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I was five when my mom brought me to Mars with her on a colony ship. Mars was still an angry, red planet at the time. My mom was a brilliant geologist and ecologist who wanted to see the rusty landscape before it was completely washed away. Her job was to study first-hand how the molecular constructors had started to resurface the face of Jupiter’s warrior son during their first hundred years of labor. The microscopic robots were gradually softening both Mars’s temperament and color. We came to watch.

My father was less interested in science. He was a shuttle pilot who ferried folks between Earth and Luna. His contract kept him from joining us, and we left him behind on Earth. He never came to Mars, even when his contract lapsed. Mom said he had always hated mythology.

“I still don’t know why he ditched us, Sweet-pea,” I said. I plopped a dish of soymilk onto the counter. She leaped up to lap it. I ran my fingers through her calico fur and down along her arching back. She purred while she drank. “I know what it’s like to lose family. This planet takes who it wants when it wants. What I don’t understand is why anyone would willingly abandon their family.”

Sweet-pea looked up from her bowl, her luminous, green eyes blinking sleepily at me. She was getting ready to saunter off for a nap. I snatched her up in my arms and scratched her behind the ears. I dumped us into a comfortable chair in the living room and continued my lecture.

“Parents do stuff without explanation and expect kids to accept it without question. That’s been the parent-child dynamic for centuries, you know, because kids are either too afraid or too confused, to ask why.”

A distressed meow signaled that Sweet-pea was finished with me. I set her down on the floor. She bolted for the living room chair. She flicked her tail at me as she went. Green saucers soon glared at me from the darkness beneath it.

“Deep down, I probably didn’t want to know why he left us. I should have demanded my mom explain it to me. Maybe I would have hated her a little less for bringing me here and my father a little less for not coming with us.”

Sweet-pea ignored me. She licked her paw and ran it along the top of her head. Having lost my confidant, I ambled back to the kitchen. I eventually forgave my mom as we settled in for our life together on the Mars colony. My feelings for my father were a different story altogether.

My thoughts went back to the conversation that had started me thinking about all of this. It had been just last night at the colony library with the folks from my Wednesday night reading group. Most everyone met online to discuss what they were reading these days. We had all braved going to dinner together one night, however. From that point on, we had met in person. We had been bored of talking about the less-than-stellar biography on the leader of the first Martian seeder ship when somehow, my dilemma became our topic of conversation instead.
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“My dad would message me almost every day when we first got to Mars. I tried to write him back every day too, but I was a kid, so I didn’t always do it. As time went on, though, he only messaged me every week. Eventually, every week became every month. Finally, he stopped altogether when I was about eight. I tried to contact him, but my messages bounced. My mom got the same treatment.

“Last week, after forty years, a message from him suddenly showed up. He’s still on Earth. He lives in a small town in Wales called Merthyr Tydfil. My great grandfather once made a living there selling books.

“He started with the small talk. He told me in a few awkward phrases how his health was. How pretty the flowers in the Welsh countryside were. How bright he thought our future could be. I skimmed over most of it, looking for the apologies. I didn’t find any. Instead, there were only unconvincing promises to make up for lost time.

“He told me he’d purchased a nice plot of land a few months back outside of town. He was raising a few chickens, growing some vegetables, and wanted to spend time with me before the tide of life separated us forever. He wants me to visit him so we can get to know each other again. I think he’s just looking for someone to take care of him before he dies. It’s exactly what I would expect from a father who is getting old and now feels guilty for a long absence from his son’s life.”

“No, you don’t want to go to Earth!” Julie, one of our younger members perked up, interrupting my ramblings. Her face was finger-streaked from where she had been pressing it into her hand. “I heard on Mars-net yesterday that the Lunies were planning to do something bad on Earth, but the authorities caught them before they could do anything. Everyone says it was just a distraction, though, and they’re going to try something bigger soon.”

Julie was talking about the members of the Free Luna Alliance. They were a small band of troublemakers that had been stirring up the Earth for the past year with random violence. To help lend credence to their cause, they had named themselves after a group that had birthed a failed lunar rebellion four decades earlier, right after my mother and I had left for Mars.

“Don’t be so judgmental until you know his full story.” Marge waved away Julie’s concerns with a fat hand full of rings. She was one of the older women in the group. She had been married six times, so she thought she knew a lot about relationships. A few of the others nodded in agreement with her. The rest of the group groaned or rolled their eyes, but that was what they always did when Marge spoke. Julie looked dejected.

“What does your mom think about it?” asked Ravi, one of the newer members of our group I didn’t know very well.

“A few years ago, during a survey of Olympus Mons, my mom had a fatal accident. At that time, I had to go through everything we had ever accumulated here in the colony. I came across the memory card that I had backed up my father’s messages on and forgotten about. My mom had saved it. I considered throwing it out but had a strange feeling I should hold onto it. After I got his message last week, I decided to go back through all his messages and re-read them from an adult’s perspective. I was looking for clues as to why he had retreated from my life.” I paused, the childhood memories of hearing my mother speak his words, and the recollection of my mouth sounding them out flooded back over me. I tried to keep my voice steady. “I was smiling when I started reading them. It was all there: standings for our favorite baseball teams on Earth, advice on dealing with the school bullies here on Mars, encouragement to do important things with my life, how much he missed watching the night sky with me, promises that we’d be together soon—a family again. The more I read, though, the angrier I got. How could he expect me to just pack up and leave everything my mother and I had built together on Mars and come running to see him on Earth? It’s a little too late for that.”

I looked at Marge and everyone else in the group who had fallen in with her, challenging them to answer me. Marge never had a problem leading a charge against me when discussing our latest book candidate.

“You were the ones who came here and left him behind,” she said.

“How does that give him the right to ignore me for forty years? I had nothing to do with my mom’s decision to leave or his decision to stay behind.”

Marge shrugged. “What’s done is done, I say. That doesn’t mean you can’t start over. Besides, what's left for you in this colony now? A library book club? Both your wife and your mother have passed away, God bless their souls, and I could watch Sweet-pea for you.”

Marge was always looking for a reason to get a new cat to keep company with her other nine. Still, what she had said made some sense, although I wasn’t going to admit it to her. My wife had indeed died several years before my mother. She was a Martian by birth and hadn't had access to the advanced medical technology an Earther would. It was too late when we discovered her congenital disease. We had been unable to get gene therapy for her on the colony and we couldn’t afford to send her to Earth, so the disease took her before she made it to mid-life. That same disease left us childless. Like it or not, my father was the only family I had left now, but I wouldn't let that alone sway me.

His message had contained an access code to an account with funds for the expensive ticket to Earth. I had been so angry seeing those credits. All I could think about was if that message had arrived a few years earlier, I might have been able to save my beloved wife with that money.

“Well?” one of Marge’s cronies prodded. “Are you going to Earth to find out what his deal is or not?”

“He was in his late twenties when we left. He had a good-paying job, but we never saw so much as a cent from him. My mom struggled and scraped for every bit of anything we ever had.” There were nods throughout the group. Everyone knew how hard life on Mars was. “Yet, he wants me to give him something in return. I don’t think I owe him anything.” I was trembling with determination.

“It could be he just wants to see his son one last time before he dies
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