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ONE


CONTRABAND

[image: Common Image] Delivery day for the base always feels like Christmas.

Through the window of the airlock door, I eye the guys unloading the steel shipping crates from the rovers. I’m technically off duty, but picking up deliveries is the best use of rec time. In their space suits with their fishbowl helmets, the twenty guys are little tin men in a tin room, against the lead-pencil-sketch backdrop of the moon. The day’s haul is thirty crates—supplies to last us the next three months—and the tin men line them up on the floor. The loading dock door rolls shut behind them, sealing the airlock off from the permanent night outside. Drumming my fingers on my hand truck, I watch them crank open each lid with a crowbar. I could help, but staying outta the way saves me from hearing jokes about Mitch the Queer with his delicate hands, who doesn’t want to break a nail.

The guys get one joke like that, each. I’m not totally unreasonable. Two jokes and they’re cut off. Booted out of the Lodge. Goodbye, booze, mags and cigs. The starmen learn real fast that they don’t have to be my friend, but I’m not taking shit from them either.

I learned a lot about how it works to be gay from my Uncles back home in Miami—not Uncles by blood, but something deeper—as I watched them hover around Ma, backstage at the Calypso Room. Pouring her drinks, and cackling, and laughing in that space where they could be themselves. Uncle Javi clocked the swaying way I walked early on, and was the first one to look out for me.

“They’ll let you be queer, Mitchy,” he told me, trailing cigar smoke backstage. “As long as you’re useful to them.”

The Thems in their space suits weave through the lines of crates, and Webber, the shift commander, opens the inner airlock door. I shuffle out of the way as the starmen clunk in on their magnetic boots and yank off their helmets. I stick to the wall and let them look through me like I’m not even here. The airlock already stinks of sweat. The starmen jostle each other and wriggle out of their space suits, down to the red jumpsuits all two hundred of us on the base wear, and stow their gear. An instant airlock locker room. My turn to look past them, now. Looking would only prove that I’m the leery perv machine some of them think I am. And lusting after straight boys is so boring, anyhow.

Besides, I’ve got work to do.

Webber tells the starmen to double-check the seals on their suits and clean their helmets before they load everything into storage. Code for Everyone look the other way and let Ward work. I bounce my fingers off my head at him in a mock salute. He only rolls his eyes and taps his wrist.

Heard. I roll into the loading bay. The steel walls are painted a deep butch blue and slashed with white block letters: ADAMS LOADING DOCK 7. I check the foam-lined crates as I go. Nothing in the first three. The fourth crate—bingo. A red fire extinguisher stares up at me from a pile of shredded newspaper and foam chunks. Something red on the top layer is the signal from the guys in shipping down at the Columbia Space Center in Florida. Red marks the spot.

I dig past the fire extinguisher, and boxes of bolts for the base expansion project, and bam. Five cartons of Marlboro Reds.

Holy smokes, the whole base will be puffing coins into my pockets.

I drop the cartons in my cart and keep rolling. I find a stash of Old Spice deodorant and a couple of bottles of Jovan Musk in the next crate. The way the Lodge has been stinking up the last week, I’m happy for those. Two crates down, I spot eight twelve-packs of Bud. Then six bottles of Jack Daniels wrapped up in T-shirts, six of Maker’s Mark, and eight of Captain Morgan. That one’s special. I’ll mix it up with Kool-Aid and trade cigs for some extra oranges from the mess hall to whip up some punch for tonight’s show.

Under a red tarp, the last crate is loaded up with the real payload: twenty issues of Playboy, twenty of Penthouse, fifteen of Heavy Naturals, ten of Blonde on Blonde. The boys will pay primo to buy those—plus I’ll let them rent some time in the supply closet of the Lodge to read them in private.

My special deliveries are wrapped up in extra jumpsuits in the last crate, like the boys in supply don’t even want to look at what I asked for. They bitch about them until, every now and then, I have to threaten to boot them out of the ring. One issue of Mandate, one of Honcho, one of Manpower. Honcho’s February 1977 issue—a special report on the leather scene according to the cover, with a dark-haired muscle god in a black leather harness scowling at me—is the most recent, even if it’s two months old. Finally, wadded up in the April 6, 1977 sports page of the Cape Canaveral Times: a tube of Revlon Cadillac Red lipstick.

Webber’s dry cough floats over the butch blue of the loading dock. I don’t need to look back to see that’s his tell. Move your ass, I can practically hear his voice in my head.

I slip the lipstick in one of the side leg pockets of my jumpsuit. I’ll inspect Manpower and the other special deliveries later, when I’m alone. Quality control.

I toss the haul into my crate and wheel out of the supply room.

*   *   *

Outside the airlock, the hallways are bleeding red against the blue.

My mag boots click over the polished floors as I weave in and out of starmen in their red jumpsuits, on the way down the John Adams artery from the Adams Loading Dock, towards the main drag of the base. The funk of powdered eggs from breakfast hangs over the whole place, the air buzzing because of shift change. Normally I’d whistle for them to clear out of the way or get run over, but the fresh meat is struggling enough already. Easy to spot the newbies by how they clop in their boots like their knees bend the wrong way, hugging the walls so they don’t keel over. In a couple of days they’ll master the roll-step dance, like we all did. Just another completely useless skill that’ll do me squat if I decide not to re-up, and ship out in three months—unless I join a marching band. But horns ain’t the things I want to be blowing once I’m done serving my sentence at the Founding Fathers’ Monastery for Repressed Urges, thanks.

“You’ll wanna lean forward,” Rollins with the dump-truck caboose tells a green-faced newbie, elbowing Fratelli.

Fratelli nods solemnly to Sousa at his side, both of them catching the drift. “Really put all the weight in your toes.”

I know I shouldn’t give a shit and ought to keep rolling by, but I remember the jelly-kneed fresh meat feels. Nearly five years back, I looked out the shuttle window as Fort Founding Fathers zoomed into view like a fat blue star in the middle of a gray sea. Soon enough, I was bobbing through these blue-painted hallways, and trying not to flail in the moon’s weaker gravity.

“Stay centered, pal,” I sing out, wheeling past them. “Stand up straight. Roll on your heels.”

“You always gotta ruin shit,” Fratelli grumbles.

“Yeah, fuck you, man,” Rollins spits.

I turn back to him and salute. “Rollins, not even with Fratelli’s dick and Sousa pushing.”

I keep on truckin’ around the corner of Adams and down John Jay Ave., with red, white, and blue stars painted everywhere like a Fourth of July jizzfest. Quotes from long-dead presidents and historical schmucks join the stars, covering almost every free inch of the walls. WE THE PEOPLE screams at me in block letters between the safety-light-ringed doorways that lead to the west wing and the east wing head that always stinks of piss and powdered soap. I repeated two grades in high school after almost getting kicked out, and even a blockhead like me knows those words are from the Constitution. A whopper of a quote from the inauguration of the first president covers the wall by the doorway to the east barracks. And since the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty, and the destiny of the Republican model of Government, are justly considered as deeply, perhaps as finally staked, on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.

Sure, Georgie. I flash a peace sign at the mural of Washington crossing the Delaware, only the river is a band of stars.

I don’t cross into east barracks much anymore, since boss-man Rear Admiral Watkins moved me out of there. America is supposed to be in some cold war with Russia—a few klicks away in their Lunogorod research base—and we even patrol the exterior of Founding Fathers for any sign of them Reds snooping around. They keep to themselves. The only hot wars around here happened between me and the others in the bunks when I was fresh meat. I laughed off a lot, at first. A “fag” or a “sissy” tossed here and there, sometimes at me, sometimes the other guys. I was different than the others—I never denied anything, or returned fire. Although the last brawl over poker night at the folding table in the corner of the barracks was part my fault, even if Hernandez had been riding me since basic, and not in the fun way. Everyone cover your dicks, he’d holler when I walked into the showers. I didn’t want to slug him before my enlistment bonus even cleared. I figured I’d take his money in poker instead.

I kicked his ass in six straight hands before he got in my face and said I must’ve been cheating. Using some fairy magic to get into his head. And sure, I was cheating. I’ve just known things, ever since I was a kid. The way he tapped the edges of his cards as he spread them, the way he scratched his nose. Like I could hear a whisper, see a flash in my noggin of what he was thinking—kings over eights, I got this—telling me when to hold and fold. I can tell just about everyone’s tell.

If Hernandez only gave me the cash I’d won like he was supposed to, I wouldn’t have punched him square in the jaw and sent him spinning onto the card table. He didn’t even report me to Watkins. I don’t think he wanted to let on that a fairy laid him out.

A whistle cuts through the air once I’m almost clear of the east barracks.

“Hey Ward, hold up,” Hernandez calls.

Bunk springs creak and he bounces off one of the lower racks from the row by the door. Most of the racks are topped with rumpled piles of sheets, since Watkins isn’t the type to holler at us about making our beds with crisp hospital folds. The starmen rotating out of here tomorrow are yakking it up while they shove wadded-up socks in their rucksacks and yank pictures of their girls off the bed frames. The Starman’s Oath stabs one wall with white block letters. Honor, Valor, Integrity, Brotherhood, Strength, and Heart. We find Faith along the stellar road. And trust Courage at the start. Eight Virtues symbolized by the eight-point star pins we all wear on our lapels, and that some of the others get tattooed on their forearms.

“I got a special delivery of Old Spice,” I tell Hernandez, wagging my nose. “Seems like you need it.”

He flashes his crooked teeth when he laughs. Somehow, knocking his block off won him over. Like I proved I was a man. He’s told the other poker night guys to cram it if he heard them calling me a fag since then. And every now and then I’d even catch his eye and think, maybe? Maybe he talks about sissies too much to keep the others off the scent.

He’s the one who started calling me “Last Mitch Effort.” No one here really remembers that it used to be an insult. Just that if your family doesn’t put enough cash in your account to buy something from the commissary—and that’s if you want a pocket Constitution, or some rosary beads, or oat bars—you go to Last Mitch Effort. See what he can do about smuggling you something here.

Hernandez slaps a few chits in my hands. The jagged-edged bits of scrap metal stamped with dollar signs are what we trade with each other up here, then bring to the commissary to get the real money added to our accounts. “Here’s what I owe you for that last Penthouse.”

I whistle. “You win the lottery or something?”

“Nah. Gambling’s not for me no more.” He pretends to sock himself in the jaw. Why did this doughy-faced goof get cool all of a sudden? “I’m paying off what I owe before I ship out next rotation. I want a clean ledger.”

I shove the bills in my pocket. “Come to the bar tonight, and your first drink’s on me.”

“Hoorah.”

I round the corner of Washington, past the wide lab where the goggle-eyed space nerds of the research unit stare down at moon rocks, and down the main drag of District of Columbia Ave. Watkins’s door is the only thing that has me patting my jumpsuit pockets for my inhaler, just in case.

An open door, and Watkins is Watkins. When he’s not poring over screens and survey maps in the White House—the mission control room at the center of the base that’s all painted up with white columns—he’s usually in his private quarters, whittling wood or huffing on his harmonica. Everyone calls this place Summer Camp because Watkins runs his backwater base filled with screw-ups, three days away from the top brass on Earth, any way he wants. Do your duty, save the goofing off for rec time, and he leaves you alone.

A closed door, and he is Rear Admiral Watkins, commanding officer. DEFCON Level Cut the Shit: we have three days to deep-clean the whole base, and stash every last bit of contraband, and shave, and bleach the Franklin airlock so it don’t stink of cigarette smoke, because some Admiral Asshole is dropping in on the next shuttle from Earth to run things for the next three months while Watkins gives his body a break from low-gravity, back on Earth. We’ll all have to snap to attention and pretend to be vigilant starmen keeping the black skies from here to the United States of America safe from the Reds—and long may the Republic stand, from sea to shining sea and from star to blazing star, hoorah. His door is a warning. Another way he looks out for us more than most of our folks ever did.

I wheel past the med bay and the gym of the main hub, my heart ticking up a beat. Almost four months since a closed door, the Rear Admiral had to be coming back eventually to kill our cakewalk. And yeah, “Rear Admiral” had me snickering every time, picturing boys from Mandate half out of their red jumpsuits and flashing their asses, while I put the “petty” in “petty officer.” Ranks don’t matter a hell of a lot on this rock. Petty Officer Third Class Mitchell Ward, reporting for booty.

If only. Christ, I miss getting laid.

I find Watkins just past his open door, frowning at his clipboard. His bushy moustache—black and white, same as his close-cropped hair—twitches. He’s got twenty years on me, at least, but he’s still muscled and straight-backed. His blue epaulets with their white stars cap his shoulders. He shifts on his mag boots when I roll right in. His quarters aren’t much bigger than a closet, with a desk, a couple of shelves, and a sink. Tidy, except for the out-of-place shipping crate on the floor by his desk, where a framed picture of a hugging couple who must be his parents rests on a bed of balled-up socks. His duffel is a wide-open mouth on his bed.

Oh, shit. Summer camp is canceled, then.

“How’re you living, Ward?” Always his same greeting to everyone. I don’t know why it gets me smiling every time.

My hands stumble a quick salute as I tear my eyes from the crate. “Happy to be on the right side of the airlock, sir.”

“Glad to hear it.”

I bob my chin to the crate. “Doing some housecleaning, sir?”

“I’m rotating down, starman.”

I squint. “But there was no—”

“All hands?” He puffs a laugh through his nose. “The order just came this morning with the shuttle. Columbia has decided to reward me with some leave time on account of…” He lifts his eyebrows. There’s that laugh without laughing, again. “My service record.”

“Well-deserved, sir. And the commanding officer taking over for you?”

His pinched lips scold me enough. “Will fill you in during Reels.”

I’ve got a helluva game of poker ahead of me. Lucky that I just got a fresh shipment in, then, to see if I can gamble. Give Admiral Whoever a couple of bottles of Maker’s Mark so he doesn’t try to make his mark too hard, and mess with business. We’ve always survived by snapping to attention until Watkins comes back.

But that was before Gloria started being herself and the starmen made trouble for her in the barracks at night. Are you good? I’m worried about you turned into Check your tank. She rescued me from suffocating and I was going to do the same for her. I told her, I’m swapping out your tank. I went to Watkins so I didn’t start busting heads, and he kept an eye on her. Not everyone else would.

Watkins looks away from my cart, his bushy moustache twitching. His moustache is his tell. Well? My cue to drop my latest delivery on his desk. A glass bottle clinks against the metal.

“Is that a bottle of Jack which I am not seeing, Ward?”

“Sir. And an extra pack of smokes. Which you are also definitely not seeing.”

“Thank you, starman.” I see him eyeing the bottle like it’s a fuel report on his clipboard until he grabs it by the neck, twists open the cap, and pours a generous glug into his coffee mug. When he takes a pull, my mag boots do their job real good, keeping me bolted to the floor.

He hands the bottle back over. “You pour this out for the boys tonight, on me.”

I’ve never seen the shadows over his face like this. Never heard the sing-song sucked outta his voice. The whisky sloshes in the bottle when I slip it back into the crate.

“Open invite to tonight’s Lodge show, as usual, sir.”

“Hmm.” He pulls from the mug again, and turns back to his clipboard. “Maybe I’ll finally take you up on that. You boys oughta enjoy tonight. It’ll be the last one for a while.”

I nod at him. “Heard, sir.”

And then he looks back up at me and down to my cart, finally folding in this game we play of him not seeing it. He jabs his clipboard at my cart. “You take care, Ward.”

I roll away, off on my next delivery, dodging stumbling newbie starmen on my way down the painted halls.










TWO


TO THE STARS

[image: Common Image] I’ve got a lot of sympathy for the newbie starmen because not that long ago I was one. And all of us got duped—one way or another—into enlisting. Be a man. Serve your country. Find your future among the stars.

Me and Ma used to watch a lot of old Hollywood movies when I was a kid, backstage in her dressing room, and upstairs in our apartment over the Calypso Room. Casablanca. Sunset Boulevard. Those were pretty heavy, so we usually stuck to the fun stuff. How to Marry a Starman, Some Like It Hot, and Gentlemen Prefer Blondes with Marilyn Monroe. Singin’ in the Rain. Guys and Dolls. Ma and the Uncles and me loved the glamor—the costumes, the stages, the big production numbers—until Ma didn’t, anymore. I probably had something to do with it when I told her how it sure seemed like the movies were mostly about broads wanting to give up their lives for men. And weird, how no one on screen looked like any of us. Soon after she decided I was the reason her name was never gonna be in lights someplace other than this shitty little club in this shitty little city. Then she started pouring her pre-show martinis before lunch, saying things like I was gonna be something. Your father was right, I should’ve just let him take you.

That’s when I switched to the God’s Guardsmen flicks about the United States Space Guard that Mayflower Studios pumped out every two years. No music. Big on the action. They’re real cheese fests, but at least the boys are something to look at. Starman North, the main character in the series, always turned to camera and delivered speeches about American bravery and destiny, and the evils of Communism. Starman North was like a compass pointing American men in the Just direction, and the Guard only took in the best and brightest of those men. Hoorah.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that Ma left the Calypso Room and me without a big production number of a goodbye. She joined a musical theater production that was touring Europe, and she packed a bag, telling me nothing’s better than that feeling of the spotlight, baby. I had a month left of high school and nowhere to live, with the club’s new headliner moving into our apartment. I stayed with Uncle Javi for a bit. He didn’t ask for anything from me—money or otherwise—when I knew others would. I could’ve gone to Pop for help. He’d moved to a boring California desert town to work construction, and I spent weeks each summer with him. He couldn’t be near Ma, he told me more than once. I was the only good thing to come out of the two of them being near each other, and she wasn’t even convinced of that. I heard Pop telling her, one Christmas visit before I even started shaving, that it was fine that I was who I was, I just had to learn how to throw a punch to back it up. That got me throwing more than enough punches in school.

I wanted to prove I could go it alone. I was big and strong and didn’t need anyone’s help, and if Ma left Miami, I’d one-up her. I’d leave Earth. There was a boy I knew who’d joined the Guard, and maybe I’d see him again. Maybe I’d be strong enough for him to dig me. And maybe the God’s Guardsmen flicks rubbed off on me. I certainly did enough below-the-belt rubbing during those barracks bonding scenes where the characters learned how to watch each other’s sixes.

A week after barely graduating high school two years late, I strolled into the recruiting office in Miami. I didn’t tell Uncle Javi or Pop. Pop had served in Korea and threatened to drive me to Canada to dodge the draft, and here I was signing up without telling him. I figured I was beating Uncle Sam to the punch, anyhow. Back in ’72, Vietnam was still a warzone, with the draft showing no sign of letting up. Not with the huge oil deposits Nixon found. Plus the palladium mines that were keeping the Space Program running had him suddenly all interested in preserving democracy and setting up the Camp Puller Space Guard base there just after he turned Vietnam into a US territory. At least the Space Guard was supposed to be easy. No combat, so long as you didn’t mind screaming into the sky on one of three shuttles that bounced back and forth between Earth and the moon: the Saint Christopher, the Saint Michael, the Saint James. Starmen shielded by saints’ wings.

The too-bright recruiting office in Miami stank of copy machine fumes and government-issue boredom. Rows of flimsy chairs borrowed from a dentist’s office, a table with stale donuts and instant coffee by the window, a TV playing footage of a colonel with a giant forehead explaining the sacred duty of serving your country. The posters that lined the bad drywall showed starmen of every race in red jumpsuits saluting the American flag. IN SPACE, WE ARE ALL BROTHERS IN ARMS. Meanwhile, the recruiting officer eyed me while he filled out my intake form, his pen hovering over the RACE boxes. What was I, exactly? Ma is Black and Seminole, Pop white as a pale ass. With my dark, curly hair, a guy I’d fooled around with said I could pass for tan Italian, like he’d expected me to say thanks. The recruiter didn’t care much about my asthma. Didn’t blink when I told him I was gay. Very gay. They needed whatever living bodies they could get with how enlistment was down after another failed launch had blown a hundred recruits to dust.

The Guard or the frontlines, I knew. The recruiter said it wasn’t so bad. Didn’t I dig the God’s Guardsmen movies? Think of the adventure. I’d never get bored. Starmen bounced between different rotations: six months at Fort Founding Fathers on the moon and three months down at the Columbia Space Guard base in Cape Canaveral, Florida for our bodies to get a breather in Earth’s gravity. Repeat for one five-year enlistment. I’d be twenty-five by the time my enlistment was up. I could re-up or pop back down to Earth with my whole life ahead of me.

And there was that boy already in the Guard that I knew. I could write a goodbye letter to Pop and say I was going off to serve my country, when more than a little part of me knew I was doing this on the off-chance of seeing that boy again.

White officers in basic training, where me and the other baby starmen yakked our powdered-egg breakfasts MREs in the launch sim for three months, but enough of the other starmen looked like me, hovering between RACE boxes. We touched down on Founding Fathers for the first time—more than one of us had puked in our helmets during landing—wriggled out of our space suits, and lined up in front of Rear Admiral Watkins in the White House. Watkins, dark as Ma, who looked more like most of us than the top brass back on Columbia.

“Whatever happened to you out there”—he stabbed a finger at the blue-painted ceiling, somewhere in the direction of Earth—“is a million miles away. You’re starmen, now.”

Always the answer: a shouted, bass-heavy hoorah.

A big starman family. Not everyone thought of it like that, though.

I knew Gloria was like me the second we met in the mess hall in basic. She was hiding herself in a too-big jumpsuit. Two starmen were hollering at each other about the last bread roll on the table—almost throwing fists—and me and Gloria looked at each other like can you believe this shit.

I remember me and Gloria’s first patrol together out in the black, not long after we landed here. I was huffing inside my too-tight suit with sweat rolling into my eyes. And being a big man like this was what I wanted, right? The fact that I could trip and crack the visor of my helmet—peace out, lungs—had me spiraling. My oxygen meter was screaming even though I was supposed to have eight hours’ worth of air, easy. Swatting my helmet, grappling at the seams, Gloria had to grab my hands before I ripped off my helmet and tried to gasp in air. Hold your horses, Miami. She checked the main oxygen tank that was strapped to my back and saw that it was loose. More air was seeping out of my suit than in. I still had my backup tank—and this was why we patrolled in teams—but still. She tightened the tank and the cool air gushed over my face.

Her tank was loose on our next patrol. Then mine the one after that, then both of ours. Once would’ve been an accident—the starman before me swapped out the used tank for a new one and didn’t screw it in enough—but every time?

Gloria gabbed to me about compassion. Easy to have compassion, she said, for the ones who like you. When you got it for the ones that don’t, that’s the real Grace stuff. She tried to talk some Bible verse about forgiveness until I snapped at her—the only time I ever have. I don’t know how she let the anger move through her, just because she didn’t want it. When I’m fired up she tells me that hurt doesn’t belong to you. It’s theirs. Let it blow on past. Maybe one of these times she reminds me of that, it’ll actually click. I punched airlock doors before every patrol, nearly tore my suit with how I yanked it around me so hard. I knocked shoulders in the hallways. Watkins had to pull me aside, tell me how people like us can’t make enemies. He said to man up and lock my feelings behind an airlock door before I end up accidentally on the wrong side of one. Which sounded a lot like how a boy I barely knew told me how I had to play the game and couldn’t get mad, before he joined the Space Guard.

Me and Gloria learned to check each other’s air tanks before every patrol. Until our first rotation back to the Columbia Space Center in Florida, when I took a page from Uncle Javi’s book. He knew which palms to grease down at the precinct for the vice squad to leave the Calypso Room alone. So, it wasn’t that hard for me to figure out which boys in supply, shipping, and security I could tap for the contraband ring. Us starmen are rich in virtue, not so much in actual cash.

Funny how my air tanks all started working normally once I could cut off everyone’s supply of smokes and skin mags.

So that’s why shuttle day, when the newbies get here, has me on edge. Check your tank, I wanna tell the fresh meat. Especially the ones that are like me. Every once in a while I see one that looks at me a little too long for them to be on the straight-and-narrow, and I give ’em the same eyes I gave to Gloria. Can you believe this shit.

I look too long at the starmen coming off each shuttle, too. Just in case one of them is the boy I half-chased up here, almost ten years gone. They never are.










THREE


GUARDED

[image: Common Image] The metal plate in my hands is still warm. The smell of cinnamon apples and the scrape of forks fill the mess hall that’s packed with long gleaming tables and benches. Most of the base is here for the Reels update, except for the fresh meat getting settled in the barracks, some stragglers, and the squads on patrol.

Watching the Reels isn’t mandatory, but most of us are happy to be bribed with pie. Gloria’s not so gullible. Without her to keep me company, the other starmen leave a three-foot gap around me on the bench. They jostle each other with sticky hands, laughing with milk-moustached mouths. Fine by me. I’ll take some peace with my piece of pie.

There’s maybe nothing more American than apple pie in space, warmed up by a nuclear reactor, and served with a cup of rehydrated milk.

But pie comes with a price. Columbia drops bombs covered in buttercream, disaster news delivered in glossy Reels with brass choir backing tracks. Two years back, we got slices of chocolate cake for the Fourth of July while the Reels rattled on about how the Big One finally hit California and leveled half of downtown Los Angeles. But don’t worry, starmen, the Reel announcer sang out, the light of the land that shares the holy tales of our Country will never be dimmed. Even now, the City of Angels on a Hill rises again. Boys around me screamed, begged Watkins to ask Columbia to send them word about their folks. He didn’t have any more news to give them that wasn’t in the Reels. He’s from LA, I know, and he delivered the news without his voice even shaking. We only got word of how the city was rebuilding—kicking out most of the original residents from downtown and turning it into something closer to a movie set—from other starmen when the next shuttle rotated up from Earth.

I scrape smears of filling off the plate with my fork. I’ve been so used to eating powder splashed with hot water out of packets for years that the food coming from the new base kitchen—warmed by a fleet of microwaves—tastes like Ma’s home cooking. Well, someone’s Ma’s home cooking, since I was the one who used to whip up boxed macaroni for dinner. The Guard finally got the Constitution reactor, built on Earth and shuttled here in pieces, up and running six months ago. The nuclear power station is supposed to fuel the base expansion and improvements, and the Plymouth Colony civilian module we were building, supervised by Captain Kern. The top brass had the idea to build a separate base for military families, and eventually a small town with gardens and everything, until we got the order to stop work two weeks back.

I’m about to lick my fork clean when a shadow falling over the table has me jumping outta my skin. Powell hits me with a sloppy grin. An hour ago I delivered him two bottles of gin. From the stink of him, I’d say half his stash is gone already. He flops onto the bench next to me and I don’t know how he doesn’t keel over into his pie.

“W-ward,” he stumbles, rubbing the buzzed-down shadow of hair on his head. “I’m gonna need. I’m gonna need…”

“You’re gonna need some black coffee.” I scoot an inch away from his booze fumes. “Christ.”

He hoots a high laugh, almost falling over again. I have to drop my pie plate on the table and grab his shoulder just to hold him up before he wriggles my hand away. Guardsmen by his other side shoot him the stink eye and clear out. We all know that some of the starmen like Powell who were stationed at Camp Puller left half their marbles back on Earth. Vietnam changed something behind their eyes. They got Pulled, we call it. They’re the ones who blow the most on smuggled hooch, and wake up the other starmen in the barracks with screams. The ones who rattle about conspiracy theories. Like how the nuclear reactor is talking to them. Or how construction on Plymouth Colony stopped because Watkins found an alien ship in the quarry. After Powell was so in the bag that he almost drove a lunar schooner off a cliff, Gloria got on me about being careful with who I was selling what to. But if the Thems are going to treat me like just a storefront, I’m gonna treat ’em all just like customers. I’m nobody’s ma.

“I’m gon’ need.” Powell burps. “Ssomethin’ stronger next time. Y’know, f’r the pain. My pa busted his back, and the doc got’m on some laudanum that fixed ’im up real nice.”

The crinkled corners of his eyes are making the apple pie taste a lot less sweet. “Tylenol’s all I got for that pain, Powell.”

Whatever he grumbles back at me is lost to the starmen stomping and hooting all around us. I look up as a line of a dozen starmen in their dress blues, led by Captain Kern, glide down the runway between the two columns of mess tables. Mag boots move in sync as they line up in two rows by the mural of Miss Moonie, with Kern standing off to the side. Miss Moonie eyes all of us in the room like she always does, in her black bathing suit, back-arched, with her ass parked on the nose of a rocket. Blonde finger-waved hair, curly lashes, and red lipstick behind her space helmet. Over her, a banner reads PRO AMERICA, AD ASTRA. For America, to the Stars. She was modeled on Marilyn Monroe after her visit here in ’68 when she sang for the first squad of starmen, back when the whole base wasn’t much bigger than the mess hall. I heard stories about her rolling up her sleeves, and slapping on an apron to dish out mashed potatoes. Nine years later, and Marilyn is still the only woman to visit space. Besides Gloria, but not everyone sees it like that.

Kern nods to us. He must love that Watkins pawned Reels duty off on him until new Admiral Whoever gets settled in. The sides of Kern’s head, bristled with salt-and-pepper hair, look sharp enough to slice the edges of the service cap I’ve never seen him without. His tell is how his eyes crinkle. I look him in the eyes and get a flash of him at a podium, running for president in the same dress blues he’s wearing now.

“I owe to my beloved country, for the many honors it has conferred upon me,” Kern booms in greeting. “Still more for the steadfast confidence with which it has supported me, and for the opportunities I have thence enjoyed.”

I keep clear of Kern. He gives me the willies with how he actually believes the shit he quotes. The starmen around me look about as interested in his favorite George Washington quote as Miss Moonie is. The wet smack of Powell’s lips as he mashes on pie cuts through the quiet.

Kern turns to the twelve starmen standing straight in two lines. They look snazzier than us jumpsuited grunts, in their dark blue pants with a silver stripe down the side, and cream button-downs under stiff blue jackets with silver buttons. Eight-point star pins glint from red ties. Regulation haircuts hidden by leather-brimmed blue and silver caps with a medallion of an eagle holding a rocket—the Space Guard insignia—in the middle. The whole lot of them ready for a production number. Kern nods and one of them steps out, and turns to face the others. The starman raises his white-gloved hands and the other boys suck in one collective breath and sing. I know the words like they’re printed on my heart, same as the flowing script on the wall behind the choir. The Hymn of the United States Space Guard.


As Washington wondered the Delaware

We gazed thus out to the moon

From Sea to Shining Sea—

Once, we

Looked to Luna, vowing, “Soon.”

First Liberty sent aloft, its torch

O’er States and Commonwealths, all

Next manned Mayflowers soared, heavenward—

Never once fearing the fall

Once footsteps marked Luna’s silvered soil

We raised banners

Striped and starred—

Thus when God gazes from his stellar throne

He sees the United States Space Guard

Ho, upward! Ho, moon-ward!

Then Mars and asteroid bound

We American kings soar on rocket wings

And no braver men are found

Starmen, unbound by gravity

Who loose our heavenly lightning hard

Blazing red, white and blue across stars,

Sailing true—

We, the United States Space Guard



My hands float to my heart on their own. Less out of respect, more to protect it from the invasion. Songs slip into me, easy. Music is a wave that wraps me up like I’m falling asleep in the spotlight catwalk over the Calypso Room while the band plays ‘Fly Me to the Moon.’ The wave starts in my throat and I can’t hold it back until the overlapping hymn harmonies pinch my eyes. I don’t know who the almost-tears are for. The fresh meat starmen who got duped into being here, and now they’re trapped, same as all of us? The choir for sounding so soft and strong at the same time, somehow, in the right parts of the song—with basses hushing low, with tenors belting for the imaginary throne of God in an imaginary heaven, and baritones weaving around them? They get to be soft when I have to push that part down. Almost-tears for me, too, with how coming here was a mistake.

At my side, Powell’s chin hits his chest. He shakes with choked tears. I need something stronger for the pain, too, buddy.

The white-gloved hands of the toy soldier in front of the choir pinches the air, killing the notes.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Bomer,” Kern rumbles.

“Sir.” Bomer turns to him with a heel-click, snapping a salute. “Rear Admiral Kern, sir.”

The choir glides away to the back of the mess hall. The cotton whispers of their uniforms harmonize with the mumbles all around. But Bomer fumbled the lyrics of the hymn at the end, didn’t he? Rear Admiral when Kern is Captain.

“Starmen,” Kern says. “Let’s begin.”

Goddamnit. Another bomb dropped by the Guard. I can feel the vibrations shake the room.

Kern folds his arms behind his back and grandstands to the head of the columns of mess tables, his chin up.

*   *   *

There’s no music in Kern’s speech. He rambles about how Watkins forgot we are at war with the Reds, same as if there are boots on the ground. How he treated us like friends and not soldiers in his care. And there are wars at home, too. President Reagan issued declarations, and emergency actions, and Presidential Orders for our great Country to win the war against immorality, and anti-Americanism, and depravity. I get that Reagan’s antsy. Presidents have got the shelf life of a gallon of milk, lately. Three of them got sworn in since I’ve been in the Guard. Ford got a bullet to the head in San Francisco in ’75, then his vice president warmed the seat until Reagan won in ’76. Men need a war to make them strong, I remember Reagan saying in some address, reminding the country how he served in World War II. He talked about his war service and not so much the shitty movies he starred in when I was a kid. Kern yaps about how all of us here can be strong, moral men if we win the war in our hearts between self and service.

I don’t hear much after that with how all the air seems to leak out of the room. Starmen around me sit up straighter and flash each other wide eyes. At my side, Powell drags in a wet, jagged breath.

Kern waves his hand and Bomer wheels the projector we use for movie night on over to the front of the mess hall. We swapped the old film projector out with a new one that Mayflower Studios made with tech from the space program. The thing looks like a curved white desk lamp attached to a vacuum cleaner. Six months back, Watkins first wheeled it in here, loaded up a big sequin-looking thing called an Opti-Disc in the back, and fiddled with some dials before Casablanca burst on the projector screen. So clear, so bright that I swear Humphrey Bogart’s cigarettes stank up the room. The remote-controlled surveyor rovers that the research unit rolls around outside to map the moon already had cameras stuck to the front. Kern said that all the other rovers and the big lunar schooners were getting Opti-Disc cameras to record everything. The hallways, too.

Bomer lowers the projection screen by the Miss Moonie mural. The Opti-Disc glints blue in his white-gloved hand when he loads the thing into side of the projector. Someone cuts the overhead lights and the big eye of the projector lamp blinks on, blasting red, white, and blue stars onto the screen as trumpets blaze the Guard Hymn. When the stars clear, Starman North in a red jumpsuit faces the camera with glinting eyes the color of service-dress blues. His hair is a pomaded blond side-part, his jaw square like old film cameras. Behind him, buttons at grey control panels blink like stars, with lunar maps glowing on the computer screens.

I know the movie set—the Founding Fathers control room—from the last God’s Guardsmen flick. Whoever painted Starman North’s lips didn’t nail the color. His lips are too red, like he’s been sucking cherries. Still, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed.

“Hwhy, hello there, fellow starmen.”

Fellow starmen, my ass. He’s an actor named Kit Caber—the third Starman North Mayflower Studios has cast in their God’s Guardsmen series. I’ve seen all twelve flicks. Everybody has. They brought in Caber two flicks back when the other guy got too long in the tooth. His voice stinks of that fake Old Hollywood accent that Ma and the Uncles would whip out when they were wasted, with Casablanca in the background, stretching out their ahs, adding in Hs where they don’t belong. Hwhy, get me a glaahss of hwine, daaaling. Always old movies on TV at home. Never the news, when all the anchors had to talk about was redrawn congressional district lines, new Supreme Court seats, and other crap we didn’t understand.

Starman North snaps out a perfect salute.

“I’m here to share hwith you an important update to Guard protocol.” The camera follows him as he strides past other central-casting starmen at control panels. “And introduce you to the STAR System, hwhere you’ll find new opportunities for self-betterment as you serve your Country.”

“There’s sssomethin’ Kern’s not tellin’ us,” Powell slurs at me with his pie-crust-flecked mouth. Red creeps up his neck. “And somethin’ I t-tried to tell you all about. ’Cept you think all of us are off our rockers.”

“Powell.” I squirm. “Can it, will ya?”

Of course there’s something Kern ain’t gabbing about. Everyone from here to Earth is a Washington mouthpiece. I look up and Kern glares our way, while Starman North swaggers to a chalk board with STAR System written across the top, over a bullet-point list of words.

“—hwould think. Yes, the STAR System. Now, hwe guardsmen aren’t spreading American might off in distant star systems quite yet. Though, soon enough!” He gives his best pomade ad smile. “Raaahther, STAR stands for Service.” He taps his pointer at the first block-lettered word in the list. “Trust.” Tap. “Allegiance.” Tap. “And Respect. Following the grand success of the STAR Citizen System in the Studio Zones of Los Angeles, it’s only right that we bring the STAR Soldier System here to our bravest. Thus, hwhen our citizens gaze to the heavens, hwhy, they’ll see us as shining stars!”

I need Gloria here to make me feel better with a can you believe this shit look.

“Do you Serve your Nation, and your fellow soldiers?” Starman North jabs his finger towards the camera, his eyes crinkling in concern for us, after all our time in the trenches together, decking Communists. “Trust it? Show Allegiance and Respect? The STAR System empowers you all to keep each other on the unhwavering path of American Righteousness, and—”

Powell slams me in the shin with one of his magboots when he wriggles off the bench. Starmen whisper and shuffle. Behind me, mag boots clomp, but my eyes jerk back up to the horror movie on the projection screen.

“—to increase recreational time, commissary privileges, and even pecuniary bonuses.” Starman North fans his hands at the three starmen bit players in the fake control room. “You might even get a personalized filmed ‘thank you’ message from one of Mayflower Studios’ biggest stars.”

“Hwhy!” one of the others burbles. “That sounds ahhwful swell!”

“All for doing our duty, anyhow?” another adds.

I don’t know that I got enough bourbon stashed here to convince Kern to keep me out of whatever the hell this is. I follow Kern’s eyes away from the screen and into the runway between the columns of mess tables.

“Take a seat, starman,” Kern says over the big trumpet fanfare. On the screen, Starman North and a whole squad of red jumpsuits line up in perfect rows.

“Tell them,” Powell yells.

Kern flicks his hand to Bomer, who nods and starts in for Powell.

The red jumpsuits sing the Guard Hymn as an announcer’s voice tells us, “To the STARs, Guardsmen!”

Jesus Christ. You can’t really run with mag boots on. Powell tries, anyhow, and I sink watching him lurching against the low gravity—spitting and jerking his half-dead legs—and fighting against the force that keeps his feet to the floor.

“You tell ’em what really happen’d at Puller,” Powell snarls. He launches his pie plate at Kern—unfazed, smiling, almost—and misses by ten feet. “You tell ’em, you goddam’d sonuvabitch.”

Maybe Gloria’s right and I should’ve kept a better eye on the goodies I gave him and the other Pulled starmen. I should watch. Like I owe it to him to see the mess I helped make. But my eyes blast on over to the screen where actors march in formation, as real starmen around me snicker. Pull him on outta here, someone yells. Maybe he’ll finally shut his yap.

Trumpets blast over red, white, and blue swirling stars as Bomer and two others drag Powell towards the blue hallways, his mag boot scrapes mashing up with his screams on the way out.










FOUR


REELING

[image: Common Image] Kern softens after Powell’s screams and the Reel trumpets fade. We all quit whispering, but I still have to strain to hear him from the back. He understands this is a change, Kern tells us. He’s not unreasonable. He won’t cancel tonight’s Lodge show since he knows we’ve been looking forward to it. Rather, it’ll be a chance to close one chapter, and tomorrow evening—when the shuttle carries the old ways of this place back to Earth—another chapter begins. He’s holding a Rules, Regulation, and Reengagement session here in the mess, after the shuttle launch. Attendance mandatory.

“Let those rockets burn up the past as we blaze into the future,” he says.

He must be expecting a hoorah from us. We don’t give it. He waits a beat in silence before his mag boots click down the runway.

Once he’s gone, starmen pat Miss Moonie’s jugs for luck when they file out of the mess. What the hell. I do too. Me and Gloria are gonna need all the luck we can get if Kern is turning us into rats against each other. I wonder what kinda pecuniary bonus there is for leaving us outside an airlock.

From Miss Moonie, my boots stop at the murals outside of the Lodge. To the left of the double-wide doors, a painted banner reads America’s Destiny to the Stars over a timeline with bullet points, and diagrams, and quotes from presidents. I know the dates well enough. We have to study them for the yearly Loyalty Exams. July 1950 when President Truman established NASA after World War II, all about safeguarding the heavens now that the world was at peace. May 1951, when America launched its first satellite, The Spirit of Liberty. October 1960 when the new Space Guard took over NASA, then June 1961 when Mayflower V landed on the moon, and Neil Wallace planted an American flag where Fort Founding Fathers, the first permanent lunar military installation, opened up three years later.

Past the Uncle Sam explosion of the hallways, the interior walls of the Lodge are painted up like the insides of a cabin. Gnarled planks, fake windows overlooking a lake, and a fake fireplace and everything. A rerun of M*A*S*H putters on the old domed TV by the stage where Kern reads Bible verses during mandatory Sunday Service. Three starmen push tables and stacks of chairs against one log-cabin-painted wall. Two others unfold green cots and line them up in rows. A popup dormitory for the fifty new arrivals until the shuttle leaves tomorrow with shift change, and there’s room in the bunks. Tonight, the cots will see two starmen’s asses parked on them, each—everyone else standing around—with the Lodge packed for Gloria’s show. Her shows at shift-change are always something special. The starmen will never call her Gloria, but when she’s twirling on stage in a bedsheet dress, they’ll call her Lady Moondust.

Her last Lodge show. It’ll kill her.

I know the shows are enough to keep her going, here. Just like I know how Russo is cruising me hard, between shoving cots around, even if he doesn’t know it. I know him by the back of his head and the curve of his shoulders. Hell, I’m better at male anatomy than the starmen in the infirmary. His eyes were on me last night while I was in the corner of the Lodge wiping down the bar—the metal sheet on a couple of shipping crates across from the locked cabinet of booze. I don’t know if he’s rotating out of here with the shuttle. I hope so. That probably means tonight after the show he’ll ask to buy an issue of Playboy. Ask if he can read it in my room, and, hey, I don’t need to scram. I could hang with him. Let him flip through the issue and show me this girl and that girl. What do you think of her, Ward? I know the script. She’s a looker. Look at those knockers. Not long, then, before he lies back and asks if I can help him out. And I tell him just think of Miss January.

Nothing like the sound of his breath speeding up to blast the trumpets from the Reel out of my head for a night.

I jangle my keys at the locked door to my room next to the cabinet, just loud enough that Russo knows I’m here. He can knock if he wants.

Queer while you’re here, me and Gloria joke about those guys. I never chase after them. But if they ask? We starmen are here to serve.

Metal hits metal when I lock the door behind me, sealing out everyone else.

*   *   *

Me and Gloria’s room is the best goddamned place from here to Earth.

The shallow cave—just wide enough to walk between the two cots pushed against the walls—was a janitor’s closet, once. The small metal sink at hip-height above a drain on the floor is supposed to be for filling mop buckets. A locked metal cabinet with a Folgers can full of chits I earned from the ring, and a booze-bottle lined shelf are crammed in the corner by the sink. A battery-powered digital alarm clock sits on the top shelf, far from my bed, so I have to get up and turn it off to make it in time for duty. The room smells like Gloria’s rose perfume and the dry soap I sprinkle on between rationed showers. Gloria’s legs are curled up under her on her cot, with a white sheet on her lap and spilling onto the floor. Leave it to her to spend days sewing a dress she’ll only wear for an hour on stage. She hums to herself, bopping her head along with the Aretha album spinning on the portable record player on the floor, as she sews washers to the sheet. We had to give Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust album a break. The vinyl is so beat up that he kept stammering five years over and over again in the first track.

I can’t crush her with Kern and the STAR System bullshit, just yet. We have tonight and we have this room. And each other.

“You blind yet?” I force a laugh into my voice.

She doesn’t look up. “Some of us have dedication to our craft.”

Somehow she’s perfected the voice of a middle-aged mom scolding me like I’m her kid sneaking in after curfew, even if she’s twenty-six, just a year older than me.

“What do you call this?” I thumb over at my cigarette-and-nude-mag-loaded cart against the door.

“I call that a one-way ticket to Earth in chains.”

Jesus. She doesn’t even know the half of it.

“Thanks, Ma.” I collapse dramatically on my cot and it squeaks below me. She doesn’t lift her purple-scarf wrapped head, even when I huff again. “Well, don’t leave me hanging. Let’s see it.”

Gloria’s eyes dance. She’s brushed blue powder over one eyelid, and gold over the other. White lines around her tea-colored eyes. She must be practicing looks for tonight’s show already. Everything about her is small—her shoulders, her lips, her nose that turns up just a little—except for her voice that can rattle walls.

One of the Uncles who played bass in Ma’s band tried to explain music to me, once. Timbre, he said, is the way a musical instrument sounds. Like, its flavor. A bass has got that flavor, a horn another. Gloria’s got a timbre like a viola solo drizzled with caramel.

“You have to imagine it under the lights.” She presses the sheet to her jumpsuit, the washers jangling. “Yes?”

Sometimes her voice packs a tilty nudge, and it’s like for a second I can actually see the dress sparkling in the spotlight. I swiped the washers for her from a supply shed in the now-abandoned quarry for the Plymouth Colony module a couple of days back during patrol. The bulldozers and bucket excavators by the cliff edge looked like giant scarecrows. The furnace that we used to melt rock and pour goop into brick molds was an empty casket. When Kern slammed the brakes on construction, I figured we’d abandon the place. Instead, he added round-the-clock patrols of the quarry, like the Reds were dying to steal all our gray bricks.

Unless he was hiding something else there. Wasn’t just Powell and the Camp Puller basket cases who talked like that, neither. Starmen spun yarns in the Lodge, while I eavesdropped and handed over their rationed beers. Kern hit a big vein of gold in the quarry and wasn’t looking to share. A couple of starmen got trampled by a bulldozer and Kern was hiding the bodies. Kern uncovered a sex palace filled with aliens with big green knockers—right outta Star Trek—and he was keeping them for himself.

Gloria doesn’t buy into that stuff. She doesn’t have a tell that I can spot, neither, because she says what’s in her head. Me and Gloria don’t even need to talk half the time, like we can hold whole conversations with just our eyes.

That’s more Black than supernatural, sugar, she told me.

I whistle at her dress. “Really something. I take back all the no-good, terrible things I’ve been yakking to the others about you.”

There. That lipstick-ad smile of hers calms me down even more than the first puff from my new pack of Reds. Gloria doesn’t scold me anymore about what smoking will do to my asthma if I lay off on what it’ll do to her voice. I toss her a pack and my matches.

She started wearing her scarf around her head even offstage a few months back, and painting her eyelids blue even while on patrol. She told me even if it wasn’t the one she was born with, her name was really Gloria—calling her by her last name same as everyone else here never felt right, anyhow—and I couldn’t imagine calling her anything else. Except Lady Moondust. She can be Lady Moondust on stage and the starmen
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