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For all the wonderful teachers at Kuwae
Preschool--

Thank you for providing an excellent learning
environment for my daughter.
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Homesick

Short Story by Susanne
Marie Knight


Jayna stared out at the vast expanse of desert
undulating before her. The shifting sands roughly lapped at her
booted feet. As she watched, arid winds increased in tempo,
whirling the gritty particles into a frenzy. Soon a sandstorm would
obscure her vision and she’d have to return to the compound.

Not that she minded. Staying inside the manmade tomb
carved into a mountain higher than Mount Everest irritated her, but
being outside was infinitely worse. At least inside, ordinary,
everyday objects surrounded her. Outside, only the monotonous, pale
sand seemed familiar. But instead of reminding her of the home
she’d left behind, the sand’s color made her blood boil. She’d
expected the stuff to be blood-red.

God, how she hated this place. Even the name of the
desert was apt: Hellas. Hell. How true.

Inhaling a deep breath of the purified
oxygen-nitrogen mixture from the tank strapped to her shoulders,
she took one last look at the velvet skies pierced by intense,
untwinkling points of light. Two tiny moons hung low on the
horizon. Two. If she lived to be one hundred, she’d never get used
to that unnatural sight.

Just as she’d predicted, blowing sand fiercely
ground against her visor. Time to leave. She turned her back on the
Martian landscape and with a flying leap, opened the airlock to the
compound, and stepped inside. Removing her helmet, she shook her
dark hair free, then heard the loud clanging of steel-reinforced
doors behind her.

She sighed. Trapped. An infernal prison, and she was
one of the inmates.

After peeling off her restricting pressure suit, she
walked down the cold, sterile corridor. She stopped in front of her
husband’s laboratory door, and gazed at him through the glass, even
as he gazed through his microscope.

Lab rats; that’s all we are. Mike’s looking at his
microorganisms. I’m looking at him. Who is looking at me?

She shrugged away that depressing thought and
entered the laboratory.

As usual, Mike didn’t notice her. She cleared her
throat.

“Jayna, I thought you’d be gone for an hour!” His
renegade, pale hair fell down into his eyes. He brushed it back
into place, then furrowed his wide forehead. “Hey, what’s the
matter? You look a little green.”

Like a green Martian?
Burying her retort, she shook her head. Mike
didn’t appreciate her sarcasm. “This near-zero gravity makes my
stomach do flip-flops.” That was certainly the truth; she’d retched
her insides out this morning.

Mike sighed, and then placed a speck of dirt onto a
fresh slide. “Gravity’s closer to three eighths of Earth’s, and no
one else in the colony seems to be affected that way. Maybe you
need more time to adjust.”

Jayna blinked away tears. She wanted to scream,
“I’ll never adjust! I hate it here on Mars! I want to go home!” But
of course, she squelched her frustration. Her outburst would only
upset her husband. There was nothing he could do, anyway. The
entire colony was stuck here until their replacements arrived from
Earth... in a mere six years. Six long years on this barren,
Godforsaken rock. Lord, the trip out here had been bad enough. She
shuddered.

“Jayna, are you going to be all right?”

She lied. What else could she do? “Sure, Mike. No
problem. I’ll go see if Linda or Hans can play a game of
cards.”

Before Jayna could leave the laboratory, Mike’s
heavy hand pressed down on her shoulder. “Everyone’s busy today,
you know that. We have a deadline to meet. Conference call with
Space Command is coming up in two hours.”

And I’m in the way,
she silently added. The other nineteen members of
the colony were scientists, however she was an expendable civilian.
An outsider--not a part of the colony and certainly not part of
Mars. Excess baggage, just along for the ride. If only she could
turn back the clock and tell Mike he’d have to come here without
her.

Sure, she loved Mike. But he loved his work more
than his wife. She was certain of that. He didn’t need her--not
really.

And the kicker was that, along with her loneliness,
the three year voyage, and the six more years left to this exile,
Space Command had imposed a condition that was, perhaps, even more
monstrous: no babies allowed. All colony members had to undergo
sterilization, albeit temporary.

Jayna folded her hands over her
tummy. She felt so hollow. An endless eternity would have to pass
before she and Mike could start a family. A little bundle of joy
might have made this incarceration bearable. A child’s laughter was
worth any hardship.

But Space Command had valid reasons, she supposed.
As Mike would put it, getting pregnant was out of the equation, for
now.

Her distress must have shown on her face. Her
husband curved his arm around her and gave her a brief hug. “Look,
honey, I’ve got to get back to work. Why don’t you get your oils?
You said you’d paint the breathtaking view outside. Remember?
Camera shots don’t do Mars justice, as you can.”

Jayna rolled her eyes. Mike would never understand,
and neither would the other scientists. As an artist, she had to be
at one with the scenes she undertook to recreate on canvas. She had
to live, breathe, and dream her subjects. She could never paint
dry, lifeless Mars. Instead of inspiring her, the planet revolted
her.

Her stomach must’ve taken her thoughts literally.
She swayed with a bout of the dry heaves. With one hand to her
mouth, she waved good-bye to Mike, then headed for the communal
washroom.

* * * *

Mike entered his observations on
the console keyboard but his heart wasn’t in the research. Jayna
worried him. She’d been moody ever since they had arrived
planet-side, although he couldn’t figure out why. After the arduous
trip out here, she should have been as relieved as the rest of the
crew. Maybe Mars disappointed her. Or maybe he disappointed her.

When his lab door opened, he rose up from his stool.
He needed to try harder to please her. Being isolated with no one
but cold, hard scientists for company must have been torture for a
sensitive artist like Jayna.

But short-haired Linda walked into the lab, not
Jayna with her lovely, flowing brown hair.

His fellow researcher’s flat voice scolded him.
“It’s your turn to link up with the computers, Mike. Communication
with Luna Base is due to begin in ninety-three minutes. Day roster
says you’re nine minutes late already.”

Normally, he didn’t mind living his life according
to the dictates of a clock, digital or otherwise. But today--now,
he felt an urge to rebel. He brushed back his forelock of hair.
“I’ll go to the Control Center in a few minutes.”

Linda’s faded blue eyes widened. “But conditions are
precarious, Mike. Solar flares have been detected. You know how
they interfere with communication. Timing is important.”

The woman annoyed him. Everything about her was so
pale. She had no fire, no passion in her. She was the antithesis of
Jayna.

He set his lips in a mutinous scowl. “So what else
is new? Something is always interrupting Luna Base transmissions. I
have to talk to Jayna, then I’ll link up with the computers. Don’t
worry.”

Linda stepped back as if he’d slapped her in the
face. “But Mike, we need you--”

“Jayna needs me more.”

His departure was stopped by Hans, their
astro-engineer. “Mike! Big trouble. Radiation levels have tripled
and threaten to climb higher!”

Mike sighed. The Control Center really did need him,
and after all, he was here to do a job.

As he closed the door to his laboratory, the short
hairs rose on the back of his neck, as if someone or something was
watching him. Glancing back inside through the glass, he confirmed
the room was empty.

Nerves, that’s all.

He followed Linda and Hans down the corridor, vowing
that when the communications link was over, he’d have a long
overdue heart-to-heart talk with his wife.

Good intentions often go astray. By the time Mike
finished with the conference call, he was too exhausted to do
anything but fall into his bunk.

* * * *

Sitting cross-legged at the base of the Hellas
mountain she now called home, Jayna took a break from her painting
and gazed out at the desolate beauty surrounding her. The shrunken
sun had warmed the thin Martian atmosphere to forty degrees
Fahrenheit, a veritable heat wave. High overhead, the two moons,
small Phobos and tiny Deimos, shone down on her, keeping her
company. Soon the larger one, Phobos, would complete its circuit
across the sky and vanish for a few hours. How strange that the
moons appeared to move in opposite directions. But Phobos would be
back. She and Deimos could count on that.

Funny how two moons instead of one now seemed so
natural and right. She smiled. Yes, a lot had changed in two
months.

Her half-finished canvas propped up in front of her,
she picked up an oil tube of ultramarine blue and squeezed some
next to the viridian green on her palette. Springtime on Mars was
beautiful, a cause for celebration. The nearby Mare Serpentis, once
believed to be an ocean, was instead awash with hardy desert
plants: mosses and lichens to decorate the Spartan landscape. New
life, new growth abounded, just as it did within her.

She patted her generous tummy. Who would’ve guessed
she had something in common with this forbidding planet? As the
seed within her took hold, so did the tenacious desert plants. Each
new life struggled against the odds to survive hostile conditions.
Mother Nature’s miracle. Her miracle.

When she lifted a brush to the canvas, a gentle
fluttering in her stomach stayed her hand. “You’re letting your
presence be known, aren’t you, little one?”

Happiness and contentment flooded through her. A
baby was growing inside her. Her baby. The first baby to be born on
another planet. How could she hate Mars now? This place was
different, yes. Alien, of course. But Mars would be her baby’s
birthplace. The birthplace of a miracle.

From inside her womb, the baby nudged her again.
“Yes, babe, only you and I share this wonderful secret.”

But not for much longer. Even now her pressure suit
tightened uncomfortably around her vanishing waistline. Soon she’d
have to trade the suit for a larger size, and when she did, Mike
would notice her expanding abdomen. Then everyone would know. And
they would not share her joy.

Pain stabbed at her heart. “You’re my miracle baby.
I’ll not let them take you away from me!”

The longer Jayna kept her secret, the better the
baby’s chances to survive. If she’d mentioned her pregnancy one
month ago, when she was first certain of it, the other members of
the team might have insisted on an abortion. She could imagine
their comments. “Not in the best interests of the colony.” “Highly
irregular.” “A danger to our mission.” No nursery, no diapers, no
extra water to waste on baby's daily baths, and on and on.

Baloney! Clumsily balling her
fists in the pressure suit, Jayna fought the despair settling over
her. They couldn’t take the baby away from her now. They
just couldn’t.

In response to her anxiety, she started to
hyperventilate. That wasn’t good; she had to calm down.

A kaleidoscope of muted lights flashed over the
jagged rocks to the right of her. Pulsating, the strange colors
mesmerized her, soothed her. Even as she stared at the lights, new
hope surged in her veins. When she reached over to touch the
mysterious kaleidoscope, it disappeared.

How odd. It must’ve been some kind of atmospheric
phenomena.

Inhaling deeply, Jayna stood. The
baby deserved to
live. Both she and Mike had the scars to prove they’d undergone
sterilization. Fertilization shouldn’t have taken place, but it
did. Somehow nature had triumphed over science. This baby was
destined to be born. Nothing could stop him or her. Not now, not
ever.

A wisp of desert sand surged up in a column, warning
her. Sandstorm. She’d better return to the compound--fast. Packing
up her oil paints as quickly as she could, she then started back
over the uneven terrain. Dangerously close to her loomed one of the
mineral-rich deep craters common to the Hellas desert. Jayna took
care to avoid its edge but a gust of wind slammed against her,
causing her to slip on the stony rubble.

Disoriented, she got up. The winds had already
increased to hurricane speed. Blinding dust and sand pummeled her
back down to the ground. Her visibility was reduced to zero.

A sudden, sharp sound came through on her
headphones, then it abruptly stopped. “Mike? Mike, please answer. I
need help!”

Control Center didn’t respond. Loud staccato
interference distorted
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