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				Introduction

				
					Hello, Fellow Traveler!

					Thank you for joining me on this journey. Over the course of this book, you’re going to get to know me very well. Which has me wondering about you! As I write these words, I am trying to imagine you, the person who will be going on this adventure with me. There’s so much I don’t know about you. I don’t know how old you are, or what country you live in, or where you go to school, your favorite food, or even if you have pets.

					Here is where I have landed: I think you are someone who is very curious. I think you are someone who wants to take on the world and make it your own. Someone who looks up at the stars at night and wonders what all is out there. In short—someone just like me!

					Am I right? Am I close?

					I think I must be. I mean, aren’t we all curious about the world around us? Aren’t we all wondering what amazing things might happen in our lives? I know I am. I’ve been around the world, I’ve been to space, and I’m still dreaming of the new, incredible experiences I might get to have someday. There are just so many different places to explore, new things to try to learn, and people to talk to. Talking to people is one of my very favorite things to do. People are kind and funny, and you can learn a lot from someone else’s story, if they are willing to tell it to you, and if you are willing to take the time to listen.

					That’s why I wrote this book—to share my experience with you. This is my story of being a sick kid. It’s my story of being brave despite feeling scared and hoping that I could get better so that I could live life to the fullest. And it’s my story about going to outer space.

					I wrote it so that people who have never had cancer could learn something about what it is to get sick and then get better again. So that kids who go through tough times will know how important it is to hold on to hope, and that hope can carry you forward. So that people who dream about going to outer space, who have looked at the stars and thought, I wonder…, could get a feeling for what that might be like and know that it is possible.

					When you read a story, it becomes a part of you. When you read this book, I hope that you get the feeling that anything is possible. That if you are sick, you can get well again. That if you are scared, you can find your inner bravery and your own strength.

					So high five to you. To the kids who go to school even though there are bullies. To the kids whose mom or dad isn’t around anymore. To the kids who try their hardest, do their best, and hold on to hope.

					Life has so many ups and downs. The more you believe in the ups, the more you can get through the downs.

					So let’s get on with it. I’ve just heard from mission control that the rocket is about to launch. Do you have everything you need for the journey before we take off, fellow traveler? Do you have a snack, a drink, your favorite sweatshirt? Take your seat and get comfortable. And don’t forget to buckle up.

					It’s going to be a wild ride.
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			Part 1

			Hopes

			
				So much to do, so much to see.

				—Smash Mouth, “All Star”
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			CHAPTER 1

			How to Pack for Outer Space

			SEPTEMBER 1, 2021

			Two weeks before launch

			Once upon a time, there was a girl who rode a Dragon to the stars…

			It’s a quiet evening in Memphis, and I’m getting ready for the trip of a lifetime.

			“Scarlett,” I say, “in two weeks, I’m going to space.”

			My beautiful, fluffy, gray Aussiedoodle looks up at me with an expression of love and mild concern on her face. She’s not worried about me. She’s wondering who will watch her when I’m gone.

			“The boys are going to take amazing care of you,” I tell my dog, knowing she’ll be safe and happy with our favorite neighbors.

			Her expression relaxes, and I continue. She’s heard it all since the beginning of this wild year: the Dragon spacecraft, the Falcon 9 rocket, the fact that we’re going deeper into space than anyone has been in over twenty years.

			I can’t wait. There’s nothing I love more than traveling to a place I’ve never been before.

			Plus, I hear the views are incredible.

			

			—

			In case you’re wondering, no, this is not the beginning of a sci-fi fairy tale.

			Forget science fiction. This is science fact, and the fact is that very soon I’ll be strapping into a spacecraft with my crew. Our mission: After launch, we’ll be 370 miles above the surface of Earth, orbiting for three days at 17,500 miles an hour before we splash back down in the Atlantic Ocean. For reference, the International Space Station hangs out 250 miles up.

			Packing for an adventure is something I do pretty often. I’ve packed for trips to Spanish beaches (bathing suit, sunscreen, book, hat) and I’ve packed for camel-riding trips in the Sahara Desert in Morocco (long-sleeved shirt, tall boots, headscarf). Deciding what to bring to outer space is nothing like that.

			Luckily, most of what I need will be supplied by the mission. Just a week after I was selected, I was fitted for a sharp white space suit by a woman who used to make superhero costumes for movies. That was nine months ago. Now launch is only days away. I’m no superhero and this isn’t a movie, but…let’s just say I can’t wait to wear that space suit.

			

			—

			I will never forget the day I got The Call.

			It was January 5, 2021, nine months before I started packing for space, and I had a call with St. Jude.

			St. Jude, more formally known as St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, is an amazing place for kids who have cancer. It’s where I work as a physician assistant or, as we call it, a PA. It’s the same place that treated me for bone cancer when I was a kid. Since then, I’ve done a lot of fundraising for them, traveling around and telling people about the hospital so that other kids can have the same kind of care I had.

			It wasn’t unusual to have a call scheduled, but there was something about this call that felt different. I always trust my gut. In that moment, my gut was twisted up like a bowl of spaghetti. Something was coming. I could feel it.

			I called in.

			“Hayley, we want to talk to you about something really big,” they said.

			They told me about a billionaire named Jared Isaacman who was leading the first all-civilian mission to space. By “all-civilian” they meant that no NASA or other professional astronauts would be on board. The best part was that it was going to be a fundraising mission for St. Jude.

			What did this have to do with me, I started to wonder. I didn’t have to wonder for long.

			“We’d love to send you.”

			“Me?” I laughed. It was the only natural response. “Are you serious?”

			They were. They were very serious. Four people would be going to space. Did I want to go?

			In that moment I realized that I did. I really wanted to go.

			“Will you consider it?”

			“Yes!”

			After that, it was like talking about any other trip, except that I felt like I was in a dream. “Space, wow! For how long?”

			“Three days.”

			“Let me talk to my family,” I said. “But my answer is yes.”

			I got off the phone and looked down at my hands and saw they were shaking. My whole body was shaking.

			I FaceTimed Mom.

			“You are not going to believe this,” I said to her.

			I wasn’t sure what she would say. My family has been through a lot with me. I had bone cancer when I was ten. I had three surgeries on my leg between the ages of ten and fifteen. There were points where I thought, Am I ever going to be off crutches? Am I ever going to be able to walk? My family went through all of that with me.

			And now I was calling to say that…

			“I just got invited to go to space.”

			“WHAT?”

			“It’s true,” I said.

			Mom’s eyes were bright; she looked so excited for me.

			“Mom, I can’t pass up this opportunity,” I continued.

			“No, you can’t,” she said. “This is once in a lifetime.”

			We looked at each other and she said, “Call Hayden.”

			That’s what Mom always says. Any issue, her response is “Call your brother.” Hayden is the logical one in the family. He’s the one in our family who loves space—so much that he actually became a real-life rocket scientist.

			Hayden answered his cellphone from his desk at work, where he is an aerospace engineer.

			“It’s not an emergency,” I said quickly. My family has seen enough of those to share news and information in a way that doesn’t scare the other person to pieces.

			“I have to talk to you right now. You need to go outside.”

			I waited until he was ready and then said, “Hayden, I got invited to go to space.” I watched the shock come over his face while my mom, who was also on the FaceTime, smiled like crazy. I hadn’t asked enough questions on the call with St. Jude, I was realizing. “Do you think going to space is safe?” I asked him.

			“Well, nothing is a hundred percent, but I think it’s safe,” he told me.

			I emailed St. Jude that night to tell them YES I would go to space! I also asked more questions. “Are we going to any destinations, like the International Space Station? Are we going to the moon?”

			When I told my brother about my questions, he rolled his eyes. “Hayley, that was so dumb. You asked if you were going to the moon?”

			“Why is that dumb?”

			“We haven’t been to the moon in decades.”

			“How was I supposed to know that?”

			Well, now I know: The moon is 238,900 miles away.

			

			—

			These days, I know a lot more than I did when I first got The Call. For instance, once we strap into our seats and launch, it will take less than ten minutes to get to space. Those ten minutes are going to be physically uncomfortable, with G-forces pressing us down into our seats. But that’s what I’ve been training for. As Jared, our commander, said early on, we needed to get comfortable with discomfort. And boy, did we.

			

			—

			Over the past nine months, I’ve been spun around and turned upside down, climbed a mountain, and even practiced swimming in a motorcycle helmet. None of it was easy. The hardest part was wishing I could share it with my dad. He passed away four years ago, and I still forget that I can’t just call him. It will be left-handed appreciation day, and he is left-handed, and I’m about to call him to say, “Happy left-hander’s day!” when I remember that he’s gone.

			I wish I could tell him that I am going to space. He would have loved hearing it so much. I never got to tell him that I got the job at St. Jude, but he could have predicted that. That was in the stars for me. But space? He never would have guessed this. None of us could have guessed.

			Instead, I packed something very special, just for him, one of our inside jokes: his tie. It was his favorite.

			The tie is covered with drawings of faces of kids and flags. I mean, it’s ugly. It’s a very ugly tie. It’s also a St. Jude tie.

			I would always say, “Dad, don’t wear that tie.”

			And he would say, “No, I’m gonna wear it. Because then people will ask me about it, and I get to tell them about St. Jude.”

			We had that conversation about a million times.

			Now it’s the perfect thing to bring to space to honor him. It gives me goosebumps.

			I know he’d be so proud of me, and that once we reach zero gravity, all of my hard work will be worth it. I’m going to take out Dad’s tie, float around in our capsule, eat M&M’s like Ms. Pac-Man, and have a long, long look at this planet, the place where I have lived my entire beautiful, mysterious, incredible life so far.

			It may be hard to believe while I’m gravity-bound on my bedroom floor, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my time on Earth, it’s that as long as you keep saying yes, everything is possible.
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			CHAPTER 2

			Purple Tongues and Black Belts

			When I was seven, I was famous on my street in St. Francisville, Louisiana, for my dog, Chloe, who had a purple tongue.

			Chloe held a place of honor in my family too. Before I was born, before my little brother, Hayden, before my dad was even in the picture, it had been my mom and Chloe. And Chloe was the reason my parents met in the first place.

			I loved when they told the story of how they met.

			Mom would say, “Well, there was an older guy who lived across the street.”

			Dad would jump in with “I would notice this pretty girl now and again.”

			I can picture it in my mind. Mom, a PhD student in her twenties, with long brown hair and the cutest little puppy in the world. Dad, a journalist with a large moustache, which I am told was very stylish for the time.

			Mom: “I was taking my new puppy, Chloe, out for a walk.”

			Dad: “It was the perfect opportunity to meet my neighbor.”

			Mom: “He walked up to me, and Chloe got so excited.”

			Dad: “So excited that she peed on my foot.”

			Mom: “My first words to Dad were ‘Oh my gosh, did my dog just pee on you?’ ”

			Dad: “I said, ‘No.’ ”

			Mom: “Then he wiped his shoe on the grass.”

			That’s why I’m here today. Because a small dog with a purple tongue couldn’t hold it in.

			That was the beginning of my family.

			

			—

			I was in second grade when my dad, who loved martial arts movies, first suggested that we take tae kwon do together.

			“Yes!” I said.

			Anything he suggested, I wanted to do, because I really wanted to be like my dad. Hayden, my little brother, also wanted to go. Mom volunteered to be our audience.

			Tae kwon do classes were held at a local studio in our hometown twice a week. It was the same studio where I was already taking dance and gymnastics. The studio was one-size-fits-all, basically a large room with white walls and mats in the center on the floor, with ballet barres and mirrors and a balance beam, vault, and gymnastics bars in the corner.

			As much as I liked dance and gymnastics, I knew right away that tae kwon do was destined to be my true love.

			In our first class, they explained how it would work. We would be learning forms, which were sequences of punches, blocks, and kicks. We would begin with a white belt, then move up through a rainbow of colors until we reached black. Each color belt had a different form. Once you mastered the forms, along with breaking boards and sparring with a partner, you could move on to the next color.

			“I’m going all the way to black belt,” I told Dad after our first class.

			He nodded. He was in.

			It was on.

			

			—

			From that very first class, I was obsessed. I always wanted to be well prepared, so I spent a lot of time practicing my forms in our living room at home. Before class, I would change into my white uniform, tying the belt with special care, dreaming of the day when my white belt would be replaced by the black belt. On the weekends, my friends and I would go to the local video store and rent martial arts movies to watch during our sleepovers. The thrill I got when the nunchucks went whooshing through the air!

			Hayden lost interest in tae kwon do after a few sessions. His head was in space; he kept asking to go to NASA, and we planned a trip. Dad and I stayed with tae kwon do. Over the next couple of months, we went from white belt to yellow belt pretty fast.

			In order to get the next belt, we had to break a board in half. I loved breaking boards. There’s such a rush that comes from putting all your strength and aim into a move and then feeling that thick piece of wood split in two. I would scream a powerful “HUH!” every time I broke a board. It gave me an extra boost of force.

			I was still keeping up with my dance classes, which meant that at our recitals, I was also a part of the tae kwon do group who put on the intermission performance as the dancers changed costumes. I had no break at all during dance performances. With my face full of makeup from dance, I would run and quickly put on my tae kwon do uniform for the intermission performance, then change again into my next tutu for act 2.

			It was a hectic schedule, but I didn’t care. It was worth it.

			Level by level, Dad and I moved up the ranks. Gold and orange, then green, blue, purple, red, red with a stripe…

			

			—

			That summer, the summer I was nine and Hayden was six, we took a family trip to NASA. We toured the facility, saw moon rocks, and ate ice cream that came in little pellets, the same kind astronauts eat in space (or so we thought). Hayden was so excited we were there. He kept running from exhibit to exhibit, learning details and then coming back to share them with us. Mom and Dad and Hayden and I had our picture taken in front of a green screen. In the photo, we are floating together as a family in zero gravity. Of course, we weren’t really floating; one of the employees edited the photo to make it look that way.

			That trip to visit NASA was the highlight of Hayden’s summer. To me, it was a fun trip, but I was more focused on getting ready for my brown-belt test. It was coming soon, and I wanted to be ready.

			

			—

			Before I knew it, it was the day for my brown-belt test.

			Before my turn, Dad and I stood on the
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