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Twenty years or maybe more

Sitting here and waiting for

The universe to put me 

Where I’m supposed to be

Bill scribbled tiny notes on the margins of his notepad, lurching with the boxy monorail tram as it whisked from the parking garage to the convention center entrance. 

“Are you sure I need the parking ticket?”

“Yeah, somebody will validate. Let’s go.” 

Marcus threaded the convention hall crowds, smelling commerce, business, opportunity. Pacific MarsDream was the Pacific Rim investor convention for planetary enterprise. “We’re not leaving here without VC money for Moonshot, Bill. Count on it.”

“Whatever you say, Marcus.” 

Bill felt the desperation in his nose, sweet and yet lethal. He wrote drowning in a hot milkshake in his notebook - he’d use it later. In a perfect world, Bill would have made millions writing songs for some big country music name. As it was, he was a rocket engineer. Still, he told himself, gotta write down those little chunks of inspiration when they happen. What was the point of being miserable, otherwise? Forty-six years old with twenty years in aerospace, including two tanked start-ups. Yeah, he knew what was at stake. 

Bill wasn’t the only one who knew it. In that South-Central Texas I-am-being-deadly-serious way, Aria warned him: “Come back with a deal or start packing to go home.”

“Aww, honey.” Bill threaded the needle between the two relationships for the past year. Marcus – the hotshot aerospace engineer out of Los Angeles – all the answers, and half of the information. His daredevil management style riled Bill’s wife Aria, who traced her Texas lineage back to the Butterfield Overland Mail and Hudspeth county. 

Aria let Marcus talk Bill out of a safe, tedious job at Northrop Grumman and his house in Texas six months ago. “We left San Antonio for this California crackerbox and I never said a word. That doesn’t mean I lost my mind.”

“What am I supposed to say to Marcus?” Bill asked. “This is our dream.”

“My dream is not living in a car next month,” Aria crossed her arms, set her face. Bill knew the power of her fiery cowgirl determination. Aria’s mind was made up - she put the cherry on top by saying: “I will not set my life on fire to keep that company warm.”

It wasn’t just Aria. Headhunters called Bill’s resume ‘a burned-out combat zone.’ Now or never. Make or break. Turn all that around today - walk out with funding for Moonshot, or else.

Bill winced as Marcus paid for two passes, two thousand dollars each, out of their dwindling cash reserves. His stomach knotted with frustration and anxiety while slipping the cheap nylon cord over his head. “That’s a half-month’s rent for me, right there. Why do I have to be here?”

“Don’t start with that again. You know I can’t handle those deep dives. There’s too much I can’t say without revealing our core tech. Totally burned our bridges with South Africa.”

“It was just one company ...”

“You just don’t get it. Word gets around. I’ve got a better shot selling London Bridge paperweights in Johannesburg than getting a second phone call. Stop thinking like an engineer, and start thinking like Richard Branson.”

Bill screwed up his face at Marcus. “What’s that mean?”

Marcus ignored Bill. “Our area is Cargo, but go slow. Go easy. We’re gonna be here all day.”

Bill avoided noisy ‘Muskland’ exhibits. Millions on lights, music, and ‘experiences’ meant you sold your intellectual property for pennies on the dollar in a year. He liked quiet places, like Hab Living. Companies built living systems that resembled modern Earth apartments. No more sterile space environments? Walls that weren’t painted Apollo White? Ooh, what a concept.

“That’s part of the Grav Therapy system!” a chipper voice boomed out of a sound system. The noise source was a fresh-faced kid in a teal polo shirt before a skeletal centrifuge. Simulated gravity was becoming a thing for the geriatric moon and Mars travelers.

Bill stopped to talk to another teal polo-shirted delegate. “How do you plan to ship this to Mars?”

“All flat-pack.” The delegate, a raven-haired grad student in her early twenties, smiled bravely. “Or you can license a 3D-printed chassis. No heavy materials required.”

“Interesting.  Who’s your investor?” 

“I’m not sure,” she answered. “I’m in marketing, you know?”

Bill kept wandering. He wanted to talk with the people who needed to ship cargo into space. He spotted Marcus leaving another booth offering aerogel insulation for EVA suits. “Any luck?”

“They’re here,” Marcus said. “Just need to find them. Whattaya got?”

“I’m looking for people.” Bill felt the anxiety erupting inside like Vesuvius. “I’m going slow, like you said.” 

“Bill,” Marcus stared into his partner’s eyes. “We need to find those investors! Aren’t you looking?”

“Of course, I am. Aren’t you?”

“I just get the feeling you’re here for the free t-shirts and swag.”

“Knock it off.” Bill might have been shorter than Marcus, but he still had those rugby player shoulders and wouldn’t be pushed around. “You asked me to tag along, help find investors. That’s what I’m doing.”

“Just-“ Marcus ran nervous fingers through his hair. “-You know ... find them. We need money today!”

“I know, man.” Bill returned to his search, another Aria conversation rattling in his ears. 

“Marcus isn’t a bad guy,” Bill told Aria. “He just gets worked up. All start-up guys are a little crazy.”

“He treats you like a slave.” Aria stared at him. “You don’t see it.”

“No, he doesn’t ...”

“Six months of ninety-hour weeks with no money? That sound reasonable to you?”

“That’s the start-up life, honey.” Bill knew Aria. She could never understand how important it was to make something of your own instead of making other guys rich. You can’t run a proper start-up as a side hustle. You did it full-time or you failed, period.

Bill choked for twenty-eight years on the mediocre bile of an ordinary career. Hundreds of business books, blog posts, watch YouTube videos. That hot little spark of joy – that little voice in your head going maybe you can do it, too. 

Now, he was doing it for real. No one told you how to feel, gambling your entire professional life on a single afternoon. Oceans of fear, isolation, and regret – Bill felt like he might have to throw up.

Bill’s phone buzzed with a text: Find me in Propulsion Systems hall - INVESTOR.

Bill found Marcus at the front door of Hall D, spinning his sales pitch to an Asian gentleman in a Kiton cashmere pinstripe suit. “How much does it cost SpaceX to put a payload into orbit?”

“Millions. What’s the last number I heard, about nine thousand dollars per pound?”

“Still is,” Marcus smiled. “What if I could do it for you for five hundred dollars per pound?”

“Five hundred dollars?” The investor blinked, doing the math in his head. “That’s SHARP money.”

“I know.” Marcus went on. Everyone at MarsDream knew the old story about Lawrence Livermore’s Super High Altitude Research Project. Marcus’ cost projections could only come from a similar idea. “Most people think that’s a dead-end. We took a fresh look at the project.”

“And the air resistance problem?”

“Solved it.”

“What about aerothermal heating?”

“Solved that, too.” Marcus pointed to Bill. “My own personal Werner Von Braun. He’ll talk through the details when you’re ready.”

“Monday.” The investor slipped a card into Marcus’ palm. “I want the pre-read by Sunday afternoon.”

“We’ll be there,” Marcus had that look of pleasant victory that only came from salesmen who knew they’d landed a customer. 

It lasted until Marcus cracked open a celebratory Diet Coke. “Don’t get distracted; a business card isn’t a deal.”

“Who’s distracted?” Bill asked and Marcus ignored the question. 

Back in Propulsion Systems hall hunting for money men among the heavy-lifter and ion drive systems. Questions and conversations started to blur together.

“How much are you looking for, and how do you plan to scale?”

“Are you in Asia? Where in Asia?”

“How do you coordinate with orbital traffic control?”

“What will your sales be this year?”

Bill tried to be polite, but how were you supposed to create sales projections before product launch? Marcus smoothly answered all questions – even the ridiculous ones - completely in his element. Disaster struck at lunch.

A quarter after eleven, a young kid investing with his billion-dollar trust fund invited them to a lunch with his ‘financial consultant,’ a blonde NeoGirl configured to laugh at everything, funny or not. Bill hated him on sight.

“Let’s say, for example, I cut you a check for fifteen million tomorrow,” Isaac was in his twenties, scribbling on a notepad. “How soon can we turn that into a hundred-fifty million?”

“We expect two-hundred-fifty million in sales in our first six months,” Marcus replied, confident. “Once the word gets out that we’ve disrupted cargo shipping costs, we’ll have a line around the block of shippers begging to work with us.”

The NeoGirl tittered like Marcus said something stupid. Isaac grinned: “How do we control the market space?”

“The market space of space?” Bill ignored the robot’s laugh, nerves grating. “It’s space.”

Now, the female-shaped AI, Isaac’s NeoGirl, laughed harder. Isaac smirked at Bill’s Texas twang. “This your first rodeo, pardner? We need market domination if we’re going to commit.”

“We’ll control the market,” Marcus said while Bill controlled his temper. “No problem. As soon as people see we’re doing it for cheap? Two hundred and fifty million is a low estimate. Low.”

“I’m asking him,” Isaac shot back. “Your genius. How do you make sure your product can’t be undercut? Are you licensing the technology? Are your patents filed? What happens if you get a patent troll at the last second?”

“We’re working through those details now,” Bill said. “I can’t discuss them before you’re under NDA-“

The NeoGirl tittered again, and Isaac sneered. “That’s a standard stall-tactic answer. I’m asking you a direct question.”

“Well-“

“I’ve got fifteen million to spend right now. Prove to me you’re not wasting my time.”

Marcus tried one last time. “Here’s the thing-“

Isaac looked at the robot, who shook with laughter. “See? I told you. Don’t know what they’re talking about.”

“That’s enough.” Bill stood, dropping the napkin to his plate in the fancy restaurant. Someone else could eat his ahi tuna salad. “I’m not your punching bag. You want to battle-test us? Fine, schedule a meeting and sign the NDA; we’ll be there. All the numbers and data you need.”

Marcus grabbed Bill’s wrist, gripping it hard enough to hurt. “Come on, Bill ...”

“You asked me to be here to handle technical, partner. This guy wants a chew toy. I’m too old and too ugly to fall for that.”

Isaac the billionaire blinked at Bill. Like every other spoiled rich kid Bill ever met. Used to talking down to the little people - couldn’t handle it when little people talked back. Finally, he said: “You’re supposed to come to these meetings prepared.”

“We’re prepared to have lunch with you,” Bill answered. “The numbers, the data you’re asking for? We need you under a non-disclosure agreement to discuss those. You don’t throw that around the dinner table.”

“Okay, whatever.” Isaac’s dismissive hand sported a watch that cost more than Bill’s house in Texas. “Get out - I got better things to do.”

Work like a dog for what they pay

Every single week ‘till your dying day
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