the corner of her
  eye, Astrid thought she saw her crewmates straighten their backs, grow serious. They werent sure if they would be in trouble for getting out of their beds so early. But the doctor smiled at
  them, and ruffled Junos hair.

  We were just talking about the tree-planting ceremony, Astrid said.

  I see. Dr Millburrow smiled a little. Im excited too. The birch I planted died while I was on Luna-Nine. They say its bad luck, though the mission was a
  success. Fingers crossed this time.

  She glanced at her watch. The kitchen staff have told me that theres been a problem with breakfast. A pang of guilty nerves made Astrids heart flutter, and the blood
  burned in her face. She lowered her eyes, hoping that no one would notice. Its delayed by ninety minutes, so your medical checks have been brought forward to fill the time instead.
  Good to get them over with before the morning briefing. Commander Sheppard and Igor Bovarin have an engagement and so wont be there but well see them at 12.30 at the tree-planting
  ceremony. I have to tell you now though, Ive been informed that anyone who does not pass the medical check this morning cant be cleared to travel. Safety precaution. We dont
  want to take any risks this close to launch.

  AFTER HER MEDICAL EXAMINATION, Astrid found Ara throwing up in the toilet.

  Did they clear you? she asked, fingering the green cleared tag they had just snapped onto her wrist. Peering around the open door of the cubicle, Astrid recoiled at
  the pungent tang of vomit, clutching her own stomach. Are you sick?

  Im not sick, Ara gasped finally, sitting up to wipe the side of her mouth and waving her own green wristband. There were butterflies in my stomach. Her eyes
  flitted back to the toilet as if they were actually in there, the butterflies, sunk in the water. Papery wings dissolving in bile. Ara flushed and then got unsteadily to her feet. Closing the
  cubicle door behind her, she rinsed her mouth out in the sink.

  Astrid caught herself examining Aras reflection in the mirror. She looked a little green and the skin under her eyes was dark. Ara smiled at Astrids reflection in the glass.

  Ara was not beautiful, but had inherited her Indian mothers thick black hair, which fell in heavy waves past her waist and smelt of the jasmine oil she rubbed into it. She had spent years
  of her childhood in the North, so her tongue still tripped prettily over words like laugh and grass. In their first year at Dalton, she had told the other students that she could
  speak to the wind and everyone had believed her or wanted to believe her, because her eyes were black as magic and sometimes when she spoke a gust did pick up, knocking leaves across the
  field.

  Astrid watched as her friend lifted her head and eclipsed the sun, which was beaming through the window behind her. She envied Ara. People who knew her had always been certain that she would be
  selected for the Beta, that she belonged amongst the constellations, although theyd also been mistakenly sure she would be selected to be their commander-in-training.

  This is a great day. Ara turned to point out the dispersing clouds. Can you feel it too, Astrid? Its like being in love, you know. So sweet its painful, almost
  . . . everything is beautiful, but everything hurts.

  Its because were saying goodbye all the time now, Astrid said. Its kind of exhausting.

  Ara turned and leant against the window ledge. When I was younger and I fell asleep on car journeys with my dad, Id wake up in my bed the next day, sometimes with my shoes on under
  the duvet, and Id know that hed carried me. Which I liked so much that sometimes Id just pretend to sleep as the car turned into our road, so that I could feel him lift me over
  his shoulder then put me in my room. One time I opened my eyes when my head hit the pillow and he told me that soon Id be too old to be carried.

  It happened less and less until now  obviously  when I fall asleep in the car, he just wakes me up and I walk to my bedroom. Take my own shoes off.

  I think thats pretty normal, said Astrid. Their voices echoed slightly in the little room.

  I know, but the problem is that when I turned twelve I couldnt remember the last time he carried me. I still cant. Probably when it happened I just thought that it was
  another time. The last time I was carried, the last time I saw Brighton Pier, or Trafalgar Square, I didnt know it was . . .

  What would you have done if you had known? Astrid asked.

  I dont know. Ara frowned, her sight turned inwards with thought. Finally, she shrugged and said, I dont know. Felt it.

  Astrid wasnt so sure. Some part of her was sick with excitement about taking off in the shuttle tomorrow but the same part of her was gutted by grief. When she had said goodbye to her
  parents, nine days ago, she had known for sure that she would never hug them again. The knowledge had quickened in her an impossible urge to tell them everything that they meant to her. To thank
  them for everything. But when the moment came to say it  to thank them for school fees, for her mothers paper-cut Christmas decorations, for every hot meal for her bones and for her
  beating heart  she had only waved.

  You know, Astrid said, as Ara climbed off the window ledge, sometimes its a good thing. When you dont know its the last time.



  JUNO

  T-MINUS 24 HOURS

  HER BOYFRIEND, NOAH FLINN, had once shown her a graph of the inverse-square law, and pointed to the curve, force over distance, which decreased rapidly
  at first and then levelled off, like a playground slide. As you leave the Earth, hed said, the force of gravity halves and halves and halves and halves until
  theres barely anything pulling you back.

  Juno imagined that was how she would feel about him as she hurtled out of orbit. First, the keen pierce of heartbreak, but that would dull soon enough into an endurable ache, then again in
  ever-decreasing increments until she felt nothing, almost nothing, for him at all.

  When their cars pulled up outside the British Interplanetary Society, a throng of reporters were gathered on the pavement and the crew lined up to greet them before heading into the building.
  Juno had only visited the BIS a couple of times before, for school trips and lectures, or to see the Aerospace Museum. The Edwardian building was like a geometric illusion, modest on the outside
  but vast as an airport hangar on the inside. Her head reeled as they stepped under the soaring glass dome above the foyer.

  Wow, Eliot said with a low whistle, looking up.

  An art deco chandelier flung refracted stars of daylight across the black marble floor. Juno admired the effect, stretching out her palms to catch the glimmer on her fingertips as the others
  moved off. I always forget how big this place is, she said, to no one in particular. Through the foyer, the main hall was like the visible edge of an iceberg, arranged in descending
  mezzanine decks that telescoped down into a dark courtyard, where a life-sized reconstruction of a pre-First World War space shuttle was erected. From where she stood, Juno could almost touch the
  top of it.

  Its six storeys high. Juno turned towards the familiar voice, and saw him bounding up the stairs.

  Noah? she said. His head of platinum curls bounced as he walked. It felt like months since Juno had seen him, although it had only been nine days. He had come along with her
  parents to drop her and Astrid off at the space centre. After their final dinner, he held her hand in the back of the car and mouthed Always, Ill always, Ill always love you,
  as streets ghosted past.

  How did you know I would be here? she asked.

  You know, youre kind of famous, he said with a smile. My internship doesnt officially start until next week, but I asked to come in today, at short
  notice. He fingered the societys blue crest on his shirt. A rocket and three stars: Earth space, near space and deep space. Because I knew you were coming for the tree
  planting.

  Thats right, Juno said, I forgot that you might be here.

  Well, I didnt know whether Id see you, but my manager says that if theres free time I could show you around a little. Maybe, after the ceremony. Im guessing
  you chose your favourite tree. When Juno nodded, he continued. Youre in good company, because Annie Tyning, the first British woman in space in . . . His blue eyes
  rolled up in thought, 53 or 54, chose a wild apple tree as well. Its one of my favourites. I actually really like sitting down there, in the Flight Garden. And thinking
  about how almost every GB astronaut has touched the ground under me.

  I think Id probably do that too. If I worked here, Juno said.

  There was an awkward confusion between Juno and Noah, the kind that comes after saying all your goodbyes once, only to meet again. Their energy was spent and the idea of facing the theatrics of
  a second goodbye struck Juno as silly now.

  I feel as if Ive been waiting here all morning . . . Noah said, rubbing a sweaty palm on the side of his jeans. Under his BIS jacket he was wearing an old mission week
  T-shirt from their schools Christian Union. Juno knew that it said Dare to Believe in bold letters on the back. Is this okay? he asked, reaching out for her as if
  his fingers might burn. You probably wont catch anything.

  They touched cautiously at first, fingertips brushing. Noah took a quick breath, as if steeling himself to say something. Juno . . . I wanted to ask you He was interrupted
  by the public affairs officer, who emerged from the press office and shouted, Juno Juma!

  Wait, what about Harry, Poppy said, getting up from the ottoman near the front desk. Hes not here.

  He wasnt cleared to leave today.

  His white blood cell count was a little low, Juno explained.

  Hes sick? Poppy asked, eyes widening in horror.

  No, Juno said, although Harry had gone pale with disappointment when it was announced that morning during their briefing that he would be put in quarantine for twelve hours.
  I mean, probably not. It could suggest that a viral infection is coming on. So theyll probably keep him in the sanatorium until T-minus twelve, and monitor him just to make sure he
  can fly tomorrow. Poppys brow furrowed. Hell probably be fine, though, Juno added.

  Well the officer looked down at her iPad. The press have set up in the council room. You can change in the library and then the tree-planting ceremony will take place
  at one. Juno glanced at the clock opposite. They had just over an hour. Plant your tree  Ive been told by your flight surgeon to make sure that you wear your gloves;
  just a precaution  plant tree, final interview before the launch, although this one will be a small one, for the Interplanetary Channel and the societys publications. And then take
  some pictures. You should be able to leave by three and then your schedules are clear for the rest of the day. Get some sleep. Youll need it. Obviously.

  As they followed the woman around the main hall, Juno lingered behind to
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