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            December 8, 2021

         

         
            
               Hearing Transcript

               
                  LAMAR: Do you require a Bible?

                  HUNT: No, thank you.

                  LAMAR: Please raise your right hand. Do you solemnly affirm that you will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but
                     the truth?
                  

                  HUNT: I do.

                  LAMAR: I understand you have information that is relevant to the work of this commission. Is that correct?

                  HUNT: It is.

                  LAMAR: Please present your testimony.

                  HUNT: Where should I start? From the day of the accident?

                  LAMAR: No, from the beginning.

               

            

         
         
            Baikonur—August 4, 2021, 16:43 GMT +5

         

         Nate Hunt was waiting for his wife. Lucy was running late.

         
         “Dad, I’m bored,” whined their daughter, Eliza. Nate was holding her in his lap. The girl’s hair had been rubbing against his sweater, creating a static charge. It tickled Nate’s nose. 

         
         “Yes, I know.” He sighed. “You’ve already told me.”

         
         Nate was bored too. The ceremonies, the excursions, and the press conferences—all of it seemed never-ending. Nate was also
            terrified. These two emotional states might seem incompatible, but they definitely weren’t. He was last here eight years ago
            and the same thing had happened. But that time, he had been on his own. He hadn’t needed to mentally rehearse what he would
            tell their child if something went wrong. Now he couldn’t find the right words. Perhaps there simply weren’t any.
         

         
         “When will Mom come?” asked the little girl.

         
         “Soon,” he replied.

         
         “How long is soon?”
         

         
         “I don’t know, sweetheart.”

         
         “Do you want a candy, little girl?” asked the woman sitting next to them, speaking Russian. She smiled invitingly at Eliza and rustled a bag of hard candies.
            But Eliza didn’t feel like talking to strangers. She turned away from the woman and buried herself into her father.
         

         
         “Sorry, she’s sleepy,” said Nate, smiling apologetically. He had picked up his Russian incidentally. He had helped Lucy revise for her Russian exams
            so many times that various phrases had stuck in his mind. His favorite Russian word was pochemuchka—a person who asks too many questions. It fitted Eliza to a tee.
         

         
         The woman nodded understandingly. Most likely, she’d also been up since dawn. Nate wondered how many times she’d been through
            this. Was it her third or fourth time? She wasn’t showing any sign of nerves—quite the opposite; her broad smile never flagged.
            Maybe it was because, besides the candies, her handbag contained a packet of tranquilizers.
         

         
         “Let’s play a game then,” suggested Eliza.

         
         “Good idea,” said Nate. “How about I spy?”

         
         “OK. You go first.”

         
         Nate scanned the room. It looked like a classroom or a dentist’s waiting room: harsh fluorescent lights, beige walls with
            faded posters, rows of plastic chairs, and sickly-looking plants on the windowsill. What differed was the thick plexiglass
            barrier that divided the room into two. On the other side of it stood a long table with three microphones, each labeled with
            a name written in the Russian alphabet at the top, then repeated in the Latin alphabet underneath. Anton Kovalyov. Lev Zaytsev. Lucy Poplaski.
         

         
         “I spy with my little eye something beginning with m,” whispered Nate.
         

         
         “Is it map?” asked Eliza.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Mat?”
         

         
         He shook his head.

         
         “Microphone?”
         

         
         “Yes. Your turn.”

         
         The little girl twisted and turned, totally oblivious that she was digging, first with her elbow, then her knee, into her
            father’s stomach. The people gathered in the room—other families, dignitaries, and journalists—waved and smiled at her. But
            Eliza ignored them completely. She was focused on the game. Eliza approached all competitive activities extremely seriously.
            Once, when she came second in a sack race at a school event, she spent the rest of the day in tears. “Eliza is a very ambitious
            little girl,” the teacher had said to them at pickup time. Her tone of voice suggested that perhaps Eliza was too ambitious.
            “She gets it from her mom,” Nate had replied, without thinking twice.
         

         
         “I spy with my little eye something beginning with r,” said Eliza.
         

         
         “Ribbon?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Hmm . . .” Nate rubbed his chin. “A ring?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Rack?”
         

         
         “Nope,” said Eliza, shaking her head with evident satisfaction.

         
         “I give up then.”

         
         “A rocket!” said Eliza triumphantly.
         

         
         Nate looked out the window. The rocket pointed skyward amidst an expanse of sun-scorched grass. Surrounded by a halo of milky
            white vapor, it peered out from behind a crisscrossed scaffolding framework. It was an anomaly in this scenery: the faded
            pale steppes of Kazakhstan, the crumbling dilapidated buildings, and the howling of stray dogs. It looked like a relic of
            an extinct alien civilization. In a way, it really was—the Baikonur Cosmodrome was built by the Soviet Union. The decision
            to locate the cosmodrome at this site had been influenced by two key factors. First, its position in the southernmost part
            of the Soviet Union, closer to the equator, facilitated reaching the required orbit. Second, if anything went wrong—for example,
            if a rocket exploded shortly after liftoff—the risk of flaming plates of metal falling on someone’s head was relatively low.
            All around, as far as the eye could see, there was only grass.
         

         
         

         Nate had witnessed an explosion like that once. He was six years old at the time and on a visit to family in Florida. By chance,
            NASA’s repeatedly postponed space shuttle Challenger flight was imminent. His parents took him to the Kennedy Space Center to watch the launch live; they wanted Nate to see it because the crew included a schoolteacher, Christa McAuliffe, who would give a lesson from space. Nate remembered it the way a child does, as if he had taken some random snapshots with a camera—badly framed, blurred images, overexposed by emotion. He was given a paper cap with the NASA logo on it, but it kept slipping down over his eyes, which made him very sad. In the stands, they took their seats just behind a man in a cowboy hat. The hat completely blocked his view, so little Nate was frustrated and at odds with the world. His father lifted Nate onto his shoulders to give him a better view, ignoring the protests of the people in the row behind. Then came a blinding flash and a roar; Nate felt the blast of hot air blow his hair back. Vibrations spread throughout his body, making his teeth chatter and his skin tingle. The rocket sped upward, drowning the cheers, spurting out flames, faster and faster until it turned into a tiny dot in the sky. Then, the dot flared up and changed into several smaller specks. Some of them started to fall, while others traced fancy swirls and flourishes in the air. For a fraction of a second, Nate thought that that was how it was supposed to be, that these were cosmic fireworks like the Fourth of July, and he was delighted. His glee didn’t last long; the sobbing, screaming, and chaos that followed would haunt his sleeping hours for years to come. Despite this, he still chose space for his path in life. Boundless space fascinated him, terrified him, and sucked him in. 

         
         

         A murmur rippled through the room; camera shutters whirred as they were released over and over again. At last, thought Nate with relief. On the other side of the plexiglass barrier, a door opened and the crew of the Soyuz entered the room—Lev, Anton, and Lucy. The cameras were all pointing at Nate’s wife—she was undoubtedly more photogenic than the Russians. With her dark curly hair tied up in a ponytail, broad smile, and upturned freckled nose, she looked like the friendly girl next door, someone you’d be pals with in no time at all. Plus, she was going to be one of the last Americans to take off for space from Kazakhstan. At last, after over a decade, the United States once more possessed their own means of transport to take them into orbit: Dragon space capsules built, in true American tradition, by an eccentric billionaire. The first flights had been successful. NASA was already negotiating a new, more extensive contract that would put an end to the United States’ involuntary reliance on Russian assistance. Soon, joint flights out of Baikonur would be a thing of the past. 

         
         Yuri Rybkin, the director of Roscosmos, a gray-haired, well-built man wearing a cream-colored blazer, took the stage and gave
            a speech in Russian.
         

         
         “What’s that man saying?” asked Eliza.

         
         “Nothing interesting.”

         
         “Tell me.”

         
         “We’re approaching the end of a beautiful chapter in the history of the friendship between our nations; however, a new chapter
               is beginning.”

         
         “What does that mean?” asked Eliza.

         
         It means that, soon, the Russians will no longer be able to cash in ninety million dollars for a place in a Soyuz, thought Nate. That, without these regular cash injections, Roscosmos will teeter on the brink of bankruptcy. That these declarations of
               readiness to continue working together mask envy, grudges, and resentment. Instead, Nate told his daughter, “It means that we will travel into space together, but separately.”
         

         
         The Russian bigwig finished his speech and Steve Ayers, the NASA representative, took the mic. Ayers was the deputy director
            for crewed space flights—a stocky, balding man with Coke-bottle glasses. Yet more bombastic platitudes, good wishes for a
            successful mission, and government-agency newspeak. Finally, it was time for Anton, Lev, and Lucy to say goodbye to their
            families. Nate and Eliza sat down opposite Lucy; they were separated by the plexiglass, surrounded by strangers yet coerced
            into intimacy in front of the cameras. Nate wanted to tell Lucy a whole stack of things: he was damn proud of her, he would
            miss her, he was happy for her, he was worried for her . . . But he couldn’t overcome his reticence, not in the midst of this
            crowd.
         

         
         “Hi! How’s your morning been?” It was Lucy who spoke up first.

         
         So, it was to be platitudes, empty words. But even empty words can be infused with significance, conveying things beyond their
            literal meaning. The timbre of their voices, the pauses, the looks passing between them. In this way, they told each other
            the things they couldn’t say in words.
         

         
         “Fine,” answered Nate. “Isn’t that right, Eliza? All fine?”

         
         “When will you come back?” asked Eliza. It was an accusation as well as a question.

         
         “You know the answer to that! In six months’ time.”

         
         “You’ll miss my birthday.”

         
         “I’ll be there, sweetheart,” answered Lucy, smiling sadly. “I’ll be there more than once.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Don’t you remember? The space station orbits the Earth once every ninety minutes. If your party lasts three hours, I’ll fly
            over our home twice during the party, and I’ll think of you then. OK?”
         

         
         “That’s not the same.”

         
         Lucy put her hand up against the plexiglass. It was a poor substitute for real contact, but the astronauts were in quarantine.

         
         “I know, darling.”

         
         “So why are you going there?”

         
         Lucy didn’t get the chance to reply. The allocated time for farewells had ended. They would see each other next in half a
            year’s time. If all went well.
         

         
         
            Baikonur—August 4, 2021, 18:52 GMT +5

         

         The decorative golden threads in the Orthodox priest’s vestments had glittered in the light of the camera flashes. The aspergillum had traced a wide arc through the air and holy water ran down Lucy’s cheeks like tears. Yet another tradition, yet another superstition. For the Russians, every stage of the flight preparations—and there were many stages—had to be accompanied by a ritual, and after each expedition new rituals were added. There was more folklore than at a village wedding. Every person on the flight had to lay flowers at the memorial to Yuri Gagarin, hoist their country’s flag up the pole, plant a sapling along Cosmonauts Alley, put their signature on their Baikonur hotel room door, and, the day before the launch, watch a Soviet movie from the seventies called White Sun of the Desert. On top of all this, it went without saying that there was no choice but to accept the clergyman’s blessing regardless of
            their personal preferences or faith, and not just once, but twice over. It was as if the Russians believed the success of
            the flight depended on the will of capricious heavens, which had to be won over with ceremonies that lasted for weeks, rather
            than on the laws of nature and mathematical equations.
         

         
         Lucy boarded the bus taking the crew to the launch pad. She was already wearing her made-to-measure Sokol spacesuit with its
            numerous ties, zips, and fasteners—a real cosmic corset! It took almost two hours and required the assistance of several technicians
            to put it on and, since it was hermetically sealed, each crew member was also equipped with a portable ventilator—a small
            blue case—to stop them being boiled alive.
         

         
         Once the bus moved off and Lucy was at last, at least temporarily, beyond the reach of the cameras and microphones, she rested
            her forehead against the window and closed her eyes. She had risen at four o’clock in the morning, and it was now approaching
            seven in the evening. Ahead of her, she still had a several-hours-long flight to the International Space Station in a capsule
            the size of an elevator, so she needed to take any opportunity she could to rest. The Russians were already asleep.
         

         
         However, Lucy couldn’t get to sleep. Her thoughts kept wandering back to Eliza’s question. Why? What for? Naturally, she had answered this question hundreds of times: first, during the never-ending interviews for the role; later,
            in media interviews, public appearances, and private conversations. But in those situations, she had said what was expected
            of her, the things one ought to say, the things other astronauts had been repeating for decades: it was her contribution to
            the development of science, the exploration of space was a critically important mission for the human race, she wanted to
            inspire young girls all around the world, and so on and so forth. But they were all lies. Had somebody administered a truth
            serum to her (if one really existed), her reply would have been less lofty. Why? Because nothing gave her such a kick and
            such a thrill as flying at a speed of thirteen thousand kilometers an hour. Because it was an incredible adventure. Because
            others weren’t able to, but she could. Because it confirmed that she was the best.
         

         
         All this meant that the resentment and reproach in her daughter’s voice hurt Lucy all the more. It wasn’t just about Eliza’s birthday. Lucy was hardly ever at home. She had lived out of a suitcase for the last four years, flying between Washington, Houston, Toulouse, Moscow, and Cologne to attend endless training courses, practical sessions, preparations, and examinations. Every hour—no! every minute—of the mission had to be planned and rehearsed in multiple practice runs at least a year in advance. Lucy had to know every safety procedure by heart; study and assimilate all the lists of instructions and technical diagrams; know the names of every single screw, switch, and cable—in Russian, as well as in English. If she had really been doing all of this for the good of humanity, she might have been able to justify it to herself and to appease her guilty conscience. But she wasn’t. Lucy wondered whether her male colleagues also had such thoughts and regretted missing their children’s first steps and words, or whether only the women were doomed to suffer these pangs of conscience for the sake of their ambition. 

         
         Another thing was bothering her as well. The previous day, she had attended a meeting with Deputy Director Ayers. It hadn’t
            been planned, it didn’t appear in any timetable, and the phrases she’d heard in the meeting . . . well, you could comb all
            the press reports without finding a single one. Rising tensions. Clashes at the highest levels. Fears it might escalate. Hard to believe something like that could happen in the twenty-first century, and in blood-soaked Europe too. Deputy Director Ayers had meant every word. Dark clouds were gathering on the horizon.
         

         
         The International Space Station was born of the optimism of the nineties. Freed of Cold War tactics, the Russians and the
            Americans no longer had to race each other among the stars; they joined forces for the good of humanity. They pooled their
            resources and, with the help of Europe and Japan, constructed a laboratory that orbited around the Earth—for a mere hundred
            and twenty billion dollars. It was a symbol of a new age of shared aspirations and putting the past behind them. Naturally,
            the high-flown pronouncements masked pragmatic calculations. The Americans wanted access to Soviet technology; the Russians
            needed money to keep their space program going in all the chaos of perestroika, and only the Americans had the resources to
            cover the sums required. Both parties got what they wanted, and everyone was happy.
         

         
         But now, over two decades later, the sums no longer added up. Roscosmos no longer had any technical expertise to offer the
            Americans; it still relied on Soviet solutions from the sixties. Also, China had emerged as a superpower and was ready to
            fund Roscosmos without asking awkward questions about human rights, democracy, and freedom of the press. In other words: the
            marriage of convenience had started to fall apart, but they were still sharing a matrimonial home in space.
         

         
         The bus came to a halt in the middle of nowhere, a few kilometers away from the rocket; the chirping of crickets resounded across the steppe. Oh yes, it was time for one last ritual. Lucy got to her feet. Anton motioned for her to pass him in the aisle with an extravagantly gallant gesture. Broad-shouldered, with a square jaw and short blond hair, he wasn’t bad-looking. Only his nicotine-stained teeth spoiled the overall effect. Anton and Lucy had served together during her first tour of duty on the International Space Station eight years previously. They knew each other well, and that was why she avoided him. 

         
         “Ladies to the left and gentlemen to the right,” ordered Anton once they were standing on the baking-hot asphalt. Lev followed
            one pace behind Anton; he was a head shorter, an introvert, with a salt-and-pepper moustache as bushy as his eyebrows. Lucy
            had met him at joint training sessions and took to him. He was an old-fashioned type—sincere and devoted to the cause. He
            earnestly believed that the chasm between East and West could be filled in or, at any rate, that from the perspective of space,
            the division was meaningless. Lev was the personification of the Soviet ideal: hardworking, rational, and convinced that the
            future could be better than the past. This was to be his last mission, his farewell to space. He looked as if this was already
            making him sad.
         

         
         A moment later, you could hear the rip of released Velcro and the swish of zippers. The Sokol spacesuits, which, not even an hour ago, had been meticulously fastened by a swarm of technicians in latex gloves, cotton caps, and plastic overshoes under the gaze of the families and journalists, were now breached. Of course, everybody, including the hardworking technicians, knew that this would happen. Because in 1961, on April 12, in exactly this spot, Yuri Gagarin had asked the bus driver to stop. The man who was about to become the first person to break free of the chains of gravity was grounded by the most mundane of human needs: he had to pee. Since Gagarin then flew out and returned in one piece, all cosmonauts who followed in his footsteps now stopped here too—just in case! As usual, the men had it easier. Women fulfilled the requirements of this tradition by bringing a small plastic bottle of their urine with them. Lucy tipped the contents of her bottle onto the bus’s back tire and, copying a gesture she had observed the priest making during the blessing, she shook out the last drops with a decisive flick of the wrist. 

         
         
            Baikonur—August 4, 2021, 19:12 GMT +5

         

         “The Grass at Home,” the official cosmonaut anthem, blared out from the loudspeakers, announcing that the crew was now inside
            the rocket with less than two hours until liftoff. Steve Ayers wondered how many times he had heard this nostalgic song, how
            many times he had stood here on the viewing terrace of the Baikonur Cosmodrome. Was it the twentieth? Or the twenty-fifth?
            He had no idea. He had seen so many missions depart from here that they all merged into one another; his passport was covered
            in Kazakhstan stamps. But this phase, the last stretch of the race, still raised his adrenaline levels. Very shortly, they
            would send humans into space. There was no way you could get used to that; it never ceased to amaze him. A few more photos
            and speeches, a teleconference with the mission control center in Moscow, and then the bigwigs went out onto the viewing terrace.
         

         
         “One era ends and another begins,” said Director Rybkin as he leaned against the railing. The day’s program, folded into quarters, stuck out of the back pocket of his trousers. Rybkin had an army background and it was obvious he hadn’t been a paper pusher. His eyes gave it away: they were vigilant, focused, continually in motion, trained to spot the enemy and scan for traps. This habitual alertness might eventually come in useful. His predecessor had been dismissed less than a year ago, mired in scandal, accused of corruption that could lead to a long term in a forced-labor camp. Nobody stopped to wonder whether he was guilty or not; you could work it out by the ostentatious jewelry worn by his much-younger wife. A more interesting question was why the prosecutor’s office had turned its attention to him at that point. In other words, what had he done to disappoint his superiors? What expectations did he fail to meet? What had changed behind the thick walls of the Kremlin? 

         
         “It doesn’t have to end,” retorted Ayers. They were speaking in English; it made it easier to communicate.

         
         “Aha—so you do want to buy a seat on the next flight after all?”

         
         “Yes, if you beat the competition on price.”

         
         “Ah yes . . . the free market,” said Rybkin, grimacing. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that will be possible.”

         
         “There are other projects.”

         
         “Like?”

         
         Ayers demonstratively lifted his gaze toward the sky. The sun had already set and the moon was peering out from behind the clouds. It was over fifty years since the last time a human had set foot on the Moon. There had been many plans to return, but there was a shortage of enthusiasm and money—and legitimate reasons. In the course of his long career with NASA, Ayers had repeatedly witnessed projects to return to the Moon making their way to the shredder. At the point when he was slowly losing hope that anything would come of them and that humans would again fly beyond the Earth’s immediate environs in his lifetime, the situation changed completely. SpaceX—a private company, a start-up that, only a dozen years ago, had been the butt of jokes among veterans in the field—showed it was possible to fly more cheaply, more frequently, and further than anyone had dared dream before. Now the ambition wasn’t just to fly back to the Moon, but to stay there. It wasn’t exactly clear—in economic terms, at least—what the purpose of permanent human presence there would be, but it was already evident that very few patches of the lunar surface could support it. Continuous sunlight and water—meager amounts of it, but still—could only be found at the rims of several perfectly located craters. And though international agreements specified no nation could claim a celestial body or any part of it as their own, good luck pitching camp next to your enemies. It was either another go at collaboration . . . or a race. 

         
         “We’ll find another partner,” said Rybkin. He moved away from the railing and folded his arms behind his back.

         
         “China?”

         
         “Do you have a problem with that?”

         
         “China won’t make a good partner.”

         
         “And have you been one?”

         
         Ayers didn’t reply immediately. He sensed that, from now on, he ought to weigh every word.

         
         “I’d like to think so,” he answered.

         
         The Russian looked away toward the rocket. Bathed in the floodlights, picking it out from the dark night of the steppe, it
            looked like a gigantic monument erected to honor . . . What did it honor? Human curiosity? Power? Arrogance?
         

         
         “Do you know how much we pay Kazakhstan to use the Baikonur Cosmodrome?” asked Rybkin after a pause.

         
         “The data is publicly available.”

         
         “Say the figure out loud. Let’s refresh our memories.”

         
         Ayers paused. He didn’t like the tone Rybkin was taking with him, but wasn’t surprised. The Russians were increasingly confrontational
            lately, as if they were looking to pick a fight. “One hundred and fifteen million per annum,” he said.
         

         
         “A hundred and fifteen million what? Rubles?”

         
         “No. Dollars.”

         
         “Exactly, dollars,” said Rybkin, nodding his head. “Is that a lot of money or not?”

         
         “For me? It’s a lot.”

         
         “Exactly! And how much money did Kazakhstan invest in the construction of this cosmodrome that they now so graciously let
            us use? Are those data also publicly available, Mr. Ayers?”
         

         
         “You’re trying to lure me into a discussion about politics, whereas I—”

         
         “Just tell me. How much?”

         
         Ayers looked straight into Rybkin’s eyes. He was trying to work out where the conversation was going and what Rybkin wanted
            to achieve. Was this just about old grievances, or something more? “Kazakhstan was part of the Soviet Union at the time,”
            he replied diplomatically.
         

         
         “So it was. And what was it that led to the collapse of the Soviet Union?”

         
         “I’m not sure that’s relevant to our conversation.”

         
         “It’s relevant to every conversation.”

         
         “Well, let’s say opinions are divided on that one.”

         
         “Yes, they are very divided,” agreed Rybkin. “Mine is that our partner gave us a helping hand. The same partner who has just
            taken away half of my budget.”
         

         
         “Private companies are simply cheaper. That’s not our fault.”

         
         “Huh! I feel as if I’ve gone back in time to the nineties,” snorted the Russian. “Why don’t you spin me a yarn about the invisible
            hand of the market?”
         

         
         Whoa, thought Ayers. It’s time to change the subject. “It seems to me that our discussion has taken an unconstructive turn,” he said with a warmhearted smile of the kind only
            an American can glue to their face.
         

         
         “Really?” Rybkin wasn’t prepared to let go. “In my opinion, our conversation leads to an inevitable conclusion.”

         
         Announcements in Russian crackled through the loudspeakers: “Ignition . . . Preliminary . . .” The scaffold towers swiveled away from the rocket, and the umbilical cables were cast aside; it looked as if a flower were opening its petals. 

         
         “Ten! Nine! Eight!”

         
         “May I ask what that conclusion is?” inquired Ayers.

         
         “Seven! Six! Five!”

         
         “That all this”—Rybkin gestured toward himself, then at Ayers—“was a mistake.”

         
         The light from the flames flooded their faces.

         
         
            Soyuz—August 4, 2021, 20:13 GMT +5

         

         A plush toy dangled just above Lucy’s head—a puppy with pink fur, a black nose, and huge eyes. It weighed exactly twenty-three
            grams and was an important item of the Soyuz’s equipment. It reminded Lucy of a souvenir that Nate brought back from a conference
            in Edinburgh: a stone set in a frame with the inscription Scottish Meteorological Station. If the stone was hot, the sun was shining. If the stone was wet, it was raining. If you couldn’t see the stone, it was foggy.
            An instruction manual for the puppy would read as follows: If the puppy isn’t moving, you haven’t yet launched; once the puppy
            starts to tremble, the engines have been switched on; when it bounces around, you’ve left the ground; and when the puppy floats
            in the air, you’ve reached orbit. If the puppy bursts into flames—something is seriously wrong!
         

         
         The plush toy started to shake. So did Lucy’s arms, legs, stomach, tongue, eyes, and brain—the vibrations radiated throughout the capsule. Lucy sat, or rather lay, to the left of Anton, curled up with her knees pressed right up to her chin, fitting snugly into a recess created using a plaster cast of her body; all three of them had swallowed a massive dose of painkillers to enable them to endure several hours lying in this position. Every cubic centimeter of the Soyuz capsule’s cramped interior had to be put to use, so just above Lucy’s head, in its protective bubble of plexiglass, luggage bulged out of bays, which were crammed full right up to the edges. As the capsule commander, Anton was responsible for loading the bays. If the weight was unevenly distributed, if there was as little as half a kilo more on one side than the other, the vehicle would deviate from its planned course. That could never be good news when traveling through the boundlessness of space. 

         
         “Carrier rocket parameters: nominal,” declared the voice in her headphones.

         
         Lucy could feel a colossal force pressing her down and squeezing the air out of her lungs. Underneath her, forty thousand
            kilograms of rocket fuel were ablaze. She glanced at the screen: the gravity load was at two g, two-and-a-half, three, three-and-a-half. . . . She wanted to laugh, cry, and shout with joy. At last, after eight years of waiting, working, dedication, and sacrifices—her own and other people’s—she was once more breaking away from the Earth. However, she stifled these feelings as efficiently and dispassionately as if she were flicking a switch or pressing a button on a control panel. For an astronaut, the ability to do this was as important as knowledge of orbital mechanics or first aid techniques. Lucy was being continually observed, evaluated, and judged; even then, at that very moment, a camera that transmitted images to the mission control centers in Houston, Moscow, Toulouse, and Tsukuba was aimed at her face. She knew she had to look serious and focused to avoid attracting the attention of the psychologist monitoring the crew, even though she was actually only a passenger (Anton and Lev were in charge of this flight, and even they didn’t have much to do for the moment because the onboard computer carried out most of the tasks for them). So she tracked the readings on the screens and verified item after item on the checklist. 

         
         “First stage separation,” said Anton.

         
         She felt as if somebody had abruptly lifted their foot off the gas pedal. The rocket discarded its tail, including the empty
            tanks and four engines, each the size of a truck. They would soon burn up in the atmosphere like sacrifices made to gravity.
         

         
         “Launch escape system separation.”

         
         Bang! Off came the escape tower concealing the thrusters that would have torn the capsule away from the rest of the rocket at lightning
            speed had there been an emergency. The most dangerous stage of the flight was now behind them. They could breathe a sigh of
            relief.
         

         
         “Jettison launch shroud.”

         
         The capsule was flooded with light now that its windows were no longer covered by metal panels. Lucy looked out. Half of the
            window was filled with endless blackness dotted with gleaming stars. Supposedly the same stars she observed in the night sky,
            but somehow different: unscreened by the pall of the atmosphere, their light was much sharper and more distinct. Lucy felt
            as if she were at the optician’s selecting lenses and, at last, she had found the right ones, which showed the world as it
            really was. Lower down, the Earth turned. The night sky above Asia blazed with city lights. She had missed this view. Every
            day. Every moment.
         

         
         “It still makes quite an impression, doesn’t it?” piped up Anton.

         
         “It does.”

         
         “Second stage separation.” Lev was reading out the computer messages. They had launched from Baikonur in a soaring tower,
            and soon only the capsule would remain. “Third stage ignition . . . initiated.”
         

         
         “A view like that time in the Cupola,” continued Anton. His tone was mocking. It was a challenge.

         
         “Velocity: twenty-two thousand and fifty-one kilometers an hour,” said Lucy, ignoring the taunt.

         
         “We were flying above Turkmenistan then too.”

         
         “Solar array deployment,” said Lucy, flicking the appropriate switch, “initiated.”

         
         “Those lights there are Ashgabat. And there’s Bishkek.”

         
         “Standby,” said a voice in their headphones. It was Mission Control Moscow. “Loss of signal in thirty seconds. Communications
            resume in approximately twenty minutes. Start preparations for the first Delta-v maneuver.”
         

         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         There was silence in the cabin. For exactly thirty seconds. The biting words that followed were not recorded in the official
            transcripts.
         

         
         
            Baikonur—August 4, 2021, 20:44 GMT +5

         

         The Baikonur Cosmodrome was starting to empty out. The loudspeakers had fallen silent; the floodlights illuminating the rocket
            launcher were off. Dignitaries boarded the waiting limousines; journalists were folding up tripods and putting cameras into
            cases. Nate wondered how much demand there would be for their material, who might broadcast it, and—more importantly—who would
            watch it. The prospect of an expedition to the Moon, or to Mars, could still fire up the imagination; people could get worked
            up about the disputes of millionaires whizzing around in space; however, flights to the International Space Station had become
            commonplace. Naturally, news about the latest rocket launch to the International Space Station was followed by a loyal circle
            of enthusiasts, but it did not make the front pages of the newspapers, or even their second or third pages.
         

         
         It was hardly surprising. At the end of the day, the ISS was a laboratory—in orbit, sure, but a laboratory all the same. How could you get excited about pipetting, even if it was in zero-gravity conditions? NASA’s press office was well aware of this and did what it could to revive interest in the station: the astronauts recorded video clips explaining how a toilet functions in space—“Look! You secure your feet with these straps, then pass urine into this funnel . . .”—spun around like tops, and caught the escaping bubbles that formed when squeezing juice out of a tube. It was as if they were circus performers and their act was the microgravity show. Eventually, even that no longer drew eyeballs. Thus, an achievement that wasn’t even an aspiration—only a pipe dream—fifty years previously had now become part of everyday life, and blended into the background unnoticed. This is the fate of every breakthrough and technological advance: humans can get used to anything. Indeed, perhaps it is the key to our success, the reason why an animal created to live on grassy savannahs, a bipedal monkey, has not yet become deranged in a world of glass, cables, and screens. Or rather, not totally deranged.
         

         
         “Dad, can we go now?” asked Eliza. She was tired and a taxi was waiting for them downstairs.

         
         “Just a little longer.”

         
         Nate looked up at the sky to the place where, just a little earlier, he saw the twinkle of engines belching fire. No trace was left of the Soyuz; it had melted into the stars—a single dot among thousands. He took a deep breath, inhaling the smell of exhaust fumes and hot asphalt, then he slowly let the air out of his lungs. The fear that had been devouring him for weeks, which had insinuated itself into every thought and seeped into every dream, had finally eased a little. But it had not gone away entirely. It never did: the fear was poised to return at the first opportunity, at the slightest trigger, as if it were a spider that could feel even the slightest vibration of the web within Nate’s head. That was how he imagined it: thousands of tiny silver threads stretched out inside his skull and, in their midst, shining black eyes that never blinked. 

         
         Nate was pleased to be returning home to everyday life and the familiar routes between house, school, the stores, the gas
            station, the park, and the library. He needed routines to constrain his world and make it manageable. This was probably the
            biggest difference between him and Lucy. She continually craved new sensations, whereas he avoided them—even when they related
            to seemingly pleasant and straightforward things. Like a weekend away. Sounded great, but the weather might not be good; they
            might run out of gas or get a flat tire. Eliza might get ill, or, when they arrived, there might be a problem with the reservation.
            Of course, they would go anyway—because he wanted to, surely? Or, at least, he knew that he ought to want to go—but the doubts
            never disappeared. So, in his head, Nate worked out ever more complex contingency plans that branched out like the delta of
            the Amazon. He took extensive preventative steps: he would fill up the car’s tank a day earlier, check the tire pressure and
            the oil level, double-check that he had packed their rainwear and that the hotel room was booked for the right date. Rather
            than leave on a vacation, Nate departed on three-person military maneuvers, and as the staff officer, he had to continually
            check maps, get progress reports, and identify potential hazards while they were away. Obviously, this made it hard to relax.
            He only admired the views once he was back home—looking at the photographs.
         

         
         Lucy was his polar opposite. Always composed. Always in control of the situation. For her, any new problem was an interesting challenge and a puzzle to be solved. In a rush to get to the airport and you hit a traffic jam? Excellent! She needed to quickly work out an alternative route. A looming deadline for submitting a document and the computer freezes? A good opportunity to expand her IT skills. Lucy was never stumped or thrown off-balance. 

         
         They had met fourteen years earlier at the International Conference on Planetary Sciences. At the time, Nate was a geophysicist
            working on a team designing a probe that was supposed to be sent to Titan (it never happened; the money ran out). Lucy was
            still working as an astrophysicist and was presenting the results of a spectroscopic analysis of the planets in the Gliese
            581 system of the Libra constellation. Nate noticed her because her conference poster was held up by a structure improvised
            from a broom handle, a straightened wire clothes hanger, and thread from the hotel sewing kit, rather than the usual folding
            stand. It transpired that the airline had lost her luggage, so she was forced to build a stand from scratch in less than an
            hour using whatever she had to hand. Nate and Lucy chatted for a while; he made a joke and she laughed. He asked whether she
            had any plans for the evening. She didn’t. Sometimes—not often, but it did happen—he regretted not asking her about her plans
            for the following decade. Who knows? Perhaps then they wouldn’t have gone out for drinks, or kissed in the hotel elevator,
            or spent the night in his room. In brief, the whole chain of cause and effect that led Nate to the present moment at the cosmodrome
            in Kazakhstan might not have occurred. The partners of astronauts had it hard. Partners with his psychological makeup had
            it extra hard.
         

         
         “Nate!” Someone put a hand on his shoulder. It was Deputy Director Ayers. Even though it was only the third time they had
            ever met, Ayers sounded as if he were greeting his best friend. You could tell he was a political operator. He had the reputation
            of a player, as adept as he was ruthless. “Will you be at the farewell dinner?”
         

         
         “My apologies. Not this time. It’s the kid’s bedtime.”

         
         “I understand. If you ever need anything . . .”

         
         “Thanks. We have everything we need.”

         
         “Excellent. In that case, we’ll all meet here again in six months’ time, won’t we?”

         
         If all goes well, said the voice at the back of Nate’s head. Assuming Lucy’s capsule doesn’t enter the atmosphere at too sharp an angle and
            burn up. Assuming it doesn’t enter at too shallow an angle and bounce along the blanket of gases surrounding the Earth like
            a stone skimming across a lake. Assuming the heat shield works effectively. Assuming no cabin decompression. Assuming the
            parachute opens. Assuming they avoid going into a spin that would lead to lethal g-loads. Assuming the capsule doesn’t disintegrate on impact with the steppes of Kazakhstan.
         

         
         “Exactly so,” he answered, forcing his lips into a smile.

         
         
            ISS—August 4, 2021, 21:15 GMT

         

         The bolts clanked as they were released and the hatch started to open. The Soyuz filled with the deafening rumble of fans
            and the distinctive smells Lucy remembered from her previous stay: sweat, overheated metal, and musty plastic. Above her,
            the crew’s faces appeared in the open airlock. Anton was the first to make a move toward them—a gentle push-off sufficed and
            he rose toward the exit, as if swimming through the air. Lucy pulled her hair, which was billowing in front of her face, into
            a ponytail and resecured it tightly with an elastic band. She was ready and couldn’t wait. Now Lev—one movement with his hand
            and he was up there. Her turn. She stood up on her seat, flexed her knees, and flew after the others.
         

         
         Even though she had been here before, though she had trained on hundreds of parabolic flights to accustom her body to weightlessness, Lucy felt dizzy and her stomach clenched. Up, down—suddenly, these words lost all meaning and were useless. She felt as if she were inside an optical illusion where nothing was where it should be and the longer you looked, the more befuddled your senses became. Lucy could feel acid in her gullet. Don’t spew, she thought. You really mustn’t spew. Somebody was already hugging her and patting her back. She almost hit her head on the camera lens. They were in the Russian
            segment, in the Rassvet module, so it was cramped. It would have been tight for two people, let alone nine. They teemed like
            fish in a net. It would have been easier for Lucy to plan a move to checkmate in three-dimensional chess than to say who was
            where at any moment, or whose hand or leg she could see.
         

         
         Lucy recognized the three astronauts they were relieving—Igor Volkov, Kate Hortchak, and Francesco Russo—who were due to return
            to Earth in their own Soyuz in a few days’ time. A moment later, she was greeted by Ezra Wendley, the pilot of the Dragon.
            Red-haired, muscular, and pale as a sheet, he had previously been in the US Air Force, and he looked the part. His capsule
            docked three months ago and was due to stay for another three. She saw Lafayette Summers flit by on her left; he was a Black
            botanist from Louisiana who always had a smile on his face. The last person Lucy spotted in the muddle was Devaki Anand, an
            American woman of Indian heritage. Lucy knew her the least as she was the only space tourist among this group of professional
            astronauts. Of course, that didn’t mean she could sip alcoholic drinks from a highball, stirring them with a palm tree cocktail
            stick; NASA set her to work as well. The amount she paid for her stay on the station was a secret, but there was no doubt
            that it was seven figures. Devaki had made billions in Silicon Valley, so this level of expenditure wasn’t a barrier for her.
         

         
         Lucy was longing to head for her cubicle (a bedroom smaller than a broom cupboard), get undressed (nobody talked about it, but for the journey, the astronauts wore diapers, officially known as Maximum Absorbency Garments—a dignity-saving euphemism), and wash (that meant cleansing your whole body with single-use wipes because there were no showers; free-flowing water plus microgravity equaled a guaranteed short-circuit). But first, she had to attend another scheduled event: the post-flight press conference. They moved into Nauka, one of the oldest—yet also one of the newest—ISS modules. It was one of the oldest because construction of Nauka started in the nineties, and one of the newest because the Russians had only just managed to complete it and launch it into space. They didn’t, however, manage to dock it safely: shortly after Nauka was attached to the ISS, the main propulsion system, which had been acting up earlier, fired up unexpectedly and pushed the whole space station out of its orbit to within a hair’s breadth of catastrophe. Russian competence (or was it commitment?) seemed to be steadily decreasing to a degree that worried Houston. Lucy looked around the newly added module. It looked like any other, with cables, diodes, and electronic equipment protruding everywhere, from every surface. 

         
         “OK, let’s get into position,” ordered Volkov, the rotational ISS crew commander. “New people at the front. Rest at the back.”

         
         It took the astronauts a while to get into their designated spots. To avoid disconcerting their viewers on Earth, they all
            adopted the same orientation as if they were standing on a floor, even though half of them could just as well have been hanging
            upside down. Everyone held on to something—those who had just arrived at the station instinctively used their hands; the rest,
            already habituated to microgravity, hooked on to grips with their feet: it was more comfortable that way. Three, two, one, and the lamp next to the glass eye of the camera lit up red.
         

         
         “Station, this is Mission Control Moscow,” said a voice distorted by static. “You’re not too cramped up there, I hope.”

         
         “We are coping, thanks,” replied Volkov with a smile. His hair was cut close to his scalp, like the other Russians. The skin on his neck was red and irritated: shaving in space was a singularly unpleasant business. Above his head, a golden Orthodox cross glistened from its fixture on the wall. 

         
         “Excellent. Soyuz, how was the flight?”

         
         “Unproblematic,” retorted Anton.

         
         And so it went on, all in the same style: few specifics and lots of forced joviality; it was an unconvincing show. Lucy had stopped listening to take a good look at the people who were going to share this extremely confined space with her over the following months. She could see their faces in the transmission preview window on the LCD screen. Anton appeared to be very satisfied with himself—not without cause, since he had carried out the docking procedure flawlessly, as befitted a former jet pilot. She quickly passed over him. Lev was clearly exhausted; beads of sweat were forming on his forehead, the tiny transparent globules flying off his skin every time he moved. As always, Lafayette exuded positivity and verve; he kept butting in with jokes. He spoke Russian with a heavy American accent, but his fluency was astonishing and she had heard he could quote Pushkin from memory. Ezra had his hefty arms crossed over his chest, and his eyebrows were furrowed. He looked annoyed. Or maybe he was just tired? Getting here was a dream for them all, but Lucy knew all too well that the idiosyncrasies of the station (the noise, the smells, the never-ending chores, and most of all, the people) nevertheless started grating on you after a while. Devaki seemed to be putting on a brave face; her pasty skin and the dark rings under her eyes contrasted with her words about how much she was enjoying her visit to the ISS. The gossip had it that she was suffering from motion sickness. Everybody knew the sensation: the labyrinth in the ear goes wild in orbit. Not bound by the forces of gravity, the tiny hairs of the inner ear billow rather than drop, which the brain interprets as a never-ending tumble, so it pumps adrenaline into the blood and sends out urgent signals: Grab onto something! Protect your head! Beware! For most people, these symptoms fade away after three or four days—most, but not all. The unofficial unit of measurement
            for motion sickness used by the astronaut community is the Garn. The name comes from Senator Jake Garn, who, in the 1980s,
            pressured NASA into getting him a seat on board a space shuttle—then, in a rare manifestation of karmic justice, he spent
            the whole mission vomiting violently. Zero Garns signify no discomfort at all, half a Garn meant continual nausea, and one
            Garn equaled constant, distressful vomiting. Lucy assessed her own status as 0.2 Garns and Devaki’s as 0.75 Garns. Poor woman!
         

         
         “Naturally, it is sad that my time on the station is coming to an end,” said Igor Volkov, slowly winding up his speech, “but
            I am delighted to pass the helm over into such competent, graceful hands.”
         

         
         Lucy smiled at the camera, restraining the urge to roll her eyes at the Russian’s supposed compliment. It was her big moment,
            the honor she had worked toward for years. She wasn’t going to let him spoil it for her.
         

         
         “Lucy,” said Volkov, squeezing her hand gently as if afraid he’d break a bone, “good luck!” She wondered whether his smile
            was sincere.
         

         
         Francesco Russo rang a small brass bell, a seafaring tradition from times when the stars were still gods. Expedition 74 had come to a close, and Expedition 75 was beginning—under Lucy’s command. Playing first violin had always appealed to her. In the Scouts, she had been troop leader, and she’d also been elected class president in high school. On campus, she had led three different clubs and was the captain of the university soccer team, maintaining perfect grades all the while. Things that for many people would have been an ordeal (mediating in conflicts, dealing with complaints, motivating the demotivated) for her were simply the next challenge: multivector problems that she needed to comprehend and resolve. Not only that, every will do, you’re right, and good idea stroked her ego and gave a little twist to the tap of habit-forming endorphins. For her, dynamism, beating records, and discovering
            the unknown were essential to life.
         

         
         “Thank you, Igor,” she replied before delivering the clichés she had prepared. “Expedition 75 promises to be extremely interesting.
            Devaki will continue to study the bit errors caused by cosmic rays. Her research has already delivered many interesting results.
            Lafayette will start a new project crucial to colonizing Mars in the future: he will research the potential for fertilizing
            barren soil using ACC, that is”—here Lucy took a deep breath (she had practiced saying the words out loud for hours before
            finally getting them right)—“1-aminocyclopropane-1-carboxylic acid. As for Ezra and me, next month we will undertake a space
            walk to repair the damaged photovoltaic panels on solar array wing S6. Our Russian colleagues, Anton and Lev, will also undertake
            numerous scientific research projects.” About which Roscosmos refused to say anything, she thought. Despite repeated requests on multiple occasions. “All in all, we have several busy and exciting months ahead of us.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Lucy,” replied the controller in Moscow. “We wish you all the best.”

         
         The red light went off and the broadcast ended. A little more chit-chat and then the crew started to disperse. Everybody had plenty to do—the space station required constant, never-ending maintenance to function—and besides, the presence of so many people in such a small space was dangerous; the ventilation system wasn’t designed for that kind of load. A few minutes later, after squeezing through the claustrophobically cramped modules Zvezda and Zarya, she found herself in the American segment, while Anton and Lev stayed in theirs. They wouldn’t see each other that often; the ISS was designed so that the two segments could easily be isolated from each other. They lived here together but, when all was said and done, separately. Certainly, they sometimes met for meals in the Unity module; sometimes, when their controllers took pity and gave them an evening off, they watched a film together. But the relations between their countries and between their organizations had recently been so tense that these shared moments would surely be few and far between. As it happened, that suited Lucy very well. The only mandatory activity on their joint schedule was the weekly transfer of urine containers. The Russian segment didn’t have a water recovery system, so their containers had to be taken to the equipment on the American side. Almost biblical alchemy: the transformation of urine into water. 

         
         Lucy reached her cubicle. It was in the module Harmony, in a recess in the surface that, relative to her current position,
            was a ceiling. Lucy seized a grab and shifted herself in a single move—go! She turned three-quarters of a somersault to enter her cubicle headfirst. It was the size of a compact shower cabin and the walls were padded with soft fabric. The cubicle contained a sleeping bag, two laptops fixed to the wall—one for communicating with the mission control center, the second for personal use—and that was all. From her bag, Lucy pulled out an envelope with a label that read PERSONAL ITEMS, MAXIMUM WEIGHT 240 GRAMS. She took out photographs of her family—five-year-old Eliza on a climbing wall, Nate in a kayak on Lake Texoma, and Lucy’s parents outside their house in the suburbs of Chicago—and pinned them to the wall with thumbtacks. She double-checked that they were securely embedded in the wall. If they came out, they would float around her sleep station, which would be undesirable to say the very least: they might prick her skin or worse—fall into her open mouth. Next, she pulled out her uniform and unfolded it. It was dark blue with an American flag patch and their mission logo: a Soyuz capsule on a background of two clasped hands—a symbol of their shared flights, and of a dying era. 

         
         However, before she washed and changed, she switched on the computer and checked her list of tasks for the following day.
            Although she was the commander, she only had nominal control over the space station: the rosters for her and the rest of the
            crew had been decided many years in advance by the space agencies; the flight parameters and the operation of the numerous
            life-support systems were monitored by the mission control centers in Houston and Moscow. Just like the other astronauts,
            she was expected to follow a predetermined plan, checking off one task after another from a list of several thousand items.
            So during her turn as commander, she wasn’t likely to issue even a single order.
         

         
         Except in the event of a crisis.

         
         
            Houston—August 9, 2021, 06:45 GMT –5

         

         Steve Ayers came out of the shower. He crouched down to wipe the water from the floor and noticed something underneath the
            vanity unit catching the light. An earring: a white shell set in silver. He turned it around in his hand and examined it.
            Then he threw it in the trash.
         

         
         Steve lived on his own in a huge house in the suburbs of Houston. It hadn’t always been that way: once he had shared it with another person. Even though many years had passed, he still found the odd small item dating back to those times: mislaid jewelry like this earring, part of a toy, or a woolen hat that was not his own stuffed into the sleeve of an old coat. He wondered whether he should sell the place. It would be a way of cutting himself off from those memories once and for all; besides, he didn’t need so many rooms. But then he worked out that he spent fewer than a hundred days a year at home and decided that moving wasn’t worth the bother. Perhaps later, once he retired. He had many plans for his retirement, each one more adventurous than the last. He would buy a boat and fish for marlins. Or he would hop in a motor home and drive from Texas to Alaska. Or he would move to Paris, sit at an easel on the banks of the Seine, and paint landscapes for the tourists. Of course, he realized that he would never actually carry out any of these schemes and it wouldn’t be because he hated fishing, or because long car journeys gave him back pain, or because he’d never held a paintbrush in his life, but simply because they were based on the completely unrealistic assumption that one day he would stop working. 

         
         Steve wiped the condensation from the mirror and looked at his own reflection. Bloodshot eyes. Two days’ stubble. He squirted some shaving foam and quickly applied it to his cheeks, as if wanting to wipe away the face he saw. He was exhausted. From Kazakhstan, he had flown on to Moscow on a courtesy visit, and from there on to Cologne, then Paris, and only then did he get on a plane to return to the US. On this last leg of the journey, he had spent the whole flight hunched over a laptop balanced on his knees before landing in Houston the previous day just before midnight. He had reached home around two in the morning, fell asleep at four, and less than three hours later his alarm went off. Had Steve followed his doctor’s guidance, he would have taken the day off: gone on a long walk, eaten a light meal, headed for bed in the early evening, and read a book. But had he followed his doctor’s guidance, he would never have climbed to the top of the bureaucratic ladder and reached his current position. He had no time to rest: he had a whole day of meetings ahead of him. The topic: his impending trip to Washington. Congress was in the process of determining the budget for the following year, so he had to prepare for the backstairs bargaining, political theater, and rhetorical questions posed solely for the sake of the cameras. 

         
         Usually, Steve had to explain why his programs were so expensive; he had to fight for every dollar and every cent. This time,
            he was going to maneuver for NASA to receive a low level of funding. Congress was pushing for the planned missions to the
            Moon to use Space Launch System rockets, which were built on government contracts. Each SLS launch cost a trifling four billion
            dollars. Private companies could sell NASA rockets with similar specifications for a fraction of that price, but Washington
            was fighting this option tooth and nail. The official line was that such crucial technology shouldn’t be entrusted to external
            contractors and the strategic know-how should remain with the federal agencies. Unofficially, it was all about protecting
            their own interests. The SLS rockets were built by consortiums of several hundred companies scattered—and this was not merely
            a coincidence—throughout all fifty states. Each of the companies put in a steep invoice and then passed on some of the revenue
            to the reelection campaigns of the congresspersons whose signatures appeared on the federal budget. The American system was
            as riddled with corruption as the Russian one, only it was more sophisticated. White gloves rather than brass knuckles.
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