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It’s five am and the alarm goes off. I silence it. My wife awakes.

“I’m sorry didn’t mean to wake you Julie.”

“So you thought you would sneak away!” She has long, blonde hair and blue eyes.

“It’s not like that.”

“It is. Your mother has badgered you into this.”

“Let’s leave my mother out of it.”

“I can’t. You’re still being influenced by her.”

“I chose to go on the mission by myself.”

“I’m sorry Ben. I don’t believe you.”

“That’s up to you. I’ve got to get ready.”

“How long will you be gone?”

“About two and a half years.”

“You’ll be missing some of Charlie’s formative years.”

“I know and I’m sorry.”

“I want a divorce.”

“What? Okay, you can have one. I’ve got to get ready.”

My mind and my stomach are churning as I make my way to the Kennedy Space Centre.

At the Kennedy Space Centre Lieutenant Keene and Colonel Fergal are having a discussion.

“The earth needs this mission,” Colonel Fergal says. He has brown hair and grey eyes.

“I don’t know. What about our re-cycling projects?” Lieutenant Keene asks. He has blond hair and brown eyes.

“They’ve come too late. The only way to save millions, maybe billions, of lives is to terraform Mars.” 

I have some training including simulators for the Mars craft and the Hunter IV. All training is overseen by Colonel Short. There are also blood tests, fitness and agility tests. Colonel Short is a marine who thinks that anyone other than a marine is deficient. This gives him a problem as the other seven members of his Team are not marines.

Today we’re in ‘The Tank’ as we lovingly call it. We have fifteen minutes to complete our task under water in full space suits. We complete our task in fourteen minutes. I am elated. Unfortunately we have to report to Colonel Short. (Short on manners and short on temper. Apart from that he’ s alright!)

Colonel Short paces backwards and forwards.

“You sorry looking bunch of misfits!” He has black hair and pale blue eyes.

“Beggin’ your pardon Colonel we just completed our task in the tank in fourteen minutes.”

“Drop and give me fifty. Wait.”

He’s thought better of it!

“Corporal pass me that pack over there.”

It must weigh a hundred pounds.

“Put the pack on and give me fifty.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Make that a hundred and the rest of you drop and give me fifty.”

I should learn to keep my mouth shut and this will do nothing for my popularity.

Finally the day comes when we are to fly to the space station.

We board our Saturn Ten rocket.

At T minus 83 Hours Initial checks and power activations have already taken place.

At T minus 28 Hours: The launch pad is cleared and systems are configured.

At T minus 3 Hours and 30 Minutes: Final terminal countdown starts.

At T minus 3 Minutes Terminal Countdown Sequencer takes full control of valves, pressurization, and ignition commands. 

At T minus 08.9 Seconds: Engine start command is sent to ignite the five massive F-1 first-stage engines.

At T minus 02.0 Seconds: Engines reach full thrust stability.

At T minus 00.0 Seconds: Hold-down arms are released, and the rocket lifts off the pad.

I can feel the g forces from the word go. I’m pressed down into my chair. It lasts for ten gruelling minutes then we are weightless. 

We dock with the space station and are given a few hours to relax.

Then we are ushered into a briefing by General Adamant, the Project Commander. He has greying brown hair and blue eyes.

“The four teams: alpha, beta, gamma and delta have their own duties. Team beta, under the leadership of Colonel Short, will construct the Hab and grow spinach. Team alpha, led by me, will coordinate our efforts, Team gamma will use rock tugs to bombard the north pole ice with asteroids rich in carbon dioxide and ice. Team Delta will do the same for the south pole. Any questions?” General Adamant asks.

“Are there any girls on the space station?” Malcolm Bradford asks. He has blond hair and blue eyes.

“Any serious questions?”

“Yes Sir. How long will it take to terraform Mars?” I ask.

“Thanks. We estimate about ten years.”

“Thank you.”

“If there are no more questions I suggest you use the next thirty-six hours to relax. Dismissed.”

The next thirty-six hours drag. I come across Malcolm playing cards for fruit of all things. He asks me to join in, but I pass. Time over we board the Mars spaceship. I sit in the co-pilot’s seat. I’m glad to be seated here as the others are crammed in in restricted conditions.

We leave the space station. The earth is a blue and white jewel in a sea of stars. We can see Mars and the outer planets. It takes us seven months to get to Mars. The views are spectacular as we get closer.

At last it is my turn to fly the Hunter IV. Malcolm is my co-pilot.

“This is Captain Wallis. Please fasten your seat belts. It will take us several orbits to slow down enough to land,” I say. 

We are released from the Mars spacecraft and plummet down towards Mars. 

“Steady on the retros Malcolm.”

“Aye aye Captain.”

The Hunter IV is not your conventional plane. It is more like the barrage balloons from the Second World War. We complete our final orbit and land on Utopia Planitia. It is a textbook landing, and I am quite pleased with myself. We all get into our space suits and get busy constructing the Habitat or the ‘Hab’ as it is affectionately known. It is quite strenuous work, and I am grateful for the air conditioning in my suit. When the Hab is complete and pressurised we all go in and take
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