
  
    
  





   





  One Way


  Lol, Meena, Kimi & Beau are strangers. And they’re about to spend the rest of their lives together…


  At last, travel to Mars is here. Private enterprise has the funds and the technology. But the journey is strictly one way.


  Four people alone together in a small capsule for 8 months. Could you keep your cool in close contact with three fit adults 24×7? And do you have what it takes to create a thriving society from scratch… half a billion km from family, friends and even the nearest doctor?


  Buckle in for a journey like no other.
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    This is the story of our dearest friend Lol. We are all in it. We would not have written ourselves the way he did. But we wish it to be published with not one word changed or omitted.


    (signed) Meena, Kimi & Beau
and on behalf of Mangal & Tytärmars

  





  1. Farewell to Ireland


  On the third and final night I struck gold: the sun blazed as it sank through ragged clouds towards the bruised zinc of the Atlantic. As it touched the horizon I let out a quiet “ssss”. She was not there, so I shared the old folk joke with her memory.


  I sat on the hotel room balcony, with a single malt in one hand and a cigar in the other, and marvelled at the epic beauty. I’d been doing a lot of that these last couple of weeks. I would watch trees in the breeze and try to catch the rhythm of their swaying. I would sit in busy places and drink in the sheer human energy around me. I would walk up remote hills in the rain and savour the soaking. I was in my last few days now, and there would be none of that where I was going.


  The cigar was part of my farewell. I’d never smoked before and I never would again. (I’d failed to discover what the fuss was about, but the smoke was fun to watch.)


  Likewise the whisky. A friend had given me a list of the finest single malts and I was working through them, one a day. That’s not a bottle a day, just a glass or two. My friend would inherit a heap of near-full bottles when I was gone. (Yes, he has a name, but I’m trying to blur out all the people I will never see again. Please indulge me.)


  I had two more days of putting my affairs in order, as they say, before starting my final journey. Actually I had finished: tax return submitted and agreed, houses in London and Ireland sold, debts paid, remaining assets distributed. All I had left was a weekend with my kids and a lot more walking around in the fresh air. And, if I was lucky, more glorious sunsets.


  “Right, that’s grand. See you tomorrow.” And with that the camera crew tramped out. Now I started to relax for real. I crushed out the cigar – the producer’s idea – but kept the whisky.


  It had been a heavy day. We’d done leaving the hotel tomorrow morning. I’d re-enacted handing the keys of my Irish house to the estate agent. We’d reconstructed a lot of sitting in busy places (and hardly any walking in the wild – the crew didn’t have the shoes for it). Cameras would be in my face for most of the rest of my life now, but in two months there would at least be no more galumphing camera crews.


  I grabbed my fiddle and headed over to the pub: one last session, sitting anonymously in a circle of whistles, squeezy things, bouzoukis, bodhrans and fiddles, playing Irish tunes too fast but without inhibition. And without cameras.


  →→→


  The following morning I checked out and climbed into the taxi to Kerry airport for the morning flight, one of only two a day back to the UK. I snuggled down in the seat, recalling the smile on Ó Domhnaill’s face last night when I presented him with my fiddle. He was the finest player among us and had loved his great-granddaddy’s fiddle like a daughter … until that day he reversed his Land Rover over it in drink. After that his toothy smile was seen no more. He could only afford a cheap Chinese violin in its replacement, a pink one – to his embarrassment – because that was the one on discount. His smile returned last night.


  I got the driver to go the long way, round the coast to Dingle then on down the R561. “For the view”, I explained. I assume she already had me down as an English eejit, for she just peered out at the rain and shrugged.


  The road followed a stream as it skipped down towards the sea, which eventually came in sight ahead: a grey smudge between dark clouds and a grass verge. The view opened as we rounded a rocky slope and I watched more carefully through the windscreen wipers’ busyness. After about five minutes I saw it on the right: a long sandy beach stretching away south into the March gloom for maybe three kilometres. It separates Castlemaine harbour from the sea: Inch Beach. I asked the driver to pull over.


  I got out, kicked my shoes off and walked along the golden sands a while. I rolled up my trousers and paddled in the Atlantic, storing away the sensations of waves licking my legs then breaking on sand … and of fresh water falling from the sky too. I didn’t know whether I’d ever feel them again, but I did know this was the last of Ireland.


  Eventually my toes started to turn blue, so I shambled back to the cab, shoes in hand, soft rain soaking my clothes. The driver stamped out her cigarette and I climbed into the back where there was room to make myself look presentable for the camera.


  At the airport I paid off the cab and looked round for the crew. Ah, the goat riding an eight-legged rhino, huddled from the rain beside the entrance to the terminal … that’d be them. As I approached it resolved into a hairy boom mike towering over the black-clad cluster of camera, sound, director and runner. Given that they’d shot me leaving the hotel “today” in yesterday’s sunshine and it was now pouring with rain, I wondered how they were going to make that work. Then decided I didn’t care. I’d never see them again.


  “Morning!”, I said.


  “You’re wet!” – Chloe (camera).


  “Is that the same shirt?” – Michael (producer-director).


  “The taxi!” – Abby (runner).


  Declan (sound) remained silent.


  “Delighted to see you too. Yes, it’s the same shirt. Yes, I’m wet. What about the taxi?”


  “You arriving at the airport is one of the shots”, Michael explained with exaggerated patience … as if I hadn’t just seen him reading it off Abby’s clipboard.


  “Sounds brilliant”, I replied. “Perhaps you could have mentioned it before. What do we do now?”


  But Abby was already leaning into the first of the few waiting cabs, explaining that she wanted him to give up his place in the queue to drive me to the airport entrance, then back to the drop-off point. Money changed hands and she waved me over.


  →→→


  And so it went on. After arriving in a taxi we did reading The Kerryman – the local newspaper that the airport shop had sold out of; fortunately Declan had an old one in his bag – and going into security. I cleared security in about half a minute, then waited as instructed. I watched Michael debate with the airport manager and the head of security the issues raised by, and nuances of, a letter with a great crusty crest on top. They must have all read it at least three times – after the head of hawkeye services had dashed off to fetch his glasses – before it was concluded that the crew could indeed come airside and continue their shoot. So we swapped places and did coming out of security – but not shot head-on, in order to preserve the potency of the airport’s security arrangements – and waiting by the gate while still fascinated by The Kerryman. Then going through the gate and walking towards the plane. They might even have done climbing the steps, shutting the door, taxiing out, taking off and disappearing into low cloud for all I know, or care.


  The plane was awful wee: two seats each side of a fairly short aisle. And not busy. Which was great: I could do with some me-time. Of course there were the obligatory enquiries: “are ye famous?”, “what’s the fillum?”, “is it an advertisement, so?”. All from Irish passengers of course – we English would never be so forward. (Jeez, did I just say that? I’m Irish, for all feck. I guess I’ve lived in England so long…) Once we were all strapped in I stuck in a pair of earbuds and looked firmly out of the window.


  The respite drooped my eyelids, but I forced them apart again as we burst through the dark cloud into vivid sunshine and on up. The black folds of clag marched away to the east.


  After a while – probably just beyond Waterford – the clouds paled and thinned, then shredded to disclose a crazy paving of ludicrous greens, stitched through with erratic roads – plus one straight line, the railway – and punctured by occasional farmsteads. It only lasted a moment, and I returned my gaze to the cloudscape.


  At the next cloudbreak I had left the country of my birth, for I was over the sea. Such a prodigal bounty of water, unmatched throughout the known universe beyond this pale blue dot, our Earth. There was some shipping down there, but I found I only had eyes for the endlessly varying chops and serrations of the surface, the numberless blues and greens and greys, the shadows of clouds. For some reason my eyelids were wet.


  The Welsh coast was a fine strand of sunny yellow at the tip of the Gower peninsula, then thick clouds that I watched all the way across England until our descent took us down into their damp interior.


  →→→


  At Stansted – oops, that’s London Stansted International Airport – I was in no rush to leave the plane and face another camera crew. As I emerged landside there was a camera pointing vaguely in my direction while two black-clad figures kept looking down at a piece of paper and up at faces. I considered giving them a wave but didn’t want to spoil the shot, so I let them struggle on and instead looked around to take in the once-radical architecture. Today’s plan was to catch a train to London then another to my son’s place somewhere in the home counties – my Mayfair house was sold to a wealthy Russian some weeks ago – where my daughter would meet us after work. I’d then spend the evening and the next day with them and their partners and my grandchildren. I’d been a tough negotiator and the crew wouldn’t follow me beyond the destination station, nor shoot any family members. So they’d be out of my face in a couple of hours.


  They finally spotted me, and I duly obliged by walking to pass them close. I headed for the station.


  A hand on my shoulder, a “Dad!” in my ear, and there was my son.


  “I thought you were at work!”


  “I took the day off”, he replied. “Just for you!”


  We hugged, more warmly than I think either of us expected.


  Over his shoulder I saw the camera crew approaching, the red light declaring that they were shooting. I thought of remonstrating, then had an altogether better idea.


  “You came by car?”


  “Yes.”


  So I explained my plan.


  We agreed ten minutes and he set off for the car park. I stopped at a coffee place near the station entrance while the crew did reading the Financial Times over an americano. They came over for a brief chat – mainly to confirm they were following the right man – then I told them I was off to the loo and didn’t expect them to follow me. They agreed to keep an eye on my coffee for me.


  A few minutes later I had skirted round Check-in zone A and out to my son’s waiting car. In a movie the crew would emerge from the terminal, shaking their fists, at precisely the first too-late moment. That didn’t happen.


  “Why all the cloak-and-dagger?”, he asked as he drove us away. So I told him.


  →→→


  The next two days were off-limits for the cameras, and they are for you too.





  2. Farewell to England


  Despite offers from both my kids to drive me to Heathrow, I took the train. The reason I didn’t give was that I hate goodbyes-as-street-theatre: far better to take my leave in private. The other reason was to inhale London one more time.


  Now I’d distributed presents and keepsakes, I was down to a small bag which rolled easily behind me as I headed to Trafalgar square. There I perched on a wall and watched the world flow by.


  I screwed up my eyes against the bright sun to take a look at Nelson on his column. Two centuries ago I could easily have found myself serving in his navy to fight the French. And the Spanish. And the Americans. And others. Indeed, a man in any generation before mine risked being called to fight for his country. I felt again the tingle I got when I was selected for this mission, to be one of a team of civilians determined to achieve something that no nation-state dared … and in collaboration, not confrontation.


  Tiring of the pigeons and their shit, I moved on. I walked under Admiralty Arch and through St James’s Park paralleling the Mall, past Buckingham Palace and then on through Green Park to Hyde Park. I stored away the buds popping in the trees and that surprising sheet of still water, the Serpentine. I followed its length to the Italian Gardens and their exuberant fountains. There I stood downwind, so that their spray played on my face, and looked around and around again at the treed horizon. I was aware of the traffic and the bustle all around, but it was a soothing bustle.


  I took my time – I had allowed plenty – before resuming my walk once more, on towards the park exit at Lancaster Gate, up the broad tree-lined avenue Sussex Gardens and finally, via Spring Street, Paddington station.


  As the doors of the Heathrow Express hissed shut I was finally sealed off from city that had been so good to me for 30 years.


  →→→


  There were no cameras scheduled for today, either here or at my destination. MSM was keeping crew selections secret until later in the week, when they would be announced live on TV. They felt that cameras following finalists might give the game away to some alert paparazzo … many of whom did, after all, make a good living by snapping minor notables at major airports.


  I’d booked economy: the paps would not be covering plebs. Besides, I might as well get used to cramped conditions. But someone at the airline was clearly on the ball: a staff member shimmered into existence at my elbow, escorted me to the high rollers’ check-in queue and issued me a first class boarding pass. As I thanked them I resisted the temptation to wave towards the red light of the camera discreetly capturing the moment from the shadows above the baggage belt.


  I wasn’t sure whether paps are allowed airside, so I played safe and avoided the airline lounge – I’d used it loads of times when my employer was paying, so it wasn’t as if I was missing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity or anything. I hung back at the gate and boarded among the economy passengers.


  →→→


  Airborne once more, I voraciously took in the gorgeousness scrolling beneath the plane: Windsor, Reading, Didcot and the extraordinary swathes of green between that still dominate this crowded corner of the country. On over the Cotswolds and so to the gentler undulations of Wiltshire. It was a perfect day for drinking in the last of England.


  The plan fell apart somewhere before Bristol, whether from the exhaustion of the long days of walking and nights of talking over the weekend, the exquisite comfort of the premium seat or the ministrations of one Daniels, JN, late of Lynchburg, Tennessee I cannot say.


  Next thing I knew I was peering down at the savage molars of Greenland, sunlight sparking and jabbing off the jagged whiteness. It certainly looked hostilely cold down there, but was probably warmer than -10ºC. Outside the plane window it was -32ºC according to the display in front of me. Where I was going the average temperature was more like -55ºC. Sobering.


  The cabin crew had noticed me stirring and with no fuss I was furnished in succession with a sharp-dressed salad, a peppered steak with actual forkable vegetables and wines to suit, finishing with a cheese selection ushered down with an excellent port. This was the life!


  I dozed off again soon after lunch. It was definitely the exhaustion. Or the seat. Or the wine.


  →→→


  What can you say about Orlando International Airport? On the plus side, the buildings are symmetrical, which is vaguely pleasing from the air. And the palm-fringed lake you cross on the train ride from your gate cluster to the central building is better than concrete. Not sure it’s better than, you know, parking the planes next to the terminal, but let that pass. What else? Oh, there are some indoor trees. And the wee fountain is a nice touch. (That’s wee as in small, by the way.)


  On the not-so-plus side it seemed utterly chaotic. There was a long wait for Immigration. Even though the cabin crew had held back the Economy hordes in the prescribed fashion, there seemed to be at least one plane-load in front of us. It was probably just the bad luck of several international flights arriving at around the same time, but less than half the immigration desks were staffed so I’m not going to exonerate the airport for that.


  Several passengers were tempted to try the automated immigration kiosks, but judging from their seething frustration the odds were worse than Vegas.


  When I was finally called forward the Immigration officer was noticeably more pleasant than my usual experience. (USA might be the land of customer service, but somehow that mindset rarely affects public servants.) We did have a tricky moment over ‘purpose of visit’, but she must’ve been following the TV hype because once I found the right words to explain it I was suddenly a VIP. She stapled the requisite bit of card to my passport and left unspoken the awkward issue: I would be exiting the USA vertically. Somebody at some point would have some tricky paperwork to deal with. I managed not to worry.


  As I moved through to baggage reclaim I took a look over my shoulder. If I hadn’t been upgraded today I’d be somewhere near the back of the throng now crowding the hall. Not that I could see the back… Another blessing counted.


  I smugly trundled my bag past the carousel – now choked with luggage – and quickly breezed through Customs. After that passengers appeared to be checking their bags back in for the train ride to the main terminal, and would presumably have to retrieve them once more in a few minutes. I asked a guy I recognised from the flight about this and he confirmed. What’s more, he said, if they had a connecting flight from the other side of the airport they’d have to go through security again a few minutes after that.


  Like I said, chaotic.


  →→→


  As I left the train I was back to being an ordinary. I’d queue for a taxi, attempt to explain my destination in a way the driver could understand, try not to get ripped off on the fare then agonise over the right level of tip.


  As I emerged landside my eyes enviously raked the cluster of drivers holding boards. None displayed my name. Of course.


  Then a taller, smarter driver – wearing the full grey chauffeur’s uniform, no less – pushed through the throng and held out her hand.


  “Welcome to Orlando! You prefer to be called Lol, right?”. I recognised her: the owner of the airline.


  “Dame Wendy! Wow! Hello. And, er, thank you. Yes it’s Lol. I didn’t… What’s …? Er…”. Me at my suave best!


  She took my bag, gestured me to the exit, led me to a massive limo, opened the door and waited for me to get in. Moments later we were heading for the freeway.


  Over the intercom – the car was too long for normal conversation – she started quizzing me. “I’m really impressed with your decision to do this.”


  She’s starting with flattery – no need to respond. There’ll be more.


  “I mean, I’m pretty adventurous” – true; she’s famous for it – “but I could never do what you’re doing.”


  I grunted. And here it comes …


  “So tell me why you decided to do it.”


  “If you’re as interested as you seem to be, you’ll have heard my answer over and again on the TV: always fascinated by Mars, crave to see Earth from space, want to be part of something huge”, I replied. “What part of that don’t you accept?!”


  Push her onto the back foot a little … she does, after all, operate her own space tourism business and my contract does include extensive non-disclosure clauses. But then it also includes promotion and PR clauses, so I must calibrate my responses carefully.


  “No, no, I accept that absolutely! But there must have been factors the other way: the risks, spending the rest of your life with three people you haven’t chosen and probably don’t even know, leaving Earth forever for a deserted, hostile world. I’d just like to understand how you decided to face up to all those things. As I say, I wouldn’t have the guts to do that.”


  “Fair enough”, I chuckled. “First off, your legacy is here on Earth. Your brand is everywhere. You are surrounded by your achievements. Plus you’re a bit of an extrovert, and extroverts need an audience. None of those things applies to me.


  “I have been successful in my field, but once a currency future or an interest rate swap closes out there’s nothing left to see or touch. Since I retired I’ve come to realise that the things that obsessed my waking life for 30 years haven’t really added much to the sum of human wellbeing.”


  “Really? If they were worthless, how did you get rich?”


  “I’m not saying they were worthless: I’m sure the goods and services they made possible have contributed to health, wealth and happiness for loads of people. But I can’t prove it.”


  She broke the awkward silence. “So?”


  “So the first human flight to Mars does add to the sum of human wellbeing. Exploration is hard-coded into our species. By being on the first flight I’m helping pave the way for more exploration. And for a better future: living on only one planet is a risk for our species, and we are on the verge of removing that risk. That’s the legacy I want.”


  “OK, I buy that. In fact I respect that. But a one-way journey … no prospect of return. How do you face up to that? Never again feeling the warm sun on your skin, the rain on your cheek. Never seeing your loved ones again. I mean, that’s huge!”


  And there it was: the too-familiar lump in the throat, the moisture around the eyes. “Yes, it is”, was all I could manage.


  After a while I added, “Thanks for reminding me!”. She had the sensitivity not to reply. I was warming to her.


  After another while I continued, “The moment I told my wife I’d applied for the mission she packed a bag and left. She has refused to see me or speak to me since. Until that moment we’d been together and mainly happy for 32 years. So, yes, pretty huge.


  “I could probably have won her back if I’d withdrawn my application. But the drive to do this is too strong – I couldn’t even get myself to think about backing out, even though my chances of being selected were thousands to one at that stage.”


  I peered moodily out at route 528 – otherwise known as The Bee Line – a dismal strip of dead-straight road between low trees across flat terrain.


  “Can I ask you something else?”, she ventured.


  As long as you take us onto less-raw territory. “OK.”


  “I know how much you’re paying for this …”


  “How?”, I interrupted.


  She laughed. “It’s not widely known yet, but I’m a backer of MSM. Not a major one, but I wanted to be part of it too.”


  I wondered how that should affect my replies. Not at all, I decided.


  “You were saying …”


  “This is costing you a massive amount of money. I’ve no idea how much you’re worth, and I don’t want to know. But … do you have kids?”


  Ah, I see where she’s going with this.


  “You mean, why am I spaffing all this cash on self-indulgence rather than leaving it to my family? Because I’ve left them provided for. I didn’t divorce my wife, so she’ll keep getting my pension as long as I live … and a substantial widow’s pension after that. My kids are successful professionals, and I’d like to think my part in their upbringing helped with that. And there’s enough left to give my grandchildren a leg-up when they become young adults. Besides, I might write a lucrative book about my experiences … and I certainly won’t have anything to spend the royalties on!”


  “Yeah, your background … I should have known you’d have it all worked out”, she conceded. “Do you know who else has been selected?”


  “No. Like me, they’ll know and they’ll be in transit now. I assume they can’t be using your airline, or you wouldn’t have to ask!”


  That earned me a chuckle, followed by “Ah, but my question was whether you knew! So you don’t find out until tomorrow’s big TV revelation?”


  I hesitated. In truth the communication from MSM had been a bit scanty. They’d just asked me the name of my hotel so they could pick me up at 8:00am. No hint of where I’d be going or what would happen when. But I wasn’t going to talk them down to a third party.


  “You’ll find out!”, was all I could think of.


  “You seem very calm about it. What if your crewmates are selfish, or bullies, or smell or something? You’ll be stuck with them literally for the rest of your life!”


  “Suppose I knew. What could I do about it? Apart from walk away – and forfeit my fare, of course. I just have to trust that the process that selected a jewel like me managed to pick three more jewels as well.”


  “Crikey!”


  Spoken like a control freak!


  “Besides, you’re forgetting something”, I added.


  “What’s that?”


  “We’re heading into unknown conditions. Yes, there are over 50 years of space exploration to draw on. And yes, they’ve run a heap of simulations. But the six guys who spent 520 days pretending to go to Mars and back knew they were really in a shed in Moscow.” I think I started to sound a bit shrill around this point. “We’ll know we really are going on the longest trip our species has ever undertaken, and the only way to find out how that affects people is to go ahead and do it. So maybe it’ll be me who turns out to be selfish or a bully. None of us knows. That’s why it’s important to find out.”


  “You know what”, she replied after a while, “it’s definitely not for me but I can tell that it’s exactly right for you.” I had certainly been speaking louder and faster.


  “And another thing”, I went on. “This idea of leaving home forever in the company of strangers would have been quite familiar to generations of our ancestors. Our species started in Africa. Starting then and going right up to the 1950s, if you settled abroad you never saw your family again. Until the 1850s the same would have been true if you moved 100 miles within the same country, unless you were rich. We’ve become soft and cautious. Besides, unlike them we’ll have email – communication in minutes rather than months.”


  I hadn’t talked to anyone like this for ages and it was doing me good. Well, I had spoken to friends and family of course but they were affected by my decision so those conversations were a bit loaded. And I’d talked extensively to the psychiatrists during the selection process, and those conversations were obviously very loaded. This was open, honest and refreshing.


  “Thank you”, I said after a while.


  “You’re welcome. What for?”


  “Well obviously the upgrade and the limo ride have been a wonderful treat, but really I’m thanking you for this talk.”


  “Sure. It’s a pleasure getting to know you. And you’ve changed my views on a lot of things.”


  With that we fell silent.


  Over the intercom I heard the satnav enunciate, “in one mile exit to 95 south”. How the …? Then I remembered the flight attendant checking our visa waiver forms “to make sure you don’t get held up unnecessarily”, which is definitely not part of the usual service. Now I understood: it was all so she could get the address of my hotel. So, they had mounted quite an operation to enable the boss to interrogate me. But I’d succumbed to her charm, as I guess they knew I would.


  →→→


  When we drew up in front of my frankly skanky hotel, the entire staff – that is, the guy on the front desk – came out to gawp at what was probably the hotel’s first and last ever stretch limo. Unperturbed, Dame Wendy played the part of the chauffeur to a fault, holding the door and carrying my luggage into the foyer then throwing me a salute. But it was a cheeky salute, followed by a handshake and then an unexpected hug. I was touched.


  As I checked in I watched the street in the big mirror that the designer probably thought made the lobby look spacious. The limo drew across the street and pulled up in a side road behind another car. Dame Wendy got into the back, tossing down her peaked cap and running a hand through her hair, and a real driver stepped out of the second car and slid into the driving seat. Before he had started the engine she was talking on her mobile and firing up a tablet computer.


  →→→


  “Welcome to the Indian River Supreme, sir”, said Rudy as he checked me in. “I gotta ask: if you can afford a limo ride, why are you staying with us? I mean it’s a fine hotel and all, but you look like you could afford to stay downtown or on the coast.”


  It was true, I could. But I wasn’t about to explain to him that I was being frugal with my kids’ inheritance. So I fobbed him off with, “the ride was a treat but this is on my own dollar”. We both knew it wasn’t an explanation, but we both knew too that he couldn’t push it. Besides, his eyes had kept sliding across to the TV under the counter since I’d arrived, and now they had locked on fully.


  So I climbed the stairs – Rudy had suggested the elevator, but it was only one storey – and found my room. It was niggardly by US standards, but would have been palatial in London. The décor had once been a sort of apricot, I guessed. Now it was peeling, bruised and faded. But the room and the bathroom were spotlessly clean. And there was a window that opened – hooray! I’d shortly be living on nothing but processed air, so a good honest breeze, however humid, was a treat to be savoured.


  →→→


  Once I had unpacked I decided to go for a walk. I had only grabbed a few brief lungfuls of fresh air since Hyde Park this morning, which now seemed a world away.


  Opposite the hotel entrance vacant lots, caged in unravelling rusty fences, stretched away towards a distant roar. Through gangling weeds I could just make out a freeway off-ramp. Along the street a single storey shed bore faded, peeling letters that had probably once read Jeff & Lee’s Tire Center. It was firmly closed, though whether for the day or forever was unclear. As I ambled towards it the only other building on the street came into view. That one was definitely closed for good: the showroom front was boarded up and the sign that had once swung from a 6-metre post was gone. I continued to the road’s dead-end then headed back.


  As I crossed the empty reaches between the boarded-up showroom and the hotel, a gust brought me the flat odour of frying from the fast food outlets on the next street over. I was glad I had eaten well earlier.


  As I approached the hotel I tried to find the spot where the photo on the booking website had been shot. I sort of did, though the reality was a lot more shabby and hunched than the photo. The hotel had maybe 20 rooms on two floors. It was faced in the same apricot as the interior of my room. The succulents fringing the entrance in the photo were mainly dead stems. I should have checked with a travel adviser website. I toyed with moving to another hotel, but I was to be collected from here in the morning so it would have to do.


  There were three cars in the parking lot. The decrepit red Japanese subcompact in the only shaded spot must have belonged to Rudy. The other two were shiny new poverty models that shouted rental car, so at least I wasn’t the only traveller who’d been suckered.


  Thankfully Rudy was on the phone as I crossed the lobby. Behind him was a door marked “Spa”, so I pushed through to see what fresh horrors that entailed. It led outside to a small swimming pool (with the usual yard-long catalogue of warnings and prohibitions in block caps). It looked rather inviting, against the odds, so I dashed up to my room for a towel then back to the pool.


  I hadn’t thought to bring a swimsuit, but the pool was screened off from adjacent properties and there was no-one about so I stripped off and dived in. It was only about 5 metres long. I decided on 20 lengths – equivalent to about 4 of a standard pool – and set off at a fast crawl. I didn’t push off on my turns, otherwise I wouldn’t actually have had to swim at all.


  As I completed the final length I was aware of passing through a shadow. I stopped and turned, elbows hoiked over the side of the pool, to see what it was: a skinny woman.


  “Hi!”, she said, “That sure looks tempting!”, and started to peel off her blue bikini.


  “It’s not bad, but the chlorine’s a bit strong”, I replied as I levered myself out. “Enjoy!”, I threw back over my shoulder as I wrapped myself in the towel and headed back to my room.


  →→→


  I had slept brilliantly and eaten even better on the flight. I’d said all my goodbyes. My presence in Florida was embargoed until after tomorrow’s TV announcement, so I couldn’t tweet anything of substance. I went onto Twitter anyway, and caught up with all that was fresh and new in cute cats, breaking news and festering shitstorms.


  I soon tired of that. So I started writing this account instead. And what a fascinating business it’s turning out to be. I hadn’t written anything except business reports since finishing full-time eduction, and have been intrigued by the whole process of what to say and what to omit from an account like this. Originally I planned only to while away the time – my quip to Dame Wendy about writing a book had been just that – but now I’m starting to wonder if this might be of some interest to my family.


  It’s also a sobering experience to engage in reflection. I’ve spent all my adult life looking forwards – the next deal, the next holiday, the next business trip, the next family outing – and going back over things contains surprises, like something in the background of a photo that you didn’t see when you shot it.


  For instance, was the woman by the pool making sexual advances? I mean it’s not impossible. There have always been women attracted to my red hair; I don’t understand why, but it’s observed fact. My hair is starting to grey now, but only on my head. To me nudity is just an absence of clothes, and the best way to go swimming. But what if she associated nudity with sex? I was completely blind to the possibility in the moment, but I realise now – as I write much later – that it’s a plausible hypothesis.


  →→→


  As I wrote on through the night, music playing quietly on my laptop, I was distracted by tottering footsteps followed by a loud knock on the door across the hall. It was late for a meal delivery – about 11 – so my curiosity got the better of me and I tiptoed over to peer through the spyhole.


  The door opposite opened, silhouetting a lightly-clad woman in long high-heel boots. “Hi, darl, I’m Cinnamon”, she said, and pushed into the room. Seems I had underestimated the hotel’s sleaziness. I returned to my writing and turned up the music.





  3. A crew is born


  The following morning, a Sunday, I woke early – of course – and went for another dip. It was 05.30, outside the advertised pool hours, so I kept it quiet.


  After a shower I went to see what the Indian River Supreme had to offer by way of breakfast. A coffee maker with a pot full of cold black sludge and a vending machine seemed to be the answer.


  I tossed out the stale coffee, searched the nearby cupboards, found makings and set a fresh pot to brew. The vending machine offered chocolate bars, bags of sweets and a couple of muffins sweating in their cellophane death masks. I had skipped dinner last night and it was late morning UK time, so I hazarded a muffin; I had almost decided to leave behind my bag of US coins when packing yesterday, but was now glad I hadn’t. Until I took my first bite. The coffee machine gave its final paf. I filled a plastic cup and took a cautious swig. It was awful.


  I took my breakfast back to my room, knowing I’d better force it down anyway. Because today was the day I had been dreading: the announcement broadcast. The only information I had was that I would be collected from the hotel at 08.00. Nothing on what to wear, what to do or say, or … well, anything. I guessed there would be a briefing before we went live.


  Not that any amount of briefing would settle my nerves. Yes, I’d been on TV during the selection process, but that was mainly cameras looking in on what was happening anyway. There had been interviews, but they had been brief and informal, and edited sympathetically before broadcast. Live TV was a whole different kettle of worms.


  I caught up on my email as I ingested the revolting breakfast, but was in no mood to send any replies. My family – bless them – all knew how much I hated being the centre of attention and had sent a sheaf of encouraging messages. The one that made me cry read:


  
    Dear granda,


    You are my herro for being a spaceman. Mummy says you dont want to be on telly but I want to watch you so there.


    love and big sloppy kisses,

  


  →→→


  At about 07.00 I realised that sitting in my room fretting was doing me no good, so I put on the only smart clothing I had, a suit, then packed and checked out. Rudy said he’d look after my case while I went for a long brisk walk to work off some adrenaline. I ranged further afield than I had the night before, but I couldn’t tell you what I saw. I just walked and walked, and concentrated on breathing deeply.


  I got back to the Supreme just before 08.00 and paced the foyer awaiting my ride. After a while Rudy spoke (there must have been an ad break on the TV). “So, you gonna watch the show?”


  “Which show is that?”


  “The space one – where they decide who’s going to Mars. It’s happening right here in Florida!”


  “I think I’ll be busy then. I’ll try and catch it later.” This exchange pleased me.


  I resumed pacing. He resumed watching whatever it was he was watching. No-one came down for breakfast or to use the pool. No-one checked out. No car pulled up to the entrance. Just me, pacing, and Rudy, static.


  Finally, at nearly 08.20, a car pulled up. In size and condition it bisected yesterday’s limo and Rudy’s battered heap. In colour it bisected white and khaki, but not in a good way: on a colour chart it would probably come in at off-puke.


  The driver peeled himself off the seat and slouched towards the hotel. Until that moment I hadn’t realised it’s possible to wear a jacket and tie ironically. He gave the door a moment to open automatically. It declined. He pushed it open, looked at a piece of paper, looked at Rudy, looked at me, and said, “Meezlonce?”


  I must have looked as confused as I felt, for he gave it another go. “Meester Lawrence?”


  “Close enough.”


  “Follow me.”


  I followed him. Rudy did not return my wave.


  Crown_Victoria_LX proclaimed the boot lid with a typographical finesse rarely seen outside kindergarten. The driver popped it open and I wedged my case in between a bag of charcoal briquettes, a dented steel toolbox and a faintly disturbing tarpaulin bundle.


  I climbed into the back of the car, closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind of everything except the impending ordeal. I’d never watched reality TV, but enough had rubbed off from satires and out-take shows to give me at least some idea of how it went. So … most of it would be going where I was told, pulling the right faces for the close-up camera and, above all, smiling like an eejit. All that would be just a matter of concentration. No, it was the inane questions that I dreaded. The temptation to give sarcastic or laconic answers would be near-irresistible. And I was quite capable of being sarcastic and laconic simultaneously. So I settled down to imagine questions and practise possible answers in my head.


  →→→


  I was still doing it when the car came to a decisive halt. We were in a parking lot at the back entrance to somewhere. My driver opened the door for me, fished my case out of the trunk, then handed me an autograph book in a clear plastic cover with tissue paper between the pages. I hadn’t seen anything like it for years. “Sign please? For my niña.”


  Well that was a first. I signed and handed back the book.


  “¡Gracias!”, he said shaking my hand vigorously while looking down at the open book as if possessing this particular collection of pen-strokes was somehow miraculous. “And good luck!”


  OK, that explained it. Someone on the project had leaked. Ah well…


  As he slid back into the car, nodding and waving like billy-o, a smart young fella dressed in black appeared. He too was after some hand-on-hand action. “Hi, I’m Cody. Welcome!” He broke eye contact to straighten my tie then turned for the door. “This way.” I was teeming with unasked questions, but he kept rabbiting on about hoping I’d had a good journey and how stoked he was to meet me and what an awesome day it was going to be. He didn’t let up until we arrived at a door like any other. He pushed it open and ushered me in.


  “This is you. I’ll be back when it’s time.”


  “So can you tell me …?”, but I was asking a closing door.


  It was the weirdest office I’d ever waited in. There was a radio attached to one wall, blasting out some over-caffeinated presenter hectoring a noisy audience. There was no window, no decoration, just a chair behind a big table against the wall facing a large mirror. The radio only had a volume knob and no way of changing stations, but that was fine since I just wanted a bit of silence to try and recapture the calm I had constructed in the car. I paced the room.


  I noticed the mirror had lights round it. Hang on…


  Cody knocked and entered. “Ready for you now. Follow me.” I obeyed.


  “So can you tell me …?”, but he shushed me and pointed towards some tall curtains we were approaching.


  He brought me to a halt by grabbing my arm. He muttered urgently in my ear, “Remember, don’t walk on too fast. Shake hands with Ricky. He’ll ask you two or three questions. We need enthusiastic, punchy, simple answers – this isn’t Jeopardy. When he’s done he’ll get you a round of applause and you walk over to the fourth spot on the floor, stage left. It has your initials on it.”


  He pushed me forward to just behind the curtains. The over-caffeinated presenter – Ricky – was clearly on the other side. “And now”, he said, “let’s meet the first of our lucky crew members…”


  Cody held me back by the arm and muttered “VT” in my ear. Then at some cue I missed, and long before I worked out what VT meant, he gave me a firm push out between the curtains.


  I walked out on jelly legs across a vast expanse of shiny floor, remembering to keep it steady. I could see only bright lights, but I could sense the audience beyond from their whoops and cheers. Ricky might have kept talking – I was in no state to notice. My heart was racing. My mouth was dry. My breath came rapidly.


  I was still some way from Ricky when I put out my hand, but apparently that played well: eager, open, stoked even. We accomplished the handshake like it was the easiest thing. Because it was. Though he did use two hands. I hate that.


  “So, Lawrence, Lol, how does it feel to be going to Mars?”


  Oh, so that’s what this is all about!


  “Fantastic! I always believed I would one day, but to be picked for the first mission … well, I’m just, er …”


  “Stoked?”


  “Stoked!”


  Now that two men in their 50s had used it on live TV, stoked must surely have lost any remaining coolth.


  “Fantastic. You do know this is just about the biggest adventure man has ever undertaken?”


  Well, duh! That was pretty obvious when I decided to apply. And I was there at the time.


  “Of course. That’s why I applied.”


  “And what does your family think?”


  My wife walked out on me.


  “My granddaughter emailed me this morning to say I was her hero.”


  “Fantastic! I think there are some other people here who think the same. Let’s hear it for Lol!”


  And that was it. Just a quick unscripted handshake – only one hand this time – and I was walking towards the far side of the stage, failing to find a spot on the floor with ‘LO’ on it, while the audience clapped and cheered.


  “So join us after the break”, Ricky was saying, “to meet the second crew member.” The lights went down, Cody shimmied on and shunted me to my spot and muttered “Good job!” in my ear. He fastened a watch to my left wrist. “When it’s time to wave, use this hand. Sponsors.” Then he disappeared into the gloom.


  I watched Ricky intently studying a card he’d pulled from an inside pocket, lips moving. Then we just stood there until a voice on the PA said “on air in ten … nine …”. Well, you can guess the rest. My heart rate had recovered now, and I was as eager as the rest of the audience to see who my crewmates would be. Actually, it mattered a whole lot more to me than it did to them. Obviously.


  Now I was calm I could pay attention to Ricky. He managed to convey the impression, without ever telling an untruth, that every finalist – 64 had made the final stage of the selection process – was waiting nervously behind the curtain right now.


  He was starting to refer to she and her now. He directed us to the big screen at the back of the stage – ah, so that’s why he and I were standing so far apart – and there were quick-cut shots from Selection. Don’t forget the close-up camera. I quickly identified the person who was common to all the clips: Meena! She and I had been in the same cohort, and we’d got along really well together. She was from somewhere in India, Punjab I think. She was sharp, friendly and had a great sense of humour. Fantastic!


  “So now let’s meet our second lucky crew member. Please welcome to the stage, from New Delhi, India … Yasmina Sanghera!”


  She strode on with confidence and poise, glorious in a sari, hardly looking her 40-odd years. Ricky asked her similar questions, but not the family one: Meena was a widow with no kids. He asked instead about her journey here, which enabled him to end on some quip about her next journey being a bit longer than that.


  As she was clapped over to my side of the stage we exchanged a wink (away from the audience to keep it off-camera). She passed her spot and kept on towards me, so I held out my hand. She brushed it aside and gave me a hug instead. “I like the suit. I’m so glad it’s you”, she whispered.


  “Sari, you, ditto”, I replied as she broke the clinch to go to her spot.


  “So we now know half the crew. Do you wanna see who’s next?”, asked Ricky.


  To no-one’s surprise, the audience indicated that they did.


  “Yeah! Right on!”


  To no-one’s surprise, the audience indicated that they agreed with Ricky agreeing with them.


  “This lady impressed the selectors with her fitness and agility, her achievements in business and sport, her academic record and her truly multinational outlook.” No, me neither, but it sure sounded impressive. “Let’s take a look.”


  We swivelled towards the big screen. Don’t forget the close-up camera. I didn’t recognise anybody, but didn’t expect to: it was remarkable enough to have two of us from the same cohort, and a third would have prompted an enquiry. As the clips became focused on fewer and fewer people it quickly became clear that they would end on the skinny woman in her 30s. She looked oriental, but too pale. The short blonde hair could be fake, and so could the blue eyes I guess, but the effect was arresting. Don’t forget the close-up camera.


  “So now let’s meet our third lucky crew member. Please welcome to the stage, from Karaportti, Finland … Kimiko Järvinen!”


  She came on hesitantly at first, but soon settled into a longer stride. She was wearing what appeared to be a woollen kimono. And the bonnet owed more to northern Europe than to Japan. (I’m describing this badly – I’m not a clothes person. You maybe saw it for yourself on TV.) Taken together with her unsmiling face, the effect on her lean frame was – frankly – “fuck you, this is me!”. It certainly kicked Ricky into a different demeanour: instead of shaking her hand, he went to kiss it, changed his mind and ended up cranking her elbow.


  His questions this time were flustered. We learned only that she had travelled from Helsinki.


  At the applause, Kimiko came over to us and shook us both by the hand – in a sort of I’m-leaning-back-from-you way – and assumed her spot. Then it was another ad break.


  Cody and two of his black-clad mates came on and tweaked our necklines. Kimiko’s made a minute adjustment to her hair. I took a look at the watch I had been given, a heavy garish affair, and noticed that the other two had been fitted with smaller versions.


  “Remember, after the fourth crew member”, muttered Cody, “we all gather upstage centre for the photos.”


  I don’t know why he kept saying “remember”. I’d heard none of this before.


  “Where’s upstage then?”


  “At the back, under the screen. It’s OK, I’ll be with you.”


  Left to stand like a spare usher at a wedding, I reflected on the footage they had shown so far. Both compilations had included footage of distorted faces from the centrifuge test – irresistible to video editors, I suppose, but hardly informative – and mine probably had too …


  That was about as far as I got before we were back on air.


  “Okaay!”, said Ricky, “we have our first three crew members. Let’s hear it for Lawrence.” Don’t forget the close-up camera. “Let’s hear it for Yasmina. Let’s hear it for Kimiko.”


  “So do you wanna see the final crew member?”, asked Ricky.


  The response this time was a bit ambivalent, and I knew why: the crowd were going to feel affronted if the fourth person out of the curtains was another foreigner.


  Punching the air, “I said, do you wanna see the final crew member?”, and this time they remembered they were on live TV.


  “This young gentleman amazed the selectors with the innovativitatory way he raised funds.” A couple of whoops from the audience – clearly someone knew who that meant. “He impressed them with his intelligence, his openness, his energy. Let’s take a look.”


  We turned once more towards the big screen. Don’t forget the close-up camera. I quickly picked up the young black guy, barely in his 20s. I saw searing concentration on his Selection tasks, an easy confidence and a forbidding countenance. Don’t forget the close-up camera. Ah, better: he was smiling in the last clip.


  “So now let’s meet our fourth and final lucky crew member. Please welcome to the stage, from Seattle, Washington … Beau-re-gaaard Rob-in-son!”


  Isn’t he getting the big build-up, so?


  Beauregard ambled on with a confident, loping stride, one arm swinging wide and the other waving a Stars & stripes above his head. He was tall, but shorter than me, and dressed as an airline pilot: dark suit, peaked cap with a badge, two rings on his cuffs (so at least he was only claiming to be a junior pilot). Then I saw the insignia on his breast and understood: this must be the quid pro quo for Dame Wendy’s backing. To offset the establishment look he wore his tie loose, his top button open and his hat at a jaunty angle. He waved over Ricky’s head at the crowd, who were giving him by far the biggest cheer. Ricky held his hand at an odd angle, obviously hoping to execute some complex street greeting, but Beauregard tweaked it level and administered a regulation handshake. That got a guffaw from the crowd.


  “So, Beau, how does it feel to be going to Mars?”


  “Faz!”


  “Er … um … well I sure hope that means good. So you raised your fare by fund crowding. How does that work?”


  “Crowd funding”, he corrected gently, “is when a bunch of strangers each pay a small amount to make a big thing happen.” Full marks for the concise definition.


  “So what do these frowd … crundy … guys, get in return?”


  “You mean apart from the satisfaction of knowing they put me on Mars?”, tapping himself on the chest. The audience liked that. “They each get their name, plus a personal message …”, and here he patted his inside pocket, “… on the surface of another world. How cool is that?!”


  “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s hear it for a young man who will clearly go far!”


  I don’t know if Ricky meant that for a pun, but it was truly awful.


  The backstage ninjas came on and ushered us upstage, while Ricky ran through our names again to keep the applause going. Cody planted a baseball cap on my head. “Yeah, sponsor. When you hear ‘hats off’ wave it above your head – same hand as the watch, remember. We might call for you to put it back on again – we’ll see how it pans out.”


  And there we stood, shoulder to shoulder, the crew of MSM 1. Ricky was in front of us, sweeping the air with his arm, bawling out our names or shouting out stuff like, “They’re going to Mars! Yeah! Yeah! The crew of MSM 1, right here in the studio.” We were in turn waving our watches or our hats, then standing still like adults, all to order. I looked along the row and was surprised that the other three all looked as desperate for this to end as I felt. I wondered whether Rudy behind his desk at the Supreme was enjoying this as much as he’d hoped.


  “My gohd, look at us ya? The handsome, the bubbly, the gorgeous and the cooool!”, said Meena. It wasn’t funny, but we seized on it and laughed. Those were the images that went round the world.


  →→→


  And that was it. The live TV show, only thing I’d been dreading, was over.


  Except in one respect it wasn’t. The order we had been introduced somehow became an order of seniority in many minds. To them, I was the captain, Meena the mate, Kimi the crew and Beau the cabin boy.


  That was not the agreed protocol. Each area of responsibility on the ship would be assigned to one of us, who would have absolute authority over it. And they would be shared around: one of the behaviours tested extensively in Selection was the ability to switch between giving and receiving orders in chaotic situations.


  In any case there would be no situations that required immediate decisive action. If something went badly wrong we’d either have plenty of time to think it through or we’d be dead before we knew it.


  Despite knowing all this, my crewmates sometimes fell into the same way of thinking. Even as I write this, a couple of months later in interplanetary space, I am occasionally called Skipper.


  →→→


  The hour following the show was frustrating, almost if it had been designed to stop us getting to know each other.


  The audience remained in the studio to watch the next show, a documentary profiling the four of us. (I was told this later by my granddaughter.) It started with the Selection footage glimpsed before we walked on and ended with a replay of what we had just endured. In between they used recent walking-about footage, such as the stuff shot by Michael in Ireland. I don’t think any of us ever watched it – we needed to know one another much better than that.


  Once we’d left the stage our ninjas took us away, mine to what I now recognised as my dressing room and the others likewise I guess.


  “Here’s your profile for the press release”, said Cody, handing me a single sheet. “You wanna mark up any corrections? Mary will be with you shortly.”


  “Who?!” But I was again asking a closing door. Right, that was enough of being pushed around. I stepped out of my cell and retraced my steps to the entrance door, stepped out and sucked in some fresh air. Whatever you say about Florida – and who doesn’t? – copious sun is a blessing. I shrugged off my jacket, dangled it over one shoulder and enjoyed some rays. If I’d been a smoker I’d have had something to do.


  There was not much to see, apart from a lurking limo, low-rise buildings, a vast parking lot, short insipid trees – mostly palms – and swags of power line. Oh, and an A380 – gear down – sinking majestically towards the horizon. I guessed, correctly as it turned out, that I was back in Orlando.


  Ricky came bustling out. He looked older and downcast, presumably aware that he hadn’t handled the last two interviews well. He dived into the limo. It pulled away. I waved. He didn’t.


  →→→


  When my normal cheery composure had seeped back, I returned to my room. There was Mary, a short, dark and aggressively thin woman in her late 30s with a severe bun and a kind face. She made no comment on my extra-cameral excursive activity, but she looked the sort to use that kind of language.


  “Hi, I’m Mary. So pleased to meet you!”


  “Hello Mary.” We shook. “You have the advantage of me. Should I know who you are at all?”


  “Er, yes if you read your joiner pack.”


  “And what joiner pack is that?”


  “The one we sent you two weeks ago.”


  I shook my head.


  “Why didn’t you tell us you hadn


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  




  5. Farewell to family


  The next week – including both weekends – was assigned for final farewells to our families and friends. My children and their partners brought my grandchildren, and one of my sisters from Ireland came along too. We all had a great time. I think that’s all you need to know.
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