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CHAPTER

ONE

The Launch
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The year,  2040

Cape Canaveral, Florida
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Man had been to Mars.  Once.  

MARTIAN ONE  was an  orbiter;  once  around the Earth to 'test' it's systems.  MARTIAN TWO,  launched on November 12,  of 2039,  a mission that took a month to complete,   had actually orbited the Red Planet with three men aboard.  Both missions were considered highly successful,  with the second mission bringing back close up photos of the Red Planet and it's moons never before seen in such detail by Earth scientist.  It was time for a third expedition,  slated for September 13, 2040.  This mission would attempt an actual landing on The Red Planet.  They would take photos of the Martian terrain,  of the faint blue star that would be Earth,  stay one  night,  test it's soil  and chart the Earth's movements across the Martian sky.  It was to be an incredible,  achievable adventure.

It was  to be. . . 
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FORTY TWO YEAR OLD DON COLLIER had always wanted to be an astronaut.  Since he was twelve he'd always looked up  yonder into space and wondered what it would be like to visit another world,  another planet;  and soak up it's many wonders.  By the time he was thirty he found himself at a small college in Jackson,  Mississippi teaching biology.  Going up into space seemed all but a dream.  His wife,  Julie,  encouraged him to stay with his dream,  but by that time they had had a son,  nine year old Reginald.  Thus,  with rent and/ or mortgage,  school,  and other obligations,  for him,  everything,  including dreams,  took a back seat.  And there was word  that a second child was on the way.

But then the  phone rang on that March 2nd morning and it changed everything.  He had long applied for reserve  astronaut duty and had not heard from NASA.  All of a sudden,  after not having heard a word for months,  they  were calling him!  Imagine,  he thought,  the space program -  calling him!  NASA,  (National Areonautic and Space Administration)  indeed had given him a name  and not just a number in a pile of  would be's  on that March day.  

They were looking for a space program trainee  -  no guarantees.  His name had been picked at random from thousands of applicants to take part in a special  program that introduced a young hopeful that might one day be of service to the space program.  Don could not believe it!  It was like being on a 'farm' team of a major league baseball team,  he thought.  He would  back up the major candidates for any launch;  do as he was asked and being there to 'pinch hit'  if anything should go wrong.

Something did.  
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ON A ROUTINE  trampoline jump to simulate 'zero gravity',  there was a freakish accident.  He had been backing up and training with various astronauts including the leading candidate for the command position of the Martian Three rocket.  They,  in fact,  had hit it off  and the commander had frequently asked that Collier be his reserve man.  No one expected it but his able bodied mentor tripped and fractured his collar bone on an otherwise easy trampoline jump.  After several weeks of therapy his shoulder wasn't where it should have been so close to a launch,  according to his doctors.  NASA doctors told his bosses he wasn't going anywhere and was in no position to command a space flight.  His mentor was out.  

His mentor suggested Collier take his place.  It was too close to launch for NASA to dilly dally.  With budgets to be considered NASA found themselves not in a bargaining position;  either scrub the mission or find a new commander.  The space program put out new calls in the astrounaut program to fill the position.  But Don Collier's mentor continued to suggest to them that the answer was right under their noses.  The space program put their heads together.  For the first time they looked at candidate Collier more seriously.  Besides,  they thought,  what was to commanding a rocket?  From the ground,  they would be the ones in control of the mission.  It was almost as if they were in the rocket.  Don Collier was put under heavy consideration;  and scrutiny.  They watched his every training move;  drilled him with countless questions;  looked into his background more extensively.  After several weeks,  Don Collier,  the unlikely candidate was named  to command Martian Three,  the third in the Martion series,  and the FIRST to attempt  an actual landing on the Red Planet!  

NASA informed him one month before launch.  

Don Collier was in!  The small town chemist,  who often moonlighted as a teacher from Jackson,  Mississippi found himself,  of all things,  slated  to command the third in the Martian series,  destination MARS!
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CHAPTER

TWO

Imediately he began to doubt himself.  After wanting  for it for so long he wondered if he was up to the task.  He telephoned his wife who was still in their home town of  Jackson,  Mississippi from Cape Canaveral and told her of the news.  She was elated and couldn't believe it!  She felt bad for her husbands  predecessors wife,  a woman she knew.  She and his wife had become 'pin pals'  of sort as they had lived in two different cities but corresponded often on the telephone.  His predecessor had hailed from Baton Rouge, Louisana,  miles from Jackson,  Mississippi.  But during training,  the wives  would occasionally meet at NASA near the space program for lunch or various outings.  

He expressed his apprehension to his predecessors wife;  his general jumpiness about if he 'measured up.'

'Don't worry.  You'll do fine,'  she reassured him.  

It was uncanny;  a quirky twist of fate,  and to the NASA chiefs,  an approval of his talents.  To him it was like rolling the dice three times and having it come up snake eyes each time.  Unreal.

He rented a house in Orlando.  His wife and son joined him there.  There was more training,  and waiting for the countdown.  
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IT WAS THE SAME FOR the other two astronauts. 

There was general preparing for
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