
        
            
                
            
        

    About the Book
The whole world has just watched Neil and Buzz walk on the Moon. Now they are struck by terror: the lunar module’s engine has failed. There is no back-up, no other way off the surface. If the astronauts can’t fix the problem, they’ll slowly run out of oxygen and die.
This Kingdom of Dust explores this harrowing scenario through the intertwined narratives of three distinct voices: Buzz on the Moon, his wife Joan back on Earth, and Aquarius, the journalist compelled to craft a story he doesn’t want to write.
Marooned, Buzz confronts his fate with a mix of dread and awe. On Earth, Joan wrestles with grief and sacrifice against the backdrop of 1960s America – a nation riven by war and seismic social change.
Caught between professional duty and personal turmoil, Aquarius soon discovers that he will need all his skill to capture this unfolding drama, and all his courage to follow it through to its breathtaking conclusion.
With page-turning suspense and emotional heft, this reimagining of an epic moment in history combines public spectacle with private despair, reframing what the Moon landing has meant not only for the astronauts and those who loved them, but for all humankind.
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For Mum








It is the very error of the Moon,




She comes more nearer Earth than she was wont,




And makes men mad.




Shakespeare, Othello, Act 5, Scene 2












CHAPTER 1
JOAN
Woman is born free, and everywhere she is caged. If she accepts her confinement you might see sorrow, or resilience, or even wisdom, but if she struggles against it – ah! – it’s then that you’ll witness true miracles of strength and cunning.
So thought Aquarius, who, in a contemplative mood on a hot July day in 1969, was carefully watching one woman in particular. Her cage, he suspected, was one of the strangest ever devised by history, for as she leaned against a doorframe in her living room in Houston, her husband was a quarter of a million miles away in a spacecraft descending towards the surface of the Moon. The landing was imminent, and soon the spacecraft would enter the ‘dead man’s zone’ – that phase of the descent in which it would be too late to abort. From that point on, the craft must either land or crash, and the woman watched by Aquarius must become either wife to a hero, or a widow.
Poor woman! She was trapped in her cage, and the whole world was watching.


Before this day he knew of her only what all of America knew: her name was Joan, she was thirty-eight years old, and she’d given up her acting career to marry an astronaut. But during that afternoon he’d quickly learned more. He’d spoken to her father, her three children, the family reverend, an eccentric uncle, a group of astrowives, and an astronaut with red hair. The wives had taught him the most, for they’d been able to describe how terrifying it was to have a husband in space, and to tell him about the ways in which they supported each other whenever someone’s husband was ‘up’. Today they’d brought to Joan’s house cigarettes, coffee, ham, a turkey casserole, sandwiches, a cake with American-flag icing, and, as a symbol of good luck, a pretty orchid in a champagne glass.
And now, at last, the critical moment had come. Everyone was looking at Joan, and because he was a writer, Aquarius also attempted a description. ‘Big eyes, big hair, big teeth,’ he wrote in his notebook, starting as he always did with the simple and the physical. It was not much, but in these strangled, tight seconds it would have to do. He’d have plenty of time later to come up with more.
‘The rate of descent is looking real good.’
The voice came from a special loudspeaker on the telephone table that, Aquarius had learned, was called the ‘squawk box’. It was connected by a special telephone line to Mission Control’s air-to-ground communication loop and it relayed in real time everything said by Mission Control and the two men in the spacecraft. Aquarius was surprised he could hear them so clearly.
‘Altitude’s right about on.’
Rusty, the red-haired astronaut, sitting close to the squawk box, had been given the task of translating any technical jargon.
‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘So far so good.’


‘You say “that’s good” if it’s good, but will you say “that’s bad” if it’s bad?’ asked one of the astrowives.
‘I will,’ said Rusty.
But Aquarius knew that if anything was ‘bad’, Rusty would in fact have nothing at all to say, because the squawk box’s green ‘comms’ light would immediately go out and the box would fall silent. This had happened years earlier, to the wife of Neil, commander of the current mission. When her husband’s Gemini flight had run into trouble, Mission Control had at once disconnected her squawk box. When she’d rung to demand it be reconnected, they’d refused to take her call, and when she’d turned up at the building itself, they’d not let her in. ‘If the men are dying, the wives must stay away,’ a NASA official had explained to Aquarius. ‘That’s the rule.’
In Joan’s house, the squawk box’s green light burned steady and bright.
‘You are Go,’ Mission Control could be heard saying. ‘You are Go to continue powered descent.’
The spacecraft would be on the surface in mere moments, and Aquarius began to feel the weight of history upon him. In his notebook he made a quick sketch of the room, showing the people, doors, windows, armchairs, a table of food and the large servery alcove that connected the living room to the kitchen. It was all very ordinary, but as he looked up he did notice one unusual thing. From the living room’s central chandelier hung a short, thick rope.
‘That was for Popo,’ whispered a young woman who’d drifted close.
‘Popo?’
‘Joan’s husband’s monkey.’
‘I see,’ he said, annotating his sketch with ‘monkey rope’ and wondering what other oddities this afternoon might bring. To keep her near, he offered some small talk. ‘Your husband is also an astronaut?’


‘Oh no,’ she said, taking a sip from her glass of milk. ‘I’m Jeannie.’ She seemed to think she’d answered his question, but when, by his expression, he invited her to say more, she clarified. ‘I’m the widow.’
She may have been about to explain further, but now the attention of the room turned back to the squawk box. Rusty, leaning in, was holding up a hand and begging for silence. There was something wrong. The signal had become distorted, and all that could be heard was an astronaut’s voice urgently calling out numbers.
‘Twelve-o-two,’ Aquarius heard, and then again, ‘It’s a twelve-o-two.’
‘That’s a computer alarm,’ Rusty explained.
‘Is that bad?’ someone asked.
‘I don’t know,’ said Rusty.
Yes, thought Aquarius, it was bad. For this assignment he’d learned much about the machine that was now trying to land on the Moon – the lunar module – and one thing that had surprised him was just how much it depended on its computer. No computer, no landing.
‘Houston, give us a reading on the twelve-o-two program alarm.’ The signal had improved and now Aquarius recognised the voice. It was Neil, mission commander.
‘Houston?’
There was no reply.
Aquarius was certain they could not land with a malfunctioning computer, and he listened carefully for the order to abort. But when more seconds passed with no response from Mission Control, a fearful realisation came. It must be too late. The spacecraft must already have entered the dead man’s zone.
He looked once again at Joan. She was standing perfectly still in the doorway, but it was easy for him to imagine her raging against her cage with all her might.
 
Aquarius, middle-aged, overweight and uninspired, had not wanted to write about the Moon landing. Firstly, everyone knew the Moon was nothing but dust. The close-up pictures taken by Apollo 10 had revealed the most dry, rocky, dead, grey, airless, odourless, barren, godforsaken place he’d ever seen. Secondly, he hated machines. America was in love with them, but Aquarius despised the cold circuitry of computers, the sickly fumes of the country’s hundred million cars, and the devious poison of nuclear reactors. Others marvelled; he despaired. For him, machines were killers of nature and destroyers of the human spirit.
And they were treacherous, too. He’d learned this as a boy in Brooklyn when a model airplane he’d spent six months building crashed on its first flight. This aircraft, the latest in a series, had a miniature gasoline engine and a six-foot wingspan. It was the best he’d ever made. But within seconds of take-off the wings had collapsed upwards like two enormous hands clasped together in desperate prayer, and the resulting impact with the ground had been so violent that young Aquarius had wet himself. Forever after he remembered the dark mark of shame that had spread in his groin, the hot tears that had gathered in his eyes, and his mother’s kind hand holding his own. ‘Breathe,’ she’d said. ‘Breathe, breathe, breathe. You did your best, but now it’s time to put away your airplanes. There can be grace in giving up.’
At Harvard, to please his father he’d studied engineering and tried to love valves, tanks and pipes. But he soon found himself asking: where was the throb of nature in these things? He thought Charles Darwin a villain for insisting that life on Earth was a mere mechanism, and grew to distrust scientists who denied God and scoffed at magic. A battle with the numbers men was looming, he sensed, and artists would need to be on the front line. So he abandoned engineering and took up literature instead. He read Hemingway, Tennyson, Poe, Melville, Milton, Hopkins, Donne, James, Blake and others. In DH Lawrence he found words that sizzled, hot blood that gushed and plasms that quivered, and when he came to write his first book he did his best to infuse it with the same funky earth energies. It worked. Readers were mesmerised and bought copies by the hundreds of thousands.
For a while, Aquarius was happy. But then things began to go wrong. His second book was a disaster and his third mediocre. The reviewers complained, among other things, about his compulsive yoking together of the lofty and the obscene. ‘Why must this author,’ asked one, ‘insist on almost every page that “to shit is noble”?’ ‘The writer soaks everything in urine,’ objected another, ‘and expects us to see something profound in the drenching. Well, this reader doesn’t.’
‘Then you should try harder,’ Aquarius replied in an open letter. ‘Looked at in the right way, your own piss can contain the entire universe.’
He was angry, and vowed that every novel he wrote from then on would feature the noblest pisses and shits he could muster.
But his defiance could not arrest the downward vector of his life. He tried to adapt his third novel for the theatre. It was a flop. He produced a film that everyone agreed was ridiculous. His marriage failed, and then another, and another. He began to drink heavily, smoking two packets of cigarettes a day and taking barbiturates, marijuana, bennies and mescaline. President Kennedy was murdered, and then Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. When America went to war in Vietnam, Aquarius was horrified.
But worst of all was the suicide of Hemingway in 1961, which for Aquarius set the tone for the whole decade. Papa Hemingway was the nation’s best writer, but for all his talent he’d still put a shotgun in his mouth and blown his brains out, and that fact lingered in Aquarius’s thinking like the persistent stink of an old mattress. Each night it would waft up to plague his dreams, and each morning up it would come again to paralyse his pen. He feared that one day he himself might do what Hemingway had done. Had his mother been right? Was there grace in giving up? Did men and women battle too hard against mortality? Perhaps the point of life was not to be greedy with it. It was like drinking a milkshake through a straw: if you insist on sucking up every last drop, you end up making a terrible noise. The instant you start to lose suction, you should throw away the cup.
By early 1969, Aquarius had begun to experience a malaise that he called ‘The Dread’ – a spiritual, psychiatric and emotional Nothingness. He lay exhausted in a ditch, drinking gin straight from the bottle, just like Papa Hemingway had done. But then, just as he was wondering what on this blighted Earth he should do next, he received a telephone call from his literary agent. The agent had an offer: Life magazine wanted him to produce a series of in-depth articles about the upcoming Moon landing, and there would be follow-up deals for the hardcover, paperback and foreign rights. Life’s plan was that Aquarius would cover the spacecraft and technology, while Dodie, their chief space writer, would deal with the astronauts and their wives.
‘I don’t want to write about machines,’ he said. ‘Let Dodie do the lot.’
‘Dodie won’t do technical. Say “velocity” to her and she reaches for a martini. She doesn’t like numbers.’


‘I don’t like numbers either.’
‘Don’t you? Really?’
Here there was a meaningful pause, and Aquarius began to sense where all this was heading.
His agent continued. ‘May I say a number to you now?’
‘Go on, then.’
‘One million.’
‘One million?’
‘One million.’
‘To write about the Moon?’
‘To write about the Moon.’
Even a man feeling The Dread, lying in a ditch clutching a half-empty gin bottle, knows that if he turns his body just a little and looks up, he might yet see stars. Or, if not stars, a glowing patch or two in the heavy overcast, made beautiful by the Moon’s silvery light.
 
In Joan’s living room, there was good news. Aquarius had been mistaken in thinking the lunar module had descended into the dead man’s zone. It was still thousands of feet above it. In addition, the spacecraft’s computer problems had been solved.
‘You’re Go on that alarm,’ came the voice of Mission Control on the squawk box. ‘You’re Go for landing.’
But Rusty, leaning his ear ever closer to the box, nonetheless looked anxious. He held up his hand once again to ask for silence.
‘That’s not a bad looking area.’ It was the voice of Neil, the commander, concentrating hard. ‘Pretty rocky area . . . I’m going to just . . . here’s a . . .’ The signal faded away.
‘I think he’s taken over control from the computer,’ said Rusty. ‘He’s flying manually, looking for a landing spot.’


‘Is that good?’ asked one of the astrowives.
‘In the flight plan the computer does the landing. But the computer doesn’t have eyes. Neil does. So I’d say yes, it’s good.’
Eyes were good, thought Aquarius, but a computer receiving precise data from the landing radar might well be better. He worried a little. Machines could be spiteful, treacherous things. Might the spacecraft resent the commander’s last-minute meddling?
Mission Control announced: ‘Sixty seconds.’
‘That’s fuel remaining,’ Rusty explained.
‘Thirty seconds.’
If the tension was unbearable for Aquarius, then how must it be for his hostess?
Joan was clutching the doorframe with one hand and holding a cigarette in the other. Her time had come. Aquarius felt the thrill of it, and also the challenge. How could he describe in words the excruciating suspense of these compressed seconds?
‘Contact light,’ came the voice of her husband on the squawk box.
‘Shutdown,’ said the commander.
‘Okay. Engine stop.’
Now there was a long period of electronic static. Had they crashed? Had the dust swallowed them up? Were they dead?
The words, when at last they came, had a startling, wonderful clarity.
‘Houston, Tranquility Base here. The Eagle has landed.’
Aquarius noted the time: 3.17 pm, Sunday, July 20, 1969. It was a concentrated moment, distilled and potent. Neil had spoken, and all of Earth had heard him. ‘The Eagle has landed’ were words, Aquarius knew, with their own wings; they would fly up to take an exalted place in the story of humanity.
In Joan’s living room, people erupted with claps and shouts and hoots of joy. Rusty rocked in his chair muttering ‘fantastic’ to himself over and over again. The reverend went from person to person, shaking hands. An astrowife called out, ‘Oh Joan! Oh Joan! Oh Joan!’
Joan closed her eyes and began to sob. Her friend, the strange widow, moved close behind her, ready to catch her, perhaps, if she fell. The Life photographer took a picture and Aquarius knew it would be an image for the ages: ‘The Relief of Joan’.
Now she moved clear of the door and sank slowly to the floor. Her sobbing stopped and she lay quietly on her back with her knees pulled up, holding the palms of her hands over her eyes. It seemed at first to be a gesture of relief, but then Aquarius wondered whether it might be one of fear. He thought of her, suddenly, as a pretty canary that had escaped its cage only to find itself trapped in a larger room with more complex terrors.
Her husband had landed safely on the Moon. But would he be able to take off again?






CHAPTER 2
COMMUNION
‘Roger, Tranquility,’ Buzz heard in the earphones of his communications cap. ‘We copy you on the ground. You got a bunch of guys about to turn blue. We’re breathing again. Thanks a lot.’
‘Thank you,’ replied Buzz.
He turned to the commander, who, smiling, placed a gloved hand on his shoulder. Even in his pressurised suit he could feel the point of gentle contact. God bless Neil! What a soft landing it had been. Before the mission, Neil had told the press he thought the chances of a successful touchdown were fifty-fifty, but now, face to face with his friend, Buzz knew: there had never been any doubt.
‘Okay,’ said Neil, taking his hands away and turning to the forward instrument panels. ‘Let’s get on with it.’
Buzz flicked switches, closed circuit breakers and checked gauges. As lunar module pilot, he knew the spacecraft and her systems as well as any person could know any machine. But these were critical seconds. He must get everything right. They might be on the ground, but the danger wasn’t over.
His first task was to prepare for an immediate launch. Valves might be leaking, tanks overpressurised or pipes about to burst. Houston would right now be double-checking their telemetry, and if they did not give the ‘Stay’ command within two minutes, the mission rules required him and Neil to take off at once.
He glanced at the pressure gauges of the fuel and oxidiser tanks. They were rising fast, but that was to be expected. The Moon’s high surface temperature, together with residual heat from the descent engine, were baking the descent-stage tanks.
‘Master arm on,’ he said. ‘Take care of the descent vent.’
‘Master arm coming on,’ replied Neil.
‘I’ll get the pressure check.’
‘Okay.’
Buzz watched the gauges carefully. There! The rate of pressure increase began to slow.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘It looks like we’re venting the oxidiser now.’
The numbers were looking good. The ‘Stay’ clearance would soon come. But as the seconds ticked away, he wondered whether the men at Houston were seeing the same numbers he was, because no clearance came. A minute had already passed – now seventy seconds, eighty, ninety. He turned to Neil: Get ready!
‘Eagle, you are Stay for T-1.’
‘Roger,’ replied Neil. ‘Understand. Stay for T-1.’
Thank God, Buzz thought. T-1 Stay criteria met. But still he could not relax. The next Stay/No Stay deadline – T-2 – was only five minutes away, and in that time he had to update the abort guidance computer so it would fly the right trajectory if they did need to take off. He began typing numbers from a data card into the computer as fast as he could, but after a minute, Houston stopped him.
‘You’ve loaded R2 wrong.’
So he had. He saw that he’d used the ‘powered descent’ part of the card rather than the ‘surface abort’ data. He calmly re-entered the data, remembering as he did so what the newspapers had said about him a few weeks earlier: that he was the best numbers man NASA had ever sent into space. If anyone could type numbers into a computer, it was him.
‘Eagle, Houston. You are Stay for T-2. Over.’
‘Roger,’ he heard Neil reply in his earphones. ‘Stay for T-2. We thank you.’
Neil turned to him and gave a double thumbs-up. T-3, the next possible take-off time, wouldn’t come for another two hours, so no matter what happened they’d be on the Moon until then. They could now remove their gloves and helmets, as well as the restraining cables that had helped keep them steady during the descent. The interior of the spacecraft was small – less than two hundred cubic feet – but there were no seats to clutter up the space, and now, standing untethered in the one-sixth gravity of the Moon and breathing the open atmosphere of the cabin, Buzz felt at ease.
‘That was nice flying at the end,’ he said to Neil. ‘Why did you take over from the computer?’
‘We were heading into a boulder field, so I just kept us up a little longer until we’d coasted clear of it.’
Buzz looked out his window. What was this strange land to which the Eagle had delivered them? ‘Don’t forget,’ his wife had said just before the mission, ‘we’ll all be here at home listening to every word you say. Paint a picture for us. Be a poet.’ But now that it was time to try, he found himself nervous. His wife wasn’t the only person listening. There were about half a billion others. What could he say?
‘There’s just about every variety of rock you could find,’ he began, speaking as clearly as he could into his microphone. ‘The colour varies pretty much depending on how you’re looking relative to the zero-phase point.’ He paused. Did his audience know what the zero-phase point was? ‘There doesn’t appear to be too much of a general colour at all.’
‘Roger,’ replied Houston. ‘Copy. Sounds good to us, Tranquility. We’ll let you press on with your work and we’ll talk to you later.’
Houston, Buzz suspected, in their own polite way, had just hung up on him. Never mind. He would try harder next time. In the meantime, he began preparing the spacecraft for a possible take-off at T-3.
A few minutes later, he felt a nudge from Neil.
‘Look up.’
When he tilted his head back he saw that, by an accident of angles, the glowing globe of the Earth was visible through the small window in the overhead docking hatch. Floating in a black sky, it was alive with colour: radiant blues, soft greens, subtle browns, all stirred through with white clouds.
‘I’m looking at the Earth,’ Neil informed Houston. ‘It’s big and bright and beautiful.’
When the men of Apollo 8, the first to orbit the Moon, returned home with their full-colour Hasselblad photographs of Earth floating in the depths of space, poets and philosophers had rushed to capture in words the wonder of this new perspective. The planet was ‘a lonely raft in the enormous, empty night’, a ‘bright loveliness in the eternal cold’, a jewel, a glittering blue marble. But really, Neil’s words were just as fine. Big. Bright. Beautiful. The whole of Earth – there! – in the frame of a window.


The vision was so profound that Buzz began to feel the animating spirit of the divine come upon him. Earth and Heaven were no longer separate, but merged. Earthlight had become celestial, and he sensed a flowering of grace deep in his being. The luminous blue of his home planet, refracted and magnified by the window glass, brought to him the full certainty of God’s promise: this Apollo 11 mission would succeed. He and Neil were here in this place, at this time, to do holy work.
The power of the blessing was strong, and in the next hours the lunar module performed perfectly. Houston gave an early T-3 clearance, followed by instructions to prepare themselves for ‘extra-vehicular activity’. He and Neil were going to walk on the Moon.
The flight plan required them to sleep first, but Buzz knew that would be impossible. It would be better, he said to Neil, to do the moonwalk first, and Neil agreed.
‘Our recommendation at this point,’ Neil radioed to Houston, ‘is planning our EVA, with your concurrence, to start about eight o’clock this evening. That is about three hours from now.’
‘We’ve thought about it,’ Houston replied a short time later, ‘and we will support it. We’re Go at that time. Over.’
Three hours. There were twenty pages of checklist items to work through in that time, but there was something Buzz wanted to do before they began. NASA had insisted that he not do it, but the earthlight shining through the docking window told him he must do it anyway.
T-3 had passed. The spacecraft was secure. He’d done all he could to look after his physical safety. Now it was time to look after his soul.
 
Madalyn!
Like most of America, Buzz had first heard of her when, in 1963, she persuaded the Supreme Court to outlaw Christian prayer in public schools. The Establishment Clause of the Constitution prohibited it, Madalyn argued, and the court agreed. In the newspapers and on television she explained herself: she’d been a good and dutiful Presbyterian until she read the Bible for herself and discovered that it was superstitious nonsense. A few weeks after the court case, she founded American Atheists. Religion was a crutch, she said, and crutches were for cripples. It was her job to kick them away. Only then would the nation’s men and women Think for themselves, Do for themselves, and Answer for themselves. ‘Think, Do, Answer!’ became her motto.
In an interview with Playboy magazine she went full throttle. Christianity, she insisted, was a poisonous, dried-up, sexless creed. She pitied the poor Catholic nuns who lay on their beds waiting for Christ to come and take their maidenheads, and she asserted that Mary was not a virgin but an ordinary young woman who loved sex and orgasms just as much as anyone else.
Words like ‘maidenhead’, ‘sex’ and ‘orgasm’ rattled around the righteous American mind like sharp stones in fine crystal, shattering and smashing, and no one was surprised when, in 1964, Life magazine officially proclaimed her The Most Hated Woman in America.
For a while, Buzz felt sorry for her. People spat in her face on the steps of courthouses, sent her threats of mutilation and death, beat up her son and strangled his kitten. One man promised to shove a gun up her rectum and fire it. She was called a bitch, a slut, a lesbian. She received a letter containing a photograph of herself and her mother smeared thick with feces. Others simply threw the stuff at her directly. Buzz wondered: why this obsession with excrement? It wasn’t Christian. Poor Madalyn, he thought. She was in the wrong, but she didn’t deserve this.
Then, without warning, Madalyn turned her attention to NASA. On Christmas Eve of 1968, three of Buzz’s fellow astronauts, in Apollo 8, became the very first human beings to orbit the Moon. They saw the Moon up close, but more importantly they saw the Earth far away. Humanity’s home planet, they realised, was small and fragile. In awe, they read from Genesis. ‘In the beginning,’ they broadcast, ‘God created the Heaven and the Earth. The Earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep.’
That was enough for Madalyn. She sued. The space administration and its astronauts, she said, were instruments of the United States government and so must not promote religion. Worse, she alleged that Neil was an atheist and claimed it was wrong of NASA to keep this fact a secret. If Neil was to be the first human to walk on the Moon, then he must do so forthrightly and honestly. Only then could he be a proper symbol of humanity Thinking for itself, Doing for itself, and Answering for itself.
‘Are you an atheist?’ Buzz had asked his commander.
‘Why would you or anyone,’ Neil replied, ‘listen to what that woman says?’
The problem was that NASA did listen. There had already been delays: the Apollo 1 fire, the complete redesign of the command module, endless problems with the lunar module. Time was short. NASA wished Madalyn would just go away. So they caved in. They prohibited prayer, or any religious activity, on all Apollo spacecraft.
At that point, Buzz found that he, like the rest of America, hated Madalyn too.
Just before the Apollo 11 mission, he visited the office of Deke, head of Apollo flight-crew operations, and told him that as soon as the Eagle landed on the Moon he intended to carry out, inside the cabin, the ceremony of Holy Communion. Deke said no. Buzz insisted. He argued that he was an elder at his church, that he had the blessing of his reverend, and that the landing would be as much a spiritual achievement as a technological one.
‘To participate in the mystery and wonder of Holy Communion would be a way of thanking God,’ he said.
‘No,’ said Deke. ‘You’re forgetting the mystery and wonder of Madalyn.’
But why should America be afraid of such a person? Madalyn had been baptised Presbyterian, just as Buzz had been. True, something had come along afterwards to foul her internal mechanism, causing seizures and fractures in her soul, but that was precisely why Communion on the Moon would be such a wondrous thing. To hear the Eucharist from the Moon would soothe even Madalyn’s tortured spirit. It might restore her to her true, Christian self.
Deke had stared straight at him. ‘You can’t do it, Buzz. Absolutely not.’
 
In the Moon’s one-sixth gravity, red wine, it turned out, flowed and swirled in an enigmatic way. As Buzz poured a thimbleful from a small bottle into his Communion chalice, it climbed the inner surface and was in no hurry to slide down again. Its circulations were slow and viscous, like oil.
He carried out his special work on the fold-down table near the abort guidance computer, taking the materials he needed from his personal preference kit – a small cloth bag in which he kept his private items. He placed a piece of bread near the chalice and made the sign of the cross.
Standing away a little, but watching carefully, was Neil.
‘Do you have any objection if I continue?’ asked Buzz.
‘No,’ said Neil. ‘Go right ahead. Do what you like. I have plenty of things to keep me busy.’


But Buzz noticed that, whatever those things might be, Neil did none of them. He didn’t talk to Houston, or enter data into the computer, or read checklists. He just waited quietly.
Buzz’s microphone was in switch-activation mode, so he could easily activate it by pressing a button on the thigh of his suit. If he did, the whole world would hear what he was about to say. How dearly he wanted to push that button!
He held the Communion bread high, so that it was lit by the blue earthlight streaming in through the docking window overhead. Never before had Communion had such a backdrop.
‘This is my body,’ he said, ‘which is broken for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’ He ate the bread then held up the chalice. ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this in remembrance of me.’ He drank the wine.
When he put down the chalice, he saw that Neil had moved further away, closer to his own window. The grey light from the lunar surface gave his face the colour of ancient rock. Neil was inscrutable, but Buzz suspected that if he could somehow get beneath that rock he would find judgment – not the tiny or petty kind, but the kind that measures itself by reference to some faraway, transcendent place. Neil’s appearance had taken on something of the Moon’s paradox, by which white daylight can exist beneath a black sky. Was his face white or black? Did he approve or disapprove? Either way, under his gaze Buzz began to feel Christ’s power leak away. His exaltation faded to flat fatigue, and the blue light of Communion seemed, of a sudden, a touch garish, even childish.
Days earlier, as Buzz had ridden the mighty Saturn V rocket upwards from Earth, he’d hoped every mile would bring him closer to God. But now that he was here in the heavens, he had the distinct sense that all he’d ever needed to do was move closer to Neil.






CHAPTER 3
QUEEN OF THE FOREST
MILLION ADVANCE FOR AQUARIUS SEEN
That headline, appearing in the New York Times two months before the Apollo 11 launch, had annoyed Aquarius. His agent was up to his old tricks, publicising work Aquarius had not even agreed to write yet.
‘A book Aquarius plans to start in July,’ ran the article, ‘dealing with man’s first landing on the Moon, already has drawn close to $1 million in advance royalties, his literary agent reported yesterday. “There is no doubt that Aquarius has become the most sought-after author in America today,” the agent said.’
Breakfasting on oysters, red wine and orange juice at his home in Brooklyn, Aquarius had not wanted to be sought after. He’d wanted to be left alone. The Dread had been lying heavy upon him, and he suspected that not even a million dollars could make sweet grapes grow on a dead vine. But his agent had been persuasive.
‘Just go down to Houston and let the NASA people show you around. If you’re still not interested after that, we can return the advance and you can go home.’
So in late June, sixteen days before the mission, Aquarius went to Texas. At the Manned Spacecraft Center in Houston he encountered technicians, engineers and administrators walking corridors of polished linoleum in white shirts and black ties. They had no body odour, he noticed, and he had the vague feeling he’d stumbled into the corporate headquarters of an international antiseptics firm. He also found that he was not, after all, to be shown around by ‘NASA people’, but by a young man named Mogie, an employee of Grumman, manufacturers of the lunar module. The command module would transport the astronauts from Earth to lunar orbit, but it would be this lunar module – which everyone was now calling the ‘lem’ – that would take the moonwalkers down to the surface and back up again. The lem was by far the ugliest machine Aquarius had ever seen, looking more like a grotesque insect than a spaceship, but his young guide thought it beautiful and would speak about nothing else.
Aquarius complained to the MSC’s director.
‘I need access to the astronauts,’ he said. ‘And their wives.’
‘I can’t give you that,’ said the director.
‘I don’t see why not.’ Aquarius did his best to make his case. ‘In the same way that you allow only the best pilots to fly Apollo, you should allow only the best writers to tell their story. With me, your astronauts could not be in better hands. I will place the narrative of their lives before the national consciousness as skilfully as they will land your spacecraft on the Moon.’
The director was unmoved.
‘Nicely put,’ he said, ‘but after all that’s happened, it wouldn’t be appropriate.’
‘“After all that’s happened”?’


‘Yes.’
The director didn’t need to explain what he meant. Aquarius knew. It was that damned pebble, come back to haunt him once again.
 
In the fall of 1960, Aquarius had stabbed his wife Adele with a penknife and very nearly killed her. The attack happened during a drunken party in their Manhattan apartment after Aquarius returned bloodied and bruised from a fistfight he’d had on the street outside.
Adele, waiting for him, called him a little faggot. ‘Where are your cojones?’ she screamed.
‘There are no words in the English language,’ he replied, ‘that can describe how much I hate you.’
‘Then show me,’ she demanded. ‘Put away your words and show me how much you hate me.’
When Aquarius produced his penknife and flicked out its blade, she laughed.
‘It’s so small!’ she cried.
‘Oh Adele,’ he said, ‘you might be surprised what I can do with my little penknife.’
He meant only to deliver a warning, a small nick or two, but after days of booze and mescaline the precise dynamics of battle were difficult to control. Once the knife was in, she flexed unexpectedly and the blade pierced the membrane that encloses the heart. Luckily, it missed the heart itself. Friends rushed her to the hospital.
In their apartment, still drunk and high, and now also in shock, Aquarius was in the mood for defending himself. He sat on the floor sobbing and speaking to a friend in indignant bursts. ‘Adele and I have these fights – it doesn’t mean anything – it’s a sort of game – to see who’s toughest. Do you know in a bar once – we were drinking with Sammy Davis Junior – Sammy! – and his bodyguard was showing us his gun. Adele snatched it from him – held it to my head – she was laughing – and said, “You say one wrong thing and I’m gonna pull this trigger.” And she meant it.’
‘But did she pull the trigger?’ asked the friend.
‘No.’
‘There’s the difference.’
Even in the numbness of his chemical haze, Aquarius sensed that something new and permanent had come into his life.
‘I’ve done a lousy, dirty, cowardly thing, haven’t I?’
‘You have.’
The surgeon saved Adele, and by pleading for him in court, Adele saved Aquarius. She was an actress, and on the stand she gave her best performance.
‘We are perfectly happy together,’ she said, and her words had power enough to keep him out of jail.
He was free, but not forgiven. At dinner parties Adele would stand up dramatically, lift her blouse to show her long surgical scar, and announce, ‘This is what my husband did to me.’ She despised him, and eventually divorced him.
The years passed, Aquarius remarried, and the incident faded from New York’s consciousness. In time he was able to arrive at parties without hearing the whisper, ‘Here comes the wife-knifer.’
He tried to forget the whole thing, but his guilt remained with him like a mild yet insistent nausea, akin to that type of food poisoning which can’t be cured by vomiting. He became weaker, The Dread became stronger, and by the end of the decade the only thing his friends could say of him was, ‘That man is unwell.’
Normally, Aquarius could alleviate his sufferings by working through them in his novels. In this case he could have tried, he supposed, to craft some brilliant piece of fiction in which a flawed hero assaults his lover and is then forgiven by her. He may have been able, with his talent, to persuade his readers that such an assault does not necessarily make a man a beast. But to have written such a novel, Aquarius knew, would have been the very cheapest of tricks.
In the end, nothing could be done. The stabbing of Adele was a sharp little rock that no amount of clever prose could soften. It was not a diamond revealing complex prisms of colour, but a pebble grinding away, just as dull as could be.
His conscience decreed that this pebble could never be thrown away, that he must keep it with him always. All he could do was think how best to hide it. In a closed hand it would prevent him grasping other things; in his mouth it would roll about and crack his teeth and stop his words. Finally, he imagined it stuffed into his shoe, where it caused a quiet pain with every step he took.
‘I did a lousy, dirty, cowardly thing,’ he said to himself daily, but he never wrote a single word about it.
 
So because of ‘all that had happened’, NASA would not let Aquarius near the astronauts or their wives. He pushed hard, but NASA pushed back: they were expert in matching thrust with counterthrust.
But sometimes it pays to just turn up. On the day of the lunar landing, he discovered that arriving at Joan’s house and saying to her friends ‘I’m from Life magazine’ and ‘I know Dodie’ was enough to get him inside. He’d wandered the living room unimpeded, chatting to guests and taking notes, and now that the Eagle was safely on the ground, and someone had put a glass of champagne in his hand, he decided that he was enjoying himself. He felt suddenly grateful for whatever mysterious force it was that had brought him to this room at this special time.
The Eagle had landed, and now everyone was waiting. Joan had disappeared upstairs to prepare for her press conference, which was due to happen on her front lawn. She was taking her time, and, through a lifted slat of a venetian blind, Aquarius watched newspaper and television men standing patiently in the rain. He recognised one of them as an old friend from childhood – a clever, fat little fellow with big ears and curly hair – but he did not go out to say hello. Now was not the time to be mingling with old friends, but to be making new ones.
When Joan returned, she stood in the centre of the room and asked how she looked.
Aquarius thought her beautiful; there was something about her that surged and rippled. She was as strong and lithe as a mermaid and smelled as fresh as the sea. It made him despair of his marriage – his fourth – which smelled of sour milk and was drawing inevitably to its rancid end.
‘You look wonderful,’ said her father, stepping forward to escort her.
‘Let’s do it,’ said Joan.
Her father opened the door and she swept out into the rain. Aquarius and others followed. A NASA man held an umbrella and guided her to a designated area beneath high trees, whose branches Aquarius could easily imagine to be the proscenium arch of a grand theatre. The actress was on stage and she had an audience of millions. Television lights shone and cameras flashed.
‘They’ve made it!’ Joan began, looking upwards and outwards. ‘I’m still not able to believe it. It’s more than the human mind can comprehend, especially mine.’


The men of the media laughed. They were on her side, and their questions came fast and light. How had she coped with the strain of the landing? She’d held tight to a wall and concentrated on the numbers coming from the squawk box. What had she done when the spacecraft touched down? She’d collapsed to the floor and cried with relief. And how would she feel when her husband walked on the Moon? Why, she’d be proud, thrilled and happy, of course.
They were bland questions with bland answers, but Joan’s vitality was transformative. Even in the rain she was sunshine and wonder. The trees glowed green as an Athenian wood, the air was rich and delicious, the raindrops as plump and sweet as grapes. It was enough to make Aquarius feel a stirring in his pen, so he got out his notebook. ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream has come to Houston,’ he wrote, ‘and here, among the dewdrops and flowers and cowslips and acorn cups, is Titania, Queen of the Forest.’
But then, unexpectedly, came a little piece of nastiness.
‘Do you ever wish,’ asked a thin, squirrelly man whom Aquarius had not noticed before, ‘that your husband was to be first to walk on the Moon, rather than second?’
What a question! From what dark motivation had it come? It sucked away the air, which until now had been so plentiful, and Joan appeared to struggle to breathe. As he watched, a new thought came to him. Had she, in fact, been suffocating all along? Aquarius’s young guide at the Manned Spacecraft Center had been telling him of euphoric hypoxia, one of the great dangers of space travel, whereby a person can be deprived of oxygen without realising it. Could it also be one of the dangers of marriage? He knew from his own experience that strong women reduced to supporting a famous husband can experience a very peculiar type of suffocation. It was not the sudden removal of air so that she writhes and gasps, but a slow replacement of oxygen with some other gas, easily breathable, like helium or carbon monoxide. Such a woman knows nothing of her asphyxiation, or at most it is dimly sensed. She might even find it blissful. But, like a college kid high on nitrous oxide, deep down, brain cells are dying.
For a while Joan stood quietly, perhaps to allow the concept of ‘second’ to settle to its proper place. She then said, ‘No, I don’t wish my husband to be first. I don’t care at all that he will be second, and neither does he.’
The answer was dutiful, Aquarius thought, but also a touch brittle, and he didn’t think anyone believed it.
‘He’s done it!’ Joan now said with energy, trying to bring back the magic. ‘My husband is on the Moon!’
Aquarius again thought of Shakespeare. Joan might not, after all, be Titania, for Titania was undisputed queen of her forest. But on this lawn everything was being done in service not of a queen, but of an absent king. Every question was a question about him; all deference was deference to him. And now, worse, the squirrelly man had just reminded everyone that the absent king was not even really a king. He was but an attendant lord to the True King.
These were complex thoughts but, in the end, Aquarius wrote only simple words in his notebook: ‘Joan gently longs for something beyond the calculated curve of these suburban streets, her manicured lawn, and this endless talk of her husband.’
 
The moonwalk was due to take place at eight o’clock that night, which was about two hours away. In Joan’s living room, the Eagle’s descent had tightened everyone’s mechanism, but now there was a general unwinding of springs and loosening of gears. People came and went. Joan listened to records and smoked cigarettes, then disappeared upstairs. Her children were allowed outside to play. The reverend tried out various phrases with Joan’s guests for an article he was writing about the Moon landing. Aquarius became bored and thirsty, so when the reverend began to speak of ‘Nietzsche’s self-transcendent superman’ and ‘the mythic dimension of man’ he took the opportunity to slip into the kitchen to look for booze.
He found none, but instead heard, from a portable radio sitting on a benchtop, some news that astounded him. Senator Ted Kennedy, the only surviving Kennedy brother, had been involved in an accident on Chappaquiddick Island at Martha’s Vineyard. Late at night, his car had skidded off a bridge and into shallow water. The senator was safe, but his passenger – a young woman who was not his wife – had drowned. There’d been a puzzling delay in reporting the accident. The police were investigating.
‘How strange it is,’ the reporter on the radio was saying, ‘that the Kennedy family curse should strike just as mankind lands on the Moon.’
Aquarius had loved John Kennedy, and Bobby, and after their deaths his despair had been dark and deep. But in this past year his hope had grown – as had America’s – that the youngest of the Kennedy brothers might soon become president and redeem a lost nation.
But in this bright blue kitchen, on this warm evening in Houston, the strong intuition of Aquarius was that all hope was now lost. The senator was driving; a girl was drowned. Those two facts alone destroyed the idea of President Edward Kennedy. Today, he thought, America might gain the Moon but it would lose a prince.
Now Aquarius really needed a drink.
As he fossicked in a low cupboard, he became aware of a child standing next to him. It was Mike, Joan’s eldest son, a pixie-like boy of about thirteen. In his hands he held a small, slithering animal.
‘This is a water snake,’ he announced. ‘I found it in the pool.’


‘It’s an impressive creature. What are you going to do with it?’
‘Show it to Mom.’
‘She’s upstairs.’
Pixie Mike now appeared to think very carefully. Perhaps Aquarius would do instead of his absent mother? ‘I’m getting a much bigger snake than this,’ he said. ‘A boa constrictor. Do you want to see the home I’ve built for him?’
Aquarius said nothing would make him happier, and was promptly led outside to the backyard, past a swimming pool, and into a grassy area adjacent to a garden shed. The boy carefully placed the water snake into a bucket of water, then lifted up a nearby tarpaulin to reveal a large glass box.
‘It’s called a vivarium,’ he explained. ‘A snake house. It’s for the boa.’
He then embarked on an enthusiastic demonstration: this was how the cage could be opened to be cleaned, here was the chute into which food could be put. Some people might put in live mice, but he would never do that because he loved animals. Instead, he would give the snake little pieces of leftover chicken.
He pointed to some vents in the lid. ‘Those are the airholes. And the glass walls let him see outside.’
‘So he will be happy.’
‘Yes.’
Aquarius soon learned that Pixie Mike had a very specific boa constrictor in mind. It lived in a pet store in the Almeda Mall, only fifteen minutes’ drive away. The mall had only opened last year and was one of the best places in the world. Pixie Mike’s mother had taken him there yesterday to get a lid for the vivarium, but she wouldn’t let him buy the snake itself. For that, she’d insisted, he needed the permission of his father.


‘But Dad was on his way to the Moon,’ the boy explained.
‘Inconvenient,’ said Aquarius.
‘I wanted to ask him over the radio but Mom said he had more important things to think about.’
Aquarius laughed. Poor parents, he thought. No matter what they achieve, children will always have their own priorities.
‘You really want this snake, don’t you?’ he said.
‘I do. It’s my heart’s desire.’
Aquarius was becoming fond of this boy whose eyes shone from beneath elfin hair and who said peculiar things. He sensed they were becoming friends or, at least, that the boy liked him.
He looked once again inside the box. Along the bottom was a layer of fine, grey sand, upon which sat neat clusters of gravel.
‘Do you think the snake will be happy in there with all those dry little stones?’ he asked.
‘Oh yes,’ replied the boy. ‘It’s just like the Moon.’






CHAPTER 4
FIRST OUT
‘Look at those rocks. Look at that dust.’
Buzz stared through his window at the world in which he would soon be walking, and which, he knew, would do its best to kill him. It was a land bombarded by radiation and micrometeorites, with a surface temperature hotter than boiling water and a vacuum so complete it would, given half a chance, suck the oxygen from his lungs in a single gush of blood.
He’d heard Walter Cronkite say on television that the men of Earth thought of the Moon as a beautiful, unattainable woman. Perhaps. But if that were the case, Buzz should warn them that Lady Moon was also a killer. Visiting her was like sitting with your date at a table while she holds a gun to your head. She laughs and smiles, but say one wrong thing and she pulls the trigger.
‘Yes,’ said Neil, looking out his own window. ‘It’s not green meadows and gurgling brooks.’
They’d finished their meal and had begun to prepare for their extra-vehicular activity, or, as the waiting world called it, their moonwalk. There’d been some technical problems with fiddly electrical connectors, but these had now been fixed. They put on their helmets and gloves, and each helped the other don his backpack. The packs would supply the oxygen, cooling water and communications they’d need on the surface, while their pressurised suits would protect against the vacuum. Neil checked and double-checked the umbilical connections on Buzz’s suit, and Buzz did the same for Neil.
‘If you don’t mind,’ Buzz said, running his gloved fingers around the bright blue oxygen connector on Neil’s suit to check it was tight, ‘I’m going to take my time with this.’
‘Please do,’ said Neil.
The suit and backpack together formed, in effect, a miniature spacecraft. In the early space missions they’d had their own radio call signs. The public had been astonished at their cost, but the engineering had to be perfect: the suits were one of the few parts of the Apollo mission design that had no redundancy. If they failed, an astronaut would die, simple as that.
At last, the two of them were ready. Buzz dropped to his hands and knees on the cabin floor and rotated the latch handle. As he pulled the door inwards, residual oxygen rushed out around the edges, taking tiny particles of water with it to sparkle in the sun.
‘Houston,’ Neil announced, ‘the hatch is open.’
Outside was the Moon. What a startling place it was! Nearby were craters, rocks and bright dust, and in the distance Buzz could see the curved horizon with utter clarity. There was no moisture to blur the edges of faraway things, no softening of sharp contrasts, no atmospheric scattering to make the vast sky blue. The heavens were a perfect, starless black.
He looked up at Neil, standing next to him. The commander’s helmet and helmet cover were in place; his oxygen, electrical and water umbilicals were secure; the oxygen gauge above his left wrist showed good pressure; his extra-vehicular outer gloves were in position; his lunar overboots were properly fitted.
‘Let’s get out there,’ Neil said.
Buzz stood up and looked at his watch. It was almost 10 pm Houston time. They were two hours late, but it didn’t matter. The television breaker was pushed in, the circuit was active, and Neil was ready to climb out. In a minute the world would see what it had been waiting for: a human being walking on the Moon.
 
BUZZ TO BE FIRST MAN ON THE MOON
When Buzz saw this headline in early February 1969, he was pleased. He was, after all, the lunar module pilot and Neil the commander, and it had always been the pilot who carried out the extra-vehicular activity. It made sense: a captain should stay with his ship. Buzz’s father was pleased too. He was one of the most well-known men in American aviation, being good friends with Charles Lindbergh, Howard Hughes and others, and now he’d be able to tell them with pride that his son was going to be the first person to walk on the Moon.
But as the launch date drew nearer, Buzz began to worry. He heard rumours that NASA were going to choose Neil as the First Man because ‘they wanted a Lindbergh’, whatever that might mean. In the long corridors of the Manned Spacecraft Center, people who once looked him in the eye now glanced away. Whispers grew ever louder: ‘It will be Neil.’
Buzz held a doctorate from MIT, and was known fondly by his fellow astronauts as ‘Dr Rendezvous’ for his work in orbital mechanics, but he had no expertise in the more nuanced dynamics of human interaction. He was not a diplomat. Outer space has three dimensions but social space has a thousand, and vibrations in one plane could reverberate in others in ways that Buzz found baffling.
Perhaps this naivety was the fault of his father, who’d sent him repeatedly as a boy to a summer camp where there’d been a single, simple rule: you joined either the Trouts or the Lakes, and, at the end of eight weeks of competition, one was the winner and the other the loser. ‘There are only two teams,’ his father had said, ‘so coming second is as good as coming last.’ He was taught not to trust boys of intricate character who claimed to find joy in things other than victory and shame in things other than defeat.
But as he grew older, Buzz was surprised to learn that sometimes it was just such boys who took home the trophy, so now that he was on the cusp of winning the biggest prize of all, he understood he must be careful. This was a competition of far greater complexity than Trouts versus Lakes, and in the end, there was only one person who could give him the clarity and reassurance he needed.
‘We need to sort this out,’ he said to Neil one bright afternoon in Neil’s office. ‘Who’s getting out first?’
‘You are, of course,’ was what Buzz expected Neil to say, but all the ex-Navy pilot did was look up from his work and wait.
Buzz, regretting his abrupt approach, tried to strike a more conciliatory note. ‘It’s just that in every mission so far the pilot has led the EVA, and I’m the pilot on this mission.’
Neil had a boy’s face with a high forehead, behind which, Buzz knew, was a very large brain. It was never slow or plodding, but it was certainly deliberate and careful. It fired every neuron judiciously, and every word it uttered had a precise value.
‘But this isn’t like previous missions, is it?’ Neil responded at last.


Buzz felt all his drive and energy being captured and neutralised. His commander was like a boron rod in a nuclear reactor, mopping up every surplus particle. If he offered more, Neil would absorb more. And, as was so often the case, Neil was right in an obvious yet profound way. Apollo 11 was not like other missions. It warranted its own rules.
Neil went on. ‘Anyway, it’s not up to us. It’s up to them. Whatever they decide, they decide.’
Later, Buzz wondered who the ‘them’ were, and wondered further whether Neil, always generous, had perhaps been giving him advice. ‘Don’t lobby me, lobby them!’ So over the following days Buzz visited his astronaut colleagues at the MSC and made his case. He showed them maps, graphs, diagrams and checklists, and explained how things had happened during the simulations. ‘I always went out first and Neil followed.’ He organised a meeting with NASA’s highest manager in Houston, and his father called everyone he knew at NASA and the Pentagon to see whether anything could be done to help his son.
But it all came to naught. One morning, Deke, manager of crew allocation, appeared in Buzz’s office and said, ‘Buzz, it’s going to be Neil.’ So unadorned was the statement and so straight was its delivery that Buzz knew at once that all was lost. More words came – about Neil’s seniority at NASA, about his status as commander, about Christopher Columbus taking first steps in the Bahamas and Francis Drake doing so in California – but Buzz, not listening much, could only think: how had Neil done it? Perhaps Buzz asked the question aloud, because Deke was now telling him that Neil had not lobbied anyone or telephoned anyone or met with anyone. ‘Don’t blame Neil,’ Deke was saying, and of course Buzz never would, but he did allow himself to think how typical it was for Neil to win the trophy without ever setting foot on the field.


Ultimately, Deke said, the decision had nothing to do with Columbus, or Drake, or anyone else. It was made for operational reasons – simple, brute engineering. It was all to do with the design of the lunar module. The engineers at Grumman had pointed out that once the astronauts had their backpacks on there would not be enough room to slide past one another in the cramped space of the cabin. And since the hatch opened inwards and to the right, it was the person on the left who would have to go out first. That person was the commander.
‘So – for operational reasons, then?’ Buzz asked.
‘Operational reasons,’ confirmed Deke. ‘That’s all.’
 
And so, three months later, for operational reasons, Buzz stood on the right side of the lunar module’s small cabin, hemmed in by the open hatch door, and guided Neil as he backed out on all fours to the external porch. Leading down from the porch was a ladder secured to the landing strut. Neil had to take great care. The hatchway was small, and his spacesuit and backpack were bulky and awkward.
‘Forward and up,’ said Buzz. ‘Now you’re clear. A little bit towards me. Straight down. To your left a little bit. Plenty of room.’ But now Neil bumped into the hatch frame. ‘You’re catching the first hinge,’ warned Buzz. Neil needed to keep lower. The pressurised spacesuits were tough – three layers of nylon and neoprene – but still, a tear would be fatal. Neil struggled, shifted, turned, and backed out a little further. ‘All right’, said Buzz. ‘Roll to the left. Okay. Now you’re clear.’ Neil inched backwards onto the platform outside.
‘How am I doing?’ he asked.
‘You’re doing fine,’ Buzz answered.


Neil now pulled a lanyard that opened the equipment-bay hatch in the outside hull. Under the Moon’s gravity, a platform swung down on which was mounted a television camera pointing at the ladder. Buzz pushed in a circuit breaker. The camera came to life.
‘We’re getting a TV picture,’ announced Houston. Half a billion people could now see Neil on their television screens. ‘Neil,’ said Houston, ‘we can see you coming down the ladder.’
Buzz watched Neil climb cautiously from rung to rung and jump onto the large, circular footpad at the base of the lem’s landing strut. ‘I’m at the foot of the ladder,’ he announced. ‘The surface appears to be very, very fine grained as you get close to it. It’s almost like a powder.’ Now Neil hesitated, and Buzz wondered whether he was afraid. Scientists had warned that the dust might be so soft that it would swallow up anyone who tried to walk on it, so Neil’s observation of it being ‘very fine grained’ was worrying.
But when Neil stepped off the lem, the ground held firm. He took another step, and then another.
A man was walking on the Moon, and inside the lem, Buzz, knowing that his own turn would soon come, tried not to think of what his father had once told him: that being second was as good as being last.






CHAPTER 5
THE ISOSCELES TRIANGLE
A man contracted to write about the Apollo 11 mission must attend the launch, because there he will witness a sight like no other: the largest flying machine ever built lighting its engines and heaving itself bodily into space. Such a man must bring his pen and produce his very best prose, so that his readers can gasp and ponder as if they themselves had been there. That is, after all, what they pay for.
So at dawn on Wednesday, the sixteenth day of July, 1969, Aquarius stood on the banks of the Banana River at Cape Kennedy, Florida, and stared across the waters at the Saturn V rocket three miles away. It was a colossus, floodlit white against a black and brooding sky. Flickers of lightning and rumbles of thunder from storms far out in the Atlantic hinted at psychic disturbances – the agitated nerves, perhaps, of a planet uneasy about giving up part of itself to the heavens. For billions of years meteorites had crashed to Earth, but nothing had ever gone the other way. Something momentous would happen this morning – an opening out, a revelation, a vast uncovering.


How might Aquarius convey something of the craft’s size and power? NASA had helpfully given him a single-spaced sheet of typed numbers, and in the narrow margins he’d scribbled some comparators that might help bring the numbers alive for his readers. The rocket was as tall as a thirty-six-floor skyscraper, and as heavy as a Navy destroyer. Ninety per cent of its weight was fuel. On launch, it would burn fifteen tons per second – per second! – which meant the rocket’s first stage alone would burn an Olympic swimming pool’s worth of fuel in two minutes.
‘Think of it, reader,’ he wrote on the back of his data sheet, ‘an entire downtown building being lifted into the air not by jacks and cranes, but by fire!’
And now, as he stared at the machine in the dim light of early dawn, an absurdity struck him: the only parts of this whole 3,300-ton contraption that would touch the surface of the Moon and return to Earth were the two pink, flesh-and-blood men who, at this moment, must be eating their pre-launch breakfast. The calculation was neat. He could do it in his head. Two men, at 165 pounds each, gave a total weight of 330 pounds. So each pound of flesh delivered to and returned from the lunar surface must yoke into its service one hundred tons of machine and fuel.
There was one piece of information that did not appear on NASA’s fact sheet but which was of very great interest not only to Aquarius, but to his two thousand fellow reporters in the press site; to the ambassadors, governors, mayors, television celebrities, vice president, former president, two Supreme Court justices and hundreds of congressmen assembled in the VIP bleachers; and to the hundreds of thousands of people watching from nearby boats, picnic rugs and parked cars. What if the whole thing blew up? It had been noted in the press that the Saturn V had a chemical energy equivalent to that of a small atomic bomb, so that if it went off, America would see its own version of Little Boy, right here in Florida. NASA had assured everyone they were far enough away to be safe, but what if they’d got their math wrong?
Aquarius felt unwell. It wasn’t just the numbers. He’d attended a function the night before, drunk far too much, and now the morning brought with it dehydration and headache. Hundreds of people were crowding into the press site, but there was only one vending machine available for drinks, and it had broken down. An engineer was called, but Aquarius abandoned the queue and searched instead for shelter from the rising sun. He found none in the grandstands, nor in the large field leading down to the lagoon, but when he wandered along the shoreline through some long grass he encountered a zone of dense Florida jungle. There were mosquitoes here, but also patches of shade and cool air.
From distant loudspeakers he heard NASA’s public affairs officer announce that Apollo was Go for launch in an hour. That was a long time to wait, and his notebook, tape recorder and binoculars hung heavy around his neck. He had an urge to throw them all in the river and tell his readers to find their own adjectives and metaphors. For what could he write, other than that the rocket was not just big, but very, very big? That this day was not just historic, but very, very historic?
But of course he must try, so in his notebook he began a description of what he remembered of the previous night. It had been a grand affair at the golf club in Titusville, where the guest speaker had been none other than Wernher von Braun, Saturn V’s designer. The charming German had spoken about the wonders of American enterprise and received a standing ovation. Aquarius, perhaps the only Jew in the room, had remained seated. Not one person had dared mention the word ‘Nazi’, but that did not mean the man speaking to them had not once been one. He could be seen in photographs with Hitler, he’d been a member of the SS, and he’d built thousands of V2 rockets to deliver death direct to London.
‘Es war doch gewaltig!’ Hitler had said when he saw the V2 take off. That was tremendous!
Von Braun’s soaring words in the golf club had not been enough to lift Aquarius from his chair, but the bigger point, he now understood, as he sweltered in the humid Florida jungle, was that they had not been enough for von Braun either. Words were nothing to this German engineer; it was through his machine that he spoke. It stood across the lagoon as a glorious, shining apology for all that von Braun and his friends had done. Spectacular crimes require spectacular acts of redemption, and there was nothing more spectacular than the Saturn V. When it explodes upwards, Aquarius thought, into the annihilating vacuum of space, von Braun must be hoping it takes his guilt with it.
Aquarius might soon see a stupendous act of atonement, but for now he needed to urinate. The steamy jungle in which he stood had brought on a gentle nostalgia for his wartime patrols in the Philippines, and for the book he’d written about them. The war and his first novel were the events that had most shaped his adult life, and it was in their honour that he now expelled the noblest piss he could muster. He was pleased. The stream was strong, the scent phosphoric.
‘Aquarius! Aquarius!’ called a woman’s voice behind him.
He didn’t rush to finish, and he sensed the woman lingering. Oh well. Let her see what she wants to see. In good time he zipped and turned, and found that it was Dodie, Life magazine’s space writer. He stepped out of the jungle and across the yards of muddy grass between them.


‘Forgive me,’ she said, ‘if I don’t shake your hand.’
She smiled, and when Dodie smiled, Aquarius realised, she looked very much like Liberace. They both had faces as open and round and happy as the sun.
‘Hello, Dodie,’ he said. ‘What are you doing here?’
He’d thought she was on a private boat on the river, sharing champagne with Neil’s wife and other VIPs. ‘Dodie gets the wives and you get the machines,’ his agent had told him. But invisible forces exist in the universe, and here she was before him with a lit cigarette between her fingers.
‘I didn’t want to be stuck on the boat,’ she answered, ‘just in case the rocket goes kaboom.’
Aquarius did not believe her. He thought it more likely she’d drunk too much at the breakfast buffet and they’d not let her on.
‘And I’ll be with Janet in Houston,’ she added, meaning Neil’s wife, ‘so I’ll get plenty from her then.’
Someone had once described Dodie as ‘that big broad from Iowa’. Aquarius had never been to Iowa, but knew it was a place of pigs and corn and John Wayne, which, he supposed, when mashed together might produce a Dodie-like substance. Pigs are smart and so was Dodie: she’d outwitted all the men at Life and become the magazine’s chief writer for the Apollo missions. She was a New Yorker now. She was jolly and flamboyant, but it was all a ruse. Beneath, he knew, was laser-like determination. She’d row a boat, fly a plane or hike the Yukon to get a story.
‘It’s good to see you out and about,’ she said. ‘I mean, after that business in New York.’
‘It was a decade ago.’
‘Oh yes, but – you know – some wounds take a while to heal.’
‘Thank you for your concern.’


There was an announcement from the public address system: ‘We are at T minus five minutes and counting.’
‘Have you decided,’ he asked, ‘how you’re going to write about all this? Have you found your way in? Your angle?’
He expected her to gush and fizz like champagne bubbling in a high flute – perhaps to tell him all she’d learned from the astrowives in the bars and health clubs of the spaceburbs, or even to try out a few article titles on him. ‘The Anxiety of Waiting’. ‘Married to a Moonwalker’. But instead, gazing quietly at the rocket across the lagoon, she seemed thoughtful and sombre. What she said surprised him.
‘She doesn’t want it, you know.’
‘“She”?’
‘The Moon,’ Dodie said. ‘I know the magazine has given her to you – but if I were doing the Moon, that would be my angle. I’d have her say, “Stay away!”’
‘Thank you,’ said Aquarius. ‘“Stay away.” An interesting idea. They could be provocative final words. I’ll give it some thought.’
Dodie, still staring at the machine, went on. ‘It’s big,’ she said, ‘but in the end it’s just a rocket. I’ve seen one of these Saturns take off before. It’s impressive, but it’s like a German blitzkrieg: lots of bluster and awe, but over and done with pretty quickly.’
Was this, Aquarius wondered, how Life magazine expected to sell Apollo to its millions of readers?
‘It’s just thrust, thrust, thrust,’ she continued. ‘When it’s done, you light your cigarette and wonder, what’s next?’
Aquarius’s laugh faded quickly to a frown. Her tone confused him. It was both flippant and grim.
‘She doesn’t want it,’ Dodie repeated. ‘No girl wants a thing like that groping towards her in the dark.’


‘Why don’t you write that in your articles? All I see from you is sugar and light. “Neil plays the piano and eats watermelon,” that sort of thing.’
‘We can’t all write what we want, Aquarius. Some of us have to do what we’re told.’
There was no time for further talk. The launch was upon them. A countdown from ten had begun. At ‘four’ an explosive rush of fire escaped from the rocket’s base, and at ‘zero’ the machine began slowly to rise, ejecting flames from its engines with such astonishing fury that, at their centre, they were black.
It made no sound. Aquarius had been told this in advance: that the pressure wave would take fifteen seconds to cross the three miles of intervening space. So, in these eerie moments, the Saturn V beat upwards against gravity in perfect silence. It sat atop a blinding diamond of light, its trailing plume expanding to become three times as large as the rocket itself. Aquarius feared it must topple over, given the intensity of flame at its base, but upright it remained, soaring ever higher. It had no wings or propellers or ailerons or rudders or other tricks of ordinary aerodynamics. Dodie was wrong: this was not just a rocket. It was something wholly new: an insanity of raw power; a towering, burning defiance of the Earth.
‘Es war doch gewaltig!’ Aquarius whispered.
At last the Saturn V’s sound came pulsing across the lagoon: a deep roar beneath a fierce crackling, as if all Florida’s jungle had become tinder dry and ignited. In his chest he felt the noise, and in his brain he tried to make sense of it. Was this God’s work or the Devil’s? An hour ago he’d thought this launch might be von Braun’s redemption, but now it seemed only to add to the man’s crimes. In the black core of the flames he saw the ashes of six million Jews, and all the others, and he marvelled at the grotesque magnitude of the unholy bargain America had struck.


Oh dear God, he wondered, what price the Moon?
‘Plus thirty seconds,’ came over the loudspeakers, and higher went the rocket.
‘The Moon doesn’t want it,’ Dodie had said, yet moonwards it flew.
At Harvard, Aquarius had learned from Milton’s Paradise Lost that Satan had been cast out of heaven in a blaze of sulphurous fire. Well, here before him, he now suspected, might be the return journey: the King of Hell rising triumphantly to reclaim the Empire of Heaven. The horror of this vision applied such pressure to his thoughts that they burst out into new, mesmeric patterns, like molten iron spraying from a crack in its crucible. Because now he also remembered that Satan had a daughter named Sin, that Satan had raped her, and that the progeny of that rape had been hideous Death.
What eccentric ideas for Aquarius to have! And now they became more so, for as the rocket thrust ever upwards, he could not help but think of the little men at its tip, eager to burst forth and surprise the unsuspecting ovum of the Moon.
Would the progeny of that union also be Death?
 
That had been Wednesday morning. On Sunday evening, back from Florida and watching television in Joan’s living room in Houston, Aquarius wondered why Neil was being so timid about taking his first step. Was he afraid? Or was he deliberately teasing the whole world? Humanity had already waited an extra two hours – there’d been technical problems – and now Neil was taking his time. It was nearly 10 pm.
The images were unclear – ghostly blobs of white against black – and now there was confusion. Neil was speaking but so was Walter Cronkite; spontaneous applause erupted in the living room; there was a crash from the kitchen. Aquarius didn’t hear what Neil said, and neither, it appeared, did anyone else. Someone on the television said, ‘I think that was Neil’s quote, but I didn’t understand it.’ Walter himself had missed it too. ‘If one of our monitors was able to hear that,’ he said, ‘we’d like to know what it was.’
‘Never mind,’ said Rusty, attending the squawk box. ‘We can get it later.’
Without Neil’s first words, Aquarius had to invent his own. ‘This,’ he wrote, ‘is the final victory of the numbers men. What exactly have they conquered? What now will be the limit of their ambition?’
‘The surface is fine and powdery,’ Neil could be heard saying. ‘I can kick it up loosely with my toe. It does adhere in fine layers, like powdered charcoal, to the sole and sides of my boots.’ He could be seen moving on the surface with an odd, floating motion. Aquarius watched him use a grabber to put some moonrocks in a leg pocket. ‘Be advised that a lot of the rock samples out here – the hard rock samples – have what appear to be vesicles in the surface. Also, I am looking at one now that appears to have some sort of phenocrysts.’
Powdered charcoal. Vesicles. Phenocrysts. What strange blandness was this? When Jack climbs his beanstalk he discovers giants and gold; when Gulliver travels he visits cities that float in the sky; when the poet John Magee climbs the high vaults of heaven he touches the face of God. But when Neil rides his rocket he finds charcoal, vesicles and phenocrysts? What was Aquarius to make of it all?
What, he wondered, did Joan make of it?
Wearing a pink summer dress with butterfly buttons, Joan was seated on a corner couch lit by the diffuse golden light of a table lamp. The nearby wall panels seemed lovingly to enclose her, and to emanate the living spirit of nature, so that to Aquarius she looked like a princess waiting in the soft shadows of a magical woodland grove.


Where was her prince?
Finally, her husband’s voice could be heard on the squawk box. ‘Are you ready for me to come out?’
‘Just stand by a second,’ came the voice of Neil. ‘I’ll just move this over the handrail.’ On the television he could be seen loping over to the ladder to move a lanyard out of the way. The picture was indistinct but his movement was vivid. ‘All set,’ he said.
Joan’s time had come. Her husband was about to walk on the Moon. What was she thinking? Might she be worried that the fidgeting and tittering among her guests meant that here, and perhaps around the world, interest had waned just a little? That having seen Neil climb down the ladder, everyone knew it would be easily done a second time?
‘You’ve got three more steps,’ said Neil, guiding from below, ‘and then a long one.’
Aquarius could now see a shadowy figure bouncing down the ladder. Each stage of his descent was purposeful and steady, and he soon reached the footpad at the bottom. He stood still for moment, and then, with a small, backward hop away from the ladder, he too was on the Moon.
Aquarius had missed Neil’s first words, but he heard Buzz’s, clear and glorious.
‘Magnificent desolation,’ said the astronaut.
When he looked to Joan for her reaction, she surprised him by meeting and holding his gaze. She seemed, almost, to be asking for help. Her eyes were large and clear, and even at this late hour her skin shone with athletic good health, but he did not think her happy. Her husband had just described the Moon. But had he also, perhaps, described their marriage?
 


He did not have time to test the true depth of this idea, because there now occurred three quick miracles. The astronauts unveiled a plaque announcing they’d come in peace for all mankind, they raised an American flag to honour the country that had sent them, and they spoke to the president over the telephone.
‘This,’ said President Nixon, ‘certainly has to be the most historic telephone call ever made.’
Neither the colours of the flag nor its stars and stripes could be seen on the television’s blurred image, but it caught the sun in such a way that it flamed with a brilliant white light at the very centre of the screen. It was more than a flag; it was a blazing beacon atop the highest possible hill, and Aquarius discovered that despite the assassinations, the murders, the burning of Black ghettos, the Vietnam War, and all the other things, he truly did love his country.
God bless America!
But now what?
When Mission Control began to give the men technical instructions, Aquarius felt the soft pall of an uneasy idea: that with the president ending his call with the astronauts, a climax had been reached and passed. He imagined himself as a mountaineer who, after reaching an exhilarating summit, has just taken his first step back down. The thrill would continue for some time yet, but the views from now on must become duller. Sitting in Joan’s living room at eleven o’clock at night with no drink in his hand and no woman waiting at his motel, he had the uneasy feeling that the rest of this Moon story would be mere mechanics: tomorrow’s take-off from the surface, a long journey home, a splashdown in the Pacific.
Perhaps Joan’s other guests felt it too? They abandoned their drinks in favour of leftover casserole, and their conversation drifted to low platitudes. ‘It’s so historic,’ said someone, and when someone else asked, ‘How long until they have to go back inside?’ Aquarius did not think he was the only one who secretly yawned at Rusty’s answer: ‘An hour.’
An hour! Nearby, the flame of Joan’s lucky candle, a gift from a theatre friend, gyrated weakly.
On the television, Buzz could be seen kicking Moon dust. He kicked dust to the north, to the south, to the east and to the west. He kicked like a man possessed, or at least, like a scientist.
‘It’s very interesting to note,’ he said, ‘that when I kick my foot into the surface material, with no atmosphere here, and in this gravity, the particles all seem to leave with about the same angle of departure and velocity.’
The Moon was so dry and dead, explained Rusty, watching intently, that it didn’t have soft soil like that on Earth. Instead, its surface was a conglomeration of fine dust, broken rocks and pulverised gravel. ‘The technical name,’ he said, ‘is regolith.’
Aquarius, meaning to make a joke, wondered aloud whether it was polite of Joan’s husband to be sticking his boot in so soon after his arrival.
‘He’s carrying out the scuff cohesion adhesion test,’ Rusty replied, a little defensively. ‘It’s on his checklist.’
Next, Buzz tried to use a core tube to collect samples from deep in the dust. He immediately began to have trouble. The ground resisted; the penetration was insufficient. He hit the tube with his hammer, swinging first from waist height and then from higher, but still the tube would not go in.
‘Houston,’ he said, ‘I hope you’re watching how hard I have to hit this into the ground, to the tune of about five inches.’
Down came the hammer again and again, and in went the tube, inch by inch.


Aquarius found himself needing air. There’d been no bourbon in his blood all day, but now there was no oxygen either. He stood abruptly and asked people to excuse him. He must stretch his legs. But, someone asked, wasn’t he going to watch the astronauts climb back into the lem? Oh yes, he’d be back for that. He wouldn’t miss it.
He stepped outside to the patio where, earlier in the day, he’d inspected Pixie Mike’s snake cage. He took off his tie, shoes and socks, left them in a neat bundle on a chair, and walked across the lawn to an open area near the swimming pool. The grass was lush and moist, and he pushed his bare feet deep into the velvety wetness in search of the soothing mud underneath.
The rain had stopped and now, nearing midnight, the air was cool and clear. Of course, Aquarius looked up at the sky, and there, low in the west, was the Moon. She was still in her first quarter, so only her lower half was lit. It was a fact beyond ordinary thought that there were two men walking upon her surface.
Poor Moon! She appeared to Aquarius as the Moon of Romeo’s description, sick and pale with grief, waiting for the fair sun to rise and kill her. In fact, she may have already received a fatal wound. Compared to her craters – the monstrous scars of ancient batterings – today’s new injury was small, the very tiniest of pinpricks, but like the nip of a mosquito it may have been enough to let in the malaria. Apollo 12 would be next, and then onwards to Apollo 20 and beyond. More flags must be raised and more probes pushed in. Then there’d be the moonbases, the moonports and the moonmines until, in full fever, she’d receive a final, devastating penetration: nuclear missile silos, wide and deep. There was a treaty against it, but did anyone really believe that men’s weapons would not one day come?
As she lingered among the shreds of cloud on the horizon, the dark patches of the Moon’s low basalt plains looked to Aquarius like the black blisters of the pox. Aristotle had said of the Moon that, try as she might to inhabit the perfect realm of Heaven, she would forever be as diseased and corrupt as Earth.
But then, as Aquarius stared and wondered, the scrappy clouds began to dissipate so that the Moon was no longer obscured. Her whiteness became clear and vivid, and she grew larger. Whether it was a trick of atmospheric refraction or his own imagination he did not know, but she seemed to pulse and flare with new intensity. Aquarius felt there was something devilish at work here, some treacherous black magic, as if the Moon were pushing her own probe into the hard gravel of his mind in order to inject some exotic lunar fluid.
He looked away, but it was too late. He found himself thinking of Senator Kennedy’s midnight accident at Chappaquiddick, not as an abstract thought about American politics, but as a visceral sensation of being trapped in an upturned car with black water rushing in, of gasping desperately for air. But the true terror lay in the coincidence of it all. Why did this disaster happen just as humans landed on the Moon? Why must America, at the instant she raises her flag in a new world, lose her last Kennedy prince in this one?
It was, Aquarius now understood, the curse of the Moon. She was not sick and pale after all, but aflame with sinister power. The senator’s catastrophe was her work. She was avenging her invasion.
And now came a final, horrifying realisation. When his gaze was lured upwards once again by her seductive white light, he thought of the astronauts probing her gravel and kicking her dust, and he had the chilling certainty that the Moon’s revenge had only just begun.
 


‘You seem displeased.’
It was Joan, and she was at his shoulder. He’d not heard her approach. Perhaps she’d emerged from a trapdoor, or been lowered from above by invisible wires. Either way, she was now on stage, and he didn’t quite know how to respond. This woman’s husband was on the Moon. He must watch his words.
‘Not at all,’ he said.
‘You’re not happy,’ she insisted. ‘Why aren’t you at the other house with everyone else?’
The champagne, Aquarius thought, had made her bold. There was a challenge in her tone that he must rise to meet.
‘Let everyone else write about First,’ he said.
He watched her do up the buttons of her white cotton jacket and light a cigarette.
‘Besides,’ he added, ‘the other house wouldn’t let me in.’
‘I don’t recall letting you in either,’ Joan said.
Aquarius laughed. ‘And yet, here I am.’
She drew on her cigarette. Its tip glowed red as Mars.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Here you are.’
They stood side by side in the cool midnight air looking at the sky together. He was only a few feet from Joan, but together they were a quarter of a million miles from her husband. Surely the three of them thus formed the most elongated isosceles triangle in all of history. Up there was Buzz at its apex, and down here were Aquarius and Joan at its base.
‘How is your husband progressing?’
‘It’s finished. He’s back inside, getting ready for sleep.’
Aquarius looked at his watch: just over two hours of walking. Twenty-five billion dollars. Twelve billion an hour. Two hundred million a minute. Was it worth it?


‘If you choose to remain,’ Joan continued after a while, perhaps surprised by his silence, ‘you ought not be glum. Surely my husband has given you enough material for your work?’
What could Aquarius say? That he’d been bored? That he’d had the distinct feeling that the Moon had cursed them all?
‘In fact,’ he said, ‘just now I was not thinking of your husband, but of the accident which has happened to Senator Kennedy.’
‘It’s certainly worth thinking about,’ she said.
He thought he heard a note of sarcasm, a hint that her husband’s adventures were worth a hundred Chappaquiddicks. He must defend himself.
‘The senator’s story would be an interesting one. As an actress, perhaps you too can see its tragic elements: a great man, high born, brought down by fate.’
‘It is a sad story,’ she said.
Fair enough, he thought, that all he’d said should be so simply summarised. But he wanted more from her.
‘It’s made so much sadder,’ he said after a time, ‘by all that’s happened to the family.’
‘What,’ she asked, ‘has happened to the family?’
This annoyed him. She was being cute. The whole of America knew of Joe Kennedy Junior blown up in the war, Kathleen killed in a plane crash, John murdered in Dallas and Bobby shot dead in Los Angeles. That, and more, was what had happened to the family. Joan might be playing games, in which case he must teach her: some sadnesses are so large that games are not fair.
‘I think you know what I mean,’ he said. ‘The assassination of his brothers, for a start.’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Joan. ‘I thought you meant the family of the girl.’
Well, he’d wanted more from her and here it was. She was teaching him. If he was to speak of Othello then he must not forget smothered Desdemona; if he was to talk of Hamlet he must not ignore drowned Ophelia.
‘Her name,’ Joan continued, ‘was Mary Jo.’
Aquarius understood. It was almost 1970. Old men like him must learn the new ways.
She’d not quite finished. ‘And perhaps the best way to write about the senator might be to write about her.’
What a long day it had been, and still it was not over. Out here among the hooting owls, clicking bats and lake breezes he felt himself in mild battle. He must fight back, just a little.
‘Thank you for your advice,’ he said. ‘Have you, by the way, ever read any of my work?’
‘No. Although I have read about it.’
‘Then perhaps you know I intend next to write a biography of Marilyn?’
‘That will be a challenge.’ She was either mocking him or mocking Marilyn. ‘But if anyone can do it, you can. I’ve heard you’re an excellent journalist.’
‘I prefer to think of myself as an excellent novelist.’
This seemed to unsettle her. ‘I was told,’ she said rather coldly, ‘that you were here to write an article about the Moon landing, not a novel.’
‘I’ve not agreed to do anything. But if I do write about the Moon then I will do it in my own way, and whatever form it takes I promise you it will be the best way that it can be done. I have a very clever pen. You needn’t take my word for it. Read the newspapers. They say that this new age demands a new form of writing and I’m the one who’s found it.’
She did not seem reassured. ‘I don’t doubt your talent, Mr Aquarius. It’s just that you are here in my home, among my husband’s friends and family, and I would very much hate for the result of that to be some novel in which my husband is insulted or defamed.’
‘Then you do doubt my talent. Why else would you think I might damage your husband or anyone else? I aim always to do the very best I can for my subjects, to show the world their finest essence. My intellect is a gift from God and I take absolutely no moral credit for it, so I can say without arrogance that I believe my work is better than anything else in America today. The New York Times says it, the Pulitzer people say it, I say it. I think of my writing as a sort of wonderful, shimmering box’ – and here he mimed with his hands the square sides of a cube – ‘into which my subject easily fits – like that!’ He finished his mime with a flourish. ‘I possess my subject fully, and only then do I present them to the world.’ He turned triumphantly to Joan. ‘The important point is that the box must always be larger than its subject, and mine, thankfully, is large enough to contain anyone.’
‘Even Marilyn.’
‘Especially Marilyn.’
‘And you say all of this without arrogance.’
‘I do.’
‘You’re a wonder.’
‘I am.’
‘But tell me: could anyone else’s shimmering box ever contain you?’
‘I know you’re teasing me, but I will answer you straight. No. I don’t think it’s possible. I know of no intellect that could do it. Somebody might try, perhaps, approaching me tangentially, glimpsing me this way and that, but in the end it would be like a dog trying to understand a spaceship.’
‘So if some writer were ever to try to possess you – to have you as their subject – that would be arrogance?’
‘Monstrous arrogance.’


‘Then let’s hope no one ever makes the attempt.’
She was bold, this astronaut’s wife, but she was funny too. Women did not often match Aquarius in mischief making, but here she was, meeting his wit with wit, his irony with irony. He thought of all the ways he’d seen her during this long day – as queen of the forest, as a damsel waiting in a woodland bower, as a woman reaching out to him from the dust of a desolate marriage. And now there was this: Joan the combatant.
Aquarius stepped back a little and looked once again to the western horizon, where he saw that the Moon had set. The apex of the isosceles triangle was gone; two dimensions had collapsed into one. Only he and Joan remained, close points on a line.
‘You know,’ he said, ‘as we’ve been standing here, I’ve been thinking that I might take your advice.’
‘What advice is that?’
‘The best way to write about Senator Kennedy at Chappaquiddick would be to write about Mary Jo.’
‘Very good.’
‘And the best way to write about your husband on the Moon would be to write about you.’
She gave a short laugh. ‘Again, very good. But that won’t work. I am one person, at least, who will never get into your shimmering box.’
He’d seen earlier that she was pretty, but here, outside, the soft blue of the distant swimming-pool lights brought her features into more complex relief. Her large eyes and cascade of golden hair shone with lively energy, and he could see in her arms and legs a lithe and supple strength. He had an urge to put his hands on her gymnastic shoulders in order to properly sense her mass and her resistance. He wanted to draw her close, perhaps to kiss her.


But she had more to say. ‘Would you like to know,’ she asked, adopting his earlier form of words, ‘as we’ve been standing here, what I’ve been thinking?’
‘Do tell me.’
‘I’ve been thinking that no matter how big your talent, or how clever your pen, you could never show in words how much I love my husband.’
Of course. A final parry. But Aquarius was prepared.
‘Oh Joan,’ he said, ‘you might be surprised what I can do with my clever pen.’






CHAPTER 6
COUNTING PRIMES
The Moon moves around the Earth at more than two thousand miles per hour, so when Apollo 11 took off from Cape Kennedy it had not aimed directly at her, but at a spot a long way ahead of her. ‘We’ll deliver the spacecraft,’ NASA had said, ‘and the laws of physics will deliver the Moon.’ For three days the astronauts had watched her grow steadily larger in their windows, but then, as they’d approached the rendezvous point, she’d disappeared. She’d come up behind them so quietly that they’d flown unawares into her shadow, and were able to detect her looming presence only by the absence of stars.
It had been an unnerving first encounter, but now that he was in lunar orbit Mike had become accustomed to the dark zone – that part of his orbit in which the Moon, blocking both sunlight and earthlight, appeared beneath him as an enormous disc of blackness. Mike was the command module pilot, the third member of the Apollo 11 crew, and now that his two friends had descended to the lunar surface, he was by himself in the spacecraft. He could not talk to them, nor Houston, nor anyone else, because the Moon’s intervening bulk obstructed all radio signals. He was, as commentators on Earth loved to point out, the most alone person in the universe.
Each orbit of the Moon took two hours, and this dark period lasted about thirty minutes. It was a time of such perfect calm and solitude that it was almost spiritual. The command module had the formal call sign Columbia, but he sometimes called it ‘the cathedral’, because it was so much more spacious than NASA’s earlier spacecraft. He could easily imagine its high docking tunnel as a bell tower, its left and right instrument panels as transepts, and its electroluminescent displays as an altar. Outside its windows was a heavenly canopy of light more brilliant than anything that could ever be seen from Earth; in the clarity of vacuum the stars were so numerous and bright that all the familiar constellations were lost. Viewed from this side of the Moon, the hundred billion stars of the Milky Way were not so much points of light as a glowing fabric, twisting and folding around a dense, bright centre.
Soon he would hear the voice of Mission Control again, at which time he hoped to learn that his friends were safely back inside the lem. Columbia’s orbit had seen him overfly them once during their moonwalk, and all had been going well, but only when he was sure they’d returned unharmed would he be able to relax and get some sleep.
Suddenly, the cabin flooded with sunlight. Viewed from the lunar surface, the sun rises slowly, taking an hour to lift clear of the horizon, but for Mike, orbiting the Moon at almost four thousand miles an hour, it burst into the sky in an instant. All stars vanished and the ground below became a blaze of white light. He was still on the Moon’s far side, which, facing away from Earth, had no protection from meteorite strikes, so the landscape here was a confusion of densely packed craters. It was so pockmarked and tortured, so devoid of any of the smooth marias or basalt plains of the near side, that he felt a rush of pity.
‘Poor old girl,’ he whispered.
But then came the healing light of earthrise. The home planet ascended with the same speed as the sun, flying upwards as a splash of glorious blue in a black sky. Her light gave the patchwork of craters below such lovely sapphire accents that Mike’s pity turned to awe. Even the Moon’s ugly side was beautiful. And now, as the Columbia swung round to her near side, he began to recognise some of the breathtaking features of her eastern hemisphere: her seas of Nectar and Fecundity, the spectacular collapsed rim of the Gutenberg crater, and the famous glowing floor of Langrenus crater.
His radio crackled to life. ‘Houston,’ he transmitted. ‘This is Columbia on Omni Charlie. How do you read?’
‘Columbia, this is Houston. Reading you loud and clear on Omni Charlie. The crew of Tranquility Base are back inside and about to repressurise and doff their backpacks. Everything went beautifully. Over.’
‘Hallelujah!’
His friends were safe. But before he could settle down for the night, he had an important job to do. Pinpointing the exact location of the lunar module would provide useful data for tomorrow’s launch, so as he overflew the landing site he intently scrutinised the surface through the sextant’s scanning telescope. But he had no luck. The lem was small – a tiny diamond in a vast desert – and he could not find it.
‘No joy,’ he radioed to Houston at the end of his flyover. ‘I can’t see them.’
‘Roger,’ replied Houston.
It didn’t matter. He could try again after his sleep period.


Now the Columbia crossed the terminator – that line on the Moon’s surface separating day from night – and entered the most magical part of her orbit. Mike, floating free in the weightless cabin, once again brought his face close to the window to admire the view.
The sun had sunk below the horizon behind him, but Earth remained, so that he beheld a sight no other human could see: the Moon illuminated only by earthlight. The vast basalt seas now appeared to be enveloped in aquamarine mists, and the sapphire tints of the canyons and craters had deepened to rich turquoise. It was a vision so enticing that Mike imagined for a moment using his service engine – designed to fly him and his friends home – to land instead upon the surface.
How dearly he’d love to walk there! During these past few minutes he’d become convinced that in a place of such beauty any illness could be cured, any anxiety soothed, and any sin forgiven.
 
If Neil had worried that the moondust might swallow him up, then Buzz was worried that it might explode. Scientists had said it could be pyrophoric, in which case it would burst into flame the instant it came into contact with oxygen. If the scientists were right, then he and Neil, now back inside the lem and about to repressurise the cabin, were in great danger. Their suits had brought the dust in with them. It was everywhere.
But when Buzz switched the oxygen control module to ‘cabin’ and oxygen came hissing in, nothing happened. There were no wisps of smoke, no flickering sparks. The dust, it turned out, was entirely inert. Buzz was relieved. So far, its promised dangers were amounting to nothing: no engulfing quicksand, no deadly fire.
‘Well,’ said Neil, once they’d stowed away their backpacks, helmets and gloves, ‘we walked upon the Moon.’


The moonwalk had taken just over two hours, and now that it was over, Buzz didn’t know what to think about it. He found himself unable to push his ideas much beyond the fact that they’d completed their mission. And he was pleased that the commander seemed unable to do any better. Neil’s simple, bare statement, Buzz supposed, would have to do.
‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘We did.’
‘And now we’d better get some rest.’
Buzz agreed. Although outside the sun blazed, by Houston time it was well after midnight, and he and Neil had been working hard since six o’clock that morning. He felt his consciousness drifting in and out of phase. It was dangerous to be so fatigued; he could easily make a mistake. So he needed to complete the post-EVA checklist as fast as he could and begin his sleep period. It would be a busy day tomorrow.
After a quick meal of rehydrated ham salad sandwiches and fruit strips, he helped Neil stow the boxes of rock samples and the exterior Hasselblad camera’s film magazine. He then changed out the lithium hydroxide canister, copied down data from Houston for tomorrow’s take-off, and used the interior Hasselblad to photograph the ground outside the lem’s window – images which would be studied in minute detail by NASA’s geologists and engineers. All was going well until, as he began to review the switch positions on the instrument panel just to his right, he saw that the knob of the ‘engine arm’ circuit-breaker switch was missing. It had been broken off – most likely, he thought, by his backpack when he was preparing for his moonwalk.
‘You’d better take a look at this,’ he said to Neil, pointing to the missing knob.
Neil stepped over to the panel and peered into the little hole. He put his pinky finger up to the gap, presumably to see if it would fit. It didn’t.


Buzz pressed his microphone switch. ‘Houston, Tranquility. Do you have a way of showing the configuration of the engine-arm circuit breaker? The reason I’m asking is because the end of it appears to be broken off.’
‘Stand by, please,’ said Houston. Half a minute later came their response. ‘Our telemetry shows the breaker in the open position at the present time. We want you to leave it open until it is nominally scheduled to be pushed in, which is later on. Over.’
‘Roger,’ said Buzz. But how, he wondered, would he push it in? The little switch was inside the hole, and after a quick hunt about the cabin he could find neither the broken knob nor anything else that would be able to reach inside.
The engine-arm circuit was critical. It provided electrical power to the ascent engine. If they could not push in the breaker, there’d be no power and no take-off.
‘Of all the switches to break,’ Buzz said, ‘it had to be that one.’
‘Let’s worry about it tomorrow,’ replied Neil. ‘Houston will sort it out. If we can’t fix the switch itself, they’ll find a way to work around it.’
Neil was right. Houston would find a solution. They always did. For now, Buzz must put it out of his mind.
Before they could sleep, he and Neil had one final task. To lighten the load for the next day’s take-off, all unneeded equipment had to be jettisoned. So for one last time they donned their helmets and gloves, depressurised the cabin and opened the hatch. Out went the full urine bags, empty food containers, expended lithium hydroxide canister, internal Hasselblad camera and the two backpacks. Buzz watched the packs fall slowly to the ground, where they lay amid the trash like the carcasses of exotic animals rotting in the desert sun. It was an inglorious end for such wonders of American engineering, but every ounce of weight that could be thrown out, had to be. To get off the ground, the lem had to be light.
Buzz reached down to close the hatch. The lunar landscape lay outside, majestic and close. He paused awhile to marvel again at the Moon’s uncompromising purities: her blazing white, her deep black, her utter stillness, her perfect vacuum. It was mesmerising, and he began to feel a strong desire to climb down the ladder and lie down to sleep in her soft ground. Where on the Earth would he find dust so fine and clean? It suddenly seemed to him that there was something greedy and gluttonous about his home planet, with all her water, mud and stink. The land beyond the hatchway might be dry, but it was also pristine. In this place, at least, there was no sin.
He could hear now, quite distinctly, the whispering voice of Lady Moon inside his helmet. ‘Come,’ she was saying. ‘Why not stay forever in my lovely dust?’
He stood up quickly and stepped back. Neil, seeing him, reached down and swung the hatch shut and rotated the locking latch.
‘You okay, Buzz?’
‘Yes, yes,’ he said, shaking his head to rid himself of the voice. ‘Let’s get this thing repressurised.’
 
To sleep, the flight plan called for Buzz to curl up on the cabin floor and for Neil to lie down on the ascent-engine cover. The cover was only a yard in diameter, so he’d have to use a tether looped through a ceiling bracket to support his legs.
‘NASA never did promise us the Waldorf,’ said Neil, rigging the tether.
As Buzz closed the window shades to block out the sunlight, he was surprised to hear Houston in his earphones. They were calling, they said, on behalf of NASA’s geologists.
‘We have a set of about ten questions relating to observations you made and things you may have seen during the EVA. You can either discuss these this evening or sometime later in the mission at your option. How do you feel? Over.’
Ten questions? At three o’clock in the morning? They’d been awake for more than twenty hours. Buzz could hardly believe it, but he knew what Neil would say.
‘I guess we can take a couple of them up now.’
Houston asked Neil about the yaw of the lem as they landed, about the depth from which the rock samples were taken, and about the samples he’d placed in the rock box. Why, Buzz wondered, did NASA geologists need a verbal description of rocks that, within days, they’d have under their very noses?
Neil, ever patient, ever dutiful, answered the questions as best he could. ‘We got about half of a big sample bag full of assorted rocks that I picked up hurriedly from around the area. I tried to get as many representative types as I could.’
On and on came the questions. ‘We wonder if either of you would have a more detailed description of the geology of the area?’
The ‘geology of the area’ was precisely what Buzz had just spent half an hour photographing. The Hasselblad images, on film magazines safely stowed in their lockers, would reveal this geology in spectacular, high-resolution, panoramic, breathtaking clarity.
This was too much, even for Neil. ‘We’ll postpone our answer to that one,’ he said, ‘until tomorrow.’
Houston got the message. They asked two more quick questions but then signed off. ‘Thank you,’ they said, ‘and we hope this will be a final good night.’


Buzz hoped so too. He helped Neil slide into his sleep position on the engine cover, then lay down on the floor, drawing up his legs to fit into the small space. He closed his eyes.
‘Good night,’ he said.
‘Good night,’ replied Neil. ‘Sleep well.’
But Buzz did not sleep well. For some reason, his suit temperature was too low. He turned the water circulation down to a minimum, but he was still cold, so he disconnected the water altogether. This warmed him a little, but then there was too much light. The blaze of sun was pushing through the window shades and the lem’s instrument displays were blinking and flashing. There was noise, too. The glycol pumps whirred and gurgled so loudly that Buzz wondered whether something had gone wrong.
Then he realised he must be breathing in the moondust that lay all around, for he could taste its metallic tang and feel its grittiness in his throat. Sharp as splintered glass, he imagined it lodging deep in his lungs, cutting and slicing, creating microwounds upon which tumours must surely one day grow. So that was how the dust was going to kill him – not by suffocation or explosion, but by silent cancer, decades hence. Oh, she was a cunning killer, this Lady Moon!
When he stopped thinking about the dust, he began instead to worry about the vacuum on the other side of the thin hull, and then the broken ascent-engine switch, and then Houston’s last-minute questions. Then he began to worry about his worrying. It would keep him awake, and fatigue tomorrow could kill him just as quickly as anything else.
NASA had of course anticipated this problem, so they’d given their astronauts training in techniques to deal with it. ‘When you try to sleep in a spacecraft,’ a psychologist had explained, ‘you’ll find yourself running through checklists and thinking about risks. So you must train your brain to do something else. Count waves on a beach or sheep in a paddock – anything that’s relaxing and repetitive.’
For Buzz, a mathematician, the boredom of counting simple integers had turned out to be more agitating than calming, so instead he’d resolved to count prime numbers. He’d always found primes to have a strange, hypnotic magic, and listing them usually soothed him. But now, as he lay on the floor and began to count – two, three, five, seven, eleven – they seemed only to lead him towards another troubling idea. He began to suspect that there might, in fact, be no way to fix the broken ascent-engine switch, and that this was why Houston had gone to such trouble to ask for verbal descriptions of the lunar rocks and landscape. They knew they were never going to see the real rocks, or the photographs of the lunar terrain, because the lem was never going to leave the ground.
Buzz sat up. His thoughts, his thoughts! He must try harder to control them. The NASA psychologist had used complex words – ‘psychometric conditioning’, ‘cognitive therapy’, ‘rational emotive behaviour therapy’ – but in the end his message had been simple: think good thoughts, not bad.
So when Buzz lay down again he thought the very best thought he could think. He thought of Joan – magnificent, vibrant, calming Joan. She was a wife to him, a mother to his children, and an actress to her audience. He’d seen her onstage at the Clear Lake theatre, but now he pictured her in the warm waters of the lake itself, gliding along in her swimsuit, sleek as a mermaid, all undulating muscle, diving deep among the trout and redfish, the turtles and the silvery snook. She dipped and whirled and never came to the surface. Such was the miracle of Joan: she was able to laugh and breathe always, even under water.


He no longer heard the gurgling of the lem’s glycol pumps or the poisonous whispering of his own thoughts. He heard only his wife.
‘I love you,’ Joan said. ‘You will be okay.’
And, at long last, sleep came.






CHAPTER 7
AT THE SATIN
The drive from Joan’s house to his motel was short, but at one o’clock in the morning Aquarius did not want to become lost, so he took particular care to follow the directions he’d been given. He was making good progress. Houston’s spaceburbs, he discovered, were all superego. The streets had been carefully planned; the clipped lawns conveyed sound ethics; and the lamps, gutters and road signs were all arranged to help him say no to even the most tempting of side streets. In all healthy places the hot fires of the id must be suppressed; here they’d been forever quenched.
These were the flattest suburbs he’d ever seen. There were no lofty mountains or shadowy valleys, no slow descents on which you might gather speed without realising it. In New York you were forever going faster or slower than you wanted to, but in Houston your pace was relentlessly steady. It was risk-free living.
How baffling this tidy flatland must be for Joan. He’d spent only a few hours with her, but he’d become convinced she was a woman who, in a place such as this, must ask herself every day the question that Betty Friedan had made famous across the land: ‘Is this all?’
Friedan’s book had sold in the millions and shown the American housewife how she’d been sent back to the kitchen; how her Sunbeam mixmaster, Westinghouse washer and Electrolux vacuum cleaner were not devices to set her free but clever tricks to keep her jailed. For the educated housewife the problem was even worse, for her knowledge served only to make more obvious the bars of her prison. What must it be like, then, for Joan, with her master’s degree from Columbia? Every day the press asked her husband about flying in space, and every day they asked her what she cooked him for breakfast.
Aquarius found himself wondering once again whether Joan struggled against her cage or embraced it. When she told the world she was ‘proud, thrilled and happy’, did she mean it? He was determined to find out. She was his story. The trials of Joan would earn him his advance, in a way that writing of circuit breakers and dump valves could never do.
But there were two problems. Life had insisted he write about the machines, not the wives. More importantly, as he left her house, Joan had told him that she’d given him enough and would give no more. ‘You need not come again,’ she’d said in a tone sweet but firm, like a queen who’d rung her bell. Her guards – her father, the reverend, a NASA official – had been very keen to show him out, and as he’d looked back at them crowded in her doorway like dragons at a cave mouth, he knew he’d have to come up with a very clever strategy to get back in again.
But that was a task for another day. For now, he was happy at last to be nosing his car into the grounds of his motel, The Red Satin, or, as he’d heard the locals call it, just ‘the Satin’. He’d been here almost three weeks – excepting his short time in Florida for the launch – and had grown fond of the place. Its exterior was modest, but inside were miracles and wonders. In one of Aquarius’s rooms was a round bed with – of course – red satin sheets, and in the other was a small swimming pool, about six feet square and four feet deep, lit by underwater lights. Only in Texas! He was tempted at this late hour to climb in to relax his tired body before bed, but this had been a historic day, and a mostly dry one, so he made his way instead to the motel bar.
The Astro Bar, crowded with patrons excited by the moonwalk, was as peculiar as the guest rooms. Around a small central floor of cabaret tables was a perimeter of ten or more ‘pods’ – circular booths enclosing cushioned seats, with lights and dials designed to look like a spacecraft interior. Aquarius took a central table. The booths were not for him: middle-aged men should not lurk in the shadows.
On a nearby stage, two go-go dancers gyrated and glistened. For the last few nights, a flashing neon sign had proclaimed them the ‘Satin Rockets’, but tonight, Aquarius noticed, they were the ‘Moondancers’. They wore mock space helmets and silver bikinis, and leapt and loped in clever imitation of the slow-motion, bouncing gait of the astronauts on the Moon. When one of them performed such a high leap that her helmet fell off, Aquarius saw that she was pretty. He called out, louder than he’d intended, ‘Es war doch gewaltig!’, and the girl hesitated, perhaps thinking she was in danger. But then she recovered herself, picked up her helmet and held it high, as if she were a warrior returned with the head of an enemy. The room erupted with whistles and hoots. The Astro Bar, Aquarius suspected, was about to take off.
A moment later he regretted his outburst, because it brought to his table a strange man in a white suit who’d been loitering in one of the pods.
‘Are you German?’ his visitor asked.


‘No,’ replied Aquarius. ‘I was quoting someone.’
‘Oh, I see, I see. May I join you?’
What could Aquarius do but nod? He was in Texas. He must be polite.
‘You’re here with the space people?’ asked the man, drawing up a chair. He spoke in an enthusiastic, gasping sort of way and his breath had the sickly-sweet smell of an overripe mango. Aquarius thought he could also detect, beneath the cloying sugar, the funk of unwashed underwear.
‘Yes,’ he replied.
‘An engineer?’
‘A writer.’
‘Excellent, excellent.’
Aquarius was wary. There was something adrift in this person’s mechanism – a motor overspinning, a flywheel out of kilter.
‘Then perhaps you can help me,’ the man continued. ‘I’ve been trying to find out something. No one seems to know. But you might.’ He paused, then added, ‘Since you’re a writer.’
Aquarius waited.
‘Do those two men on the Moon believe in Jesus?’
This was a surprising turn. Aquarius was put in mind of a maniac he’d once known who sold bags of marshmallows to children at funfairs, hiding razor blades inside to catch their greedy fingers.
‘I expect they do,’ he said.
‘I’ve heard that one of them doesn’t. I’ve heard that one of them’s a godless man.’
‘I’m here to write about the machines, not the men.’
‘I see.’ He appeared to be thinking hard. ‘Do you believe in Jesus?’
‘You ask a lot of questions.’
‘Forgive me. I don’t mean to be rude. Please don’t get the wrong impression. We welcome everyone here – all people, all types, all God’s creatures and critters. Jesus loves everyone, and so do we. Do you feel welcome?’
‘Yes, thank you.’
‘Not too hot for you?’
‘No.’
‘Excellent, excellent.’ He sat for a while looking at Aquarius, offering a thin, unpleasant smile that seemed almost to reach from earlobe to earlobe. He then abruptly stood up and extended his hand. ‘It’s been very nice meeting you.’
When Aquarius stood to shake hands he was drawn in close, so that he could hear the man’s next words clearly above the noise of the bar.
‘Perhaps you could write this in your book: if those men on the Moon deny Jesus, they’ll die up there.’ Here the man stopped his handshake and lifted a finger to his neck to make the gesture of a cut throat. ‘God doesn’t much appreciate men trying to climb into his kingdom without giving him his due.’
And what was God’s due? What was the price of entry to Heaven? Aquarius knew he was about to find out.
‘God gave up his only son for us, and all he wants in return is that we believe in him. That’s not too much to ask, is it?’
‘I guess not,’ said Aquarius, and his new friend seemed content. But as the man turned and walked back to his booth, Aquarius held his hands before his face and wriggled his fingers, just to make sure they were all still there.
 
Onwards and onwards must go this weird day. Next, Aquarius found himself in his private swimming pool, resting on a low ledge, opposite the Moondancer who’d lost her helmet.


They each held a drink; each was naked. She was young, but not so young as to make the encounter obscene. In fact, as he’d removed his clothes and slid into the water, she’d said with a giggle, ‘Gewaltig!’ He’d been pleased that she was pleased. Youth was not the only thing that had value in the marketplace.
‘It’s my V1,’ he’d said, not being so arrogant as to claim a V2. She knew little of the Nazi missile program; he explained not much more than that the Vs were rockets that had always found their target.
‘Where they exploded?’
‘Of course.’
But later, as things turned out, when they were in Aquarius’s round, red bed, his V1 would not ignite. He was humiliated. He was not gewaltig; he was kaput.
Afterwards, they both drifted into the restless sleep of the unsatisfied, but she was awake soon after dawn because, she said, she was expected elsewhere. She reassured him, saying he mustn’t worry, and offered to try again that night, if he liked. Then she was showered, dressed and gone.
Through a window, Aquarius saw a Monday morning of grey and rubbery mist, with palm fronds hanging low in breezeless air. All nature was soft and pale, but his shame was bright. Such a failure had not happened to him before. He’d been tired. He’d been drunk. He was overweight and getting old. But he’d been all of those things before. No, there’d been something extra at work, some new and disabling dynamic.
It may have been the perfect roundness of the bed. He hadn’t realised that having no ups and downs or lefts and rights could be so disorientating. But then, as he lolled amid the silky satin, he developed a better theory of the case. The psychiatric blockage, he concluded, was Joan. He’d been thinking of her during the night, as a teenage boy might think of his mother’s best friend: not taboo, but not an entirely comfortable vision, either. In vivid hallucinations Joan had circled the bed, frowning at his infidelity and saying he was ridiculous. ‘What’s in it for her?’ she’d asked, pointing to young Moondancer. She’d loitered long in his brain, and at the end of it all she’d said, in a tone both firm and ghostly, ‘I pity you.’
With one worry came another: the failure of his pen. He’d so far written nothing of value about Apollo. If no ink flowed, what did he have to offer the world?
In an effort to bring on sleep, he reminded himself of the virtue of acceptance. He recited Tennyson: that which he was, he was. He must let things take their course. He would watch the men lift off from the Moon that afternoon, and tomorrow he’d go to his summer house in Provincetown, where he did all his writing. There he’d scribble a story, any story, and if Life said it was very terrible, then he’d tell his agent to give back every penny of the advance. But he had hope. In Massachusetts the bracing Atlantic air flows in, and his muse might just be borne along with it.
At last he began to doze, but then the telephone rang. He answered, and the motel receptionist announced that a young man was on the line. She put him through.
‘Hello?’
‘Hello, Mr Aquarius.’ It was Mogie, Aquarius’s special guide from the Manned Spacecraft Center. He was excitable and rang often – sometimes too often.
‘It’s very early,’ said Aquarius.
‘You said to ring if something happened. Well, something’s happened.’
‘Go on.’
‘There’s a problem with the lunar module.’


‘Is it bad?’
‘A broken switch.’ That, to Aquarius, did not seem bad. But Mogie elaborated. ‘It’s for the circuit that gives power to the ascent engine.’
‘I see.’ Aquarius was thinking fast as he could. The lunar module was not like the Saturn V, with its five J1 engines, three J2 engines and one J3 engine, all ready to blast upwards. The Eagle’s ascent stage had only one. That engine was what Mogie had called a ‘spof’ – a single point of failure. If it didn’t work, the astronauts were dead men. There was no redundancy, no backup. There were other spofs – the spacesuits, for instance, and the lem’s hull – but if the ascent engine failed it would be the most spectacular of all. The astronauts would be stranded on the Moon with nothing to do but die. It was, Aquarius knew, the thing NASA most feared.
‘You say the engine has no power?’
‘Not at the moment.’
‘Is it a complete breakdown?’
‘I’d call it more of a tantrum.’
His brain was weary, but it gave him a vision vivid enough: the lem, sitting in the dust like a naughty schoolgirl, craving attention, refusing to budge. A tantrum. What sweet cajolings, then, would the astronauts have to whisper in her ear to get her to fly again?
‘Does the press know about this?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’ll be right over.’






CHAPTER 8
NUMBER ONE ON THE RUNWAY
Buzz’s sleep had been short and fitful, so even after a breakfast of bacon squares, rehydrated peaches, grapefruit juice and coffee, he still did not feel properly awake. He breathed deeply the cool, fresh oxygen circulated by the lem’s environmental control system, but his perceptions seemed nonetheless to be blurred and distorted. He was on the Moon! Each time this idea came to him, it was so large, so breathtakingly strange, that it obliterated all other thinking. He must ignore it, for what mattered now was not the large but the small, not the cosmos but the gritty granules of information that were being radioed up by Houston.
He had to work quickly. They were due to launch in the early afternoon – just a few hours away – and they were having difficulties. Houston were yet to come up with a bypass procedure for the broken ascent-engine switch and he still couldn’t find anything that would fit into the hole. A screwdriver would have done the trick nicely, but Grumman had, in their wisdom, insisted: ‘No in-flight maintenance!’ Astronauts were astronauts, they’d argued, not technicians, and the circumference of their vision was small. If they fiddled with the machinery, who knew what might happen elsewhere in the system.
While they waited, Buzz worked on other problems. Overnight, Houston had figured out that the computer alarms during the descent had been caused by an incorrect radar configuration, and they wanted to make sure it didn’t happen again on the way up. This meant amending the ascent procedure, which Buzz did by carefully listening to instructions and annotating the checklist in the binder with his special Duro space pen. It was slow and laborious work.
As he made the changes, he also programmed the computer to carry out radar tracking of the command module as it overflew Tranquility Base. On approach to landing, when the computer had flown the spacecraft towards a boulder field, Neil had taken over manual control. That had been the right thing to do, of course, but it meant that now the computer was not sure exactly where they were. The radar data would help.
Buzz was frustrated. All of these computer problems!
At MIT, Buzz had written his doctoral thesis on the use of line-of-sight techniques during spacecraft rendezvous operations – that is, how to fly in space using only your own eyes and good judgment. He’d shown that it was certainly possible. So now, as a joke, he asked Neil, ‘Why don’t we just turn the computer off?’
‘It wouldn’t let us,’ was Neil’s fast reply. He added, in excellent mimicry of the polite, electronic tones of computers from the movies, ‘“I’m afraid, Buzz, that’s something I cannot allow to happen.”’
Buzz laughed. ‘Nice one, Neil.’
Perhaps Houston heard their banter, because now they were loud in his ears. ‘Okay, boys. We’d better keep going, Buzz.’
‘Roger, Houston. I’m ready.’


‘So on surface-fifty, down at the bottom of the page, at “PRO after two recycles”, stick in a time of one-two-two plus fifteen, and write, “Do P-two-two as per PGNS-twenty of G and N dictionary”. Got that?’
‘Got it,’ said Buzz, dutifully making the additions with his Duro.
His Duro! The pen was a beautiful instrument, a composite of felt tip and ball point, which could write in zero gravity and a perfect vacuum. Its ink was rich and bold. But now, as it shone bright in the sunlight, he was noticing a much more important feature. Its sleek and shiny barrel was just a little thinner than his smallest finger.
He lifted it up to the hole of the broken circuit breaker. It fit perfectly. He pushed it in as far as it would go, feeling a point of resistance and then a little click as the small button at the bottom popped down into place. The ascent-engine circuit became active.
‘Such,’ he declared, ‘is the power of my pen.’
‘Perhaps one day,’ replied Neil, ‘you’ll write a bestseller.’
 
What did it mean to be the command module pilot?
Over the past weeks, Mike had been asked this question in one form or another at every interview and press conference. To walk on the Moon, it seemed, was a straightforward idea. The public understood. But to go to the Moon and not walk? Well, that concept caused all sorts of bafflement. Why go a quarter of a million miles but not the final seventy? Why did he need to go at all? What was his job?
Right now, just after midday on Monday, July 21, his job was clear. He had to prepare the Columbia for the arrival of the Eagle. Orbital mathematics required the Eagle to take off during a ‘T-time’, those few minutes every two hours when the Columbia was flying overhead. The launch T-time, T-13, was only thirty minutes away, so Mike was quickly but carefully entering data into the digital autopilot program. The DAP would ensure the command module flew the exact course needed to rendezvous with the lunar module after it took off.
‘Columbia,’ Houston called, ‘you’re still looking mighty fine to us.’
‘Thank you,’ Mike replied. ‘Columbia is holding inertially at lift-off attitude, and my DAP is configured as per my procedures.’
‘Roger. We copy you.’
Mike and his spacecraft were ready.
Of course, to the media he’d tried to give more vivid answers than, ‘My job is to configure the DAP.’ He’d offered descriptions of the Columbia’s many wonders: her palatial size compared to other spacecraft; her three comfortable couches and five large windows; her hot coffee and music system; her secret ‘smorgasbord cupboards’ filled with between-meal snacks; her urine-dumping equipment, which created a constellation of golden stars every time the astronauts took a pee.
‘That’s pretty spectacular, don’t you think?’
‘But won’t it be frustrating to go only ninety-nine per cent of the way?’ one reporter had asked. ‘To travel so far and see the Moon so close, but not actually go there?’
‘Nope,’ he’d answered. ‘I’m not that sort of guy. I prefer to focus on the ninety-nine per cent I’m going rather than the one per cent I’m not. When Neil and Buzz are tramping around in the dirt, I’ll be their number-one fan.’
Mike didn’t know whether his interrogators had believed him, but they’d pushed him no further. Perhaps they’d collectively thought it would be cruel.
‘What if something goes wrong with the lunar module during take-off? Is there anything you can do?’
‘Oh yes,’ he’d answered with happy confidence. ‘There’s lots I can do. If the lem loses power, or if a manoeuvring thruster fails, or if she flies off course, or for some reason she can’t reach a high enough orbit, I can swoop down to a lower altitude and pick up the boys, no problem. I’ve got a little book that I hang around my neck – it has eighteen different scenarios in it. We’ve practised them all in the simulator. And even if we can’t dock properly, the boys can fly across in their spacesuits.’
There were limits, of course. The Moon was a great big gravity well, and if he sunk too far into it he’d never get out again. The math of orbital mechanics was uncompromising: there were eighteen scenarios and no more. But he’d not said that to the reporters.
‘Could the command module land on the Moon if it had to?’
Mike had been surprised by the naivety of this question and expected a chuckle of indulgent laughter from around the room, but there’d been silence. Everyone, it turned out, had been wondering the same thing. Could he land the Columbia to rescue his friends?
‘No,’ he’d said. ‘That would be impossible. The command module is not designed to descend to the surface.’
‘So what will you do if the Eagle can’t get off the ground?’
This had been blunt, but Mike – the happiest of all the astronauts, and the most optimistic – had replied with his usual enthusiasm.
‘Gentlemen. Can you imagine the Eagle not flying? She’s the bird of America! She wants to fly, and she will.’
‘But if she doesn’t? What would you do?’
With this persistent reporter, Mike had done what all good NASA men had been trained to do: meet the specific with the general. ‘I would do whatever the mission rules require.’
It had been a good answer, but the reporter had pushed him further. ‘And what do the mission rules require? Tell us: what would you do?’
This insistence had made Mike pause. The question had hung like a fever that must break; or like an ominous black cloud in the tropics, from which eventually must condense one single, destructive hailstone. In the end, he’d had to tell it straight.
‘Neil and Buzz know, and I know, and Mission Control knows, that there are certain categories of malfunction where I would simply light my motor and come home without them.’
And that, he supposed, more than anything else, was what it meant to be the command module pilot.
 
‘Tranquility, this is Houston. For your information, the circuitry looks real fine on that engine-arm circuit breaker.’
So there had been a role, after all, for in-flight maintenance. Buzz’s pen had proved it. There’d been a problem and he, the man on the spot, had solved it. The circumference of his vision might be small, but it wasn’t so small that he couldn’t see that a pen could fit in a hole.
Launch was now less than an hour away. Buzz worked with Neil through the remaining items on the checklist while Houston monitored each step via telemetry. He loaded a cartridge into the 16mm camera to film the ascent, checked the settings of the lem’s radars and the steerable antenna, and finished programming the guidance computer.
Finally, he confirmed the explosive device system voltages. The lunar module consisted of two independent stages, the upper and the lower, and only the upper ‘ascent’ stage would fly up to rejoin the command module. The lower ‘descent’ stage would stay on the ground. When the time for take-off came, the two stages would be separated by small explosive charges, and it was essential that they work perfectly.
Neil helped him put on his helmet and gloves, and then he assisted Neil. If something went wrong and the cabin depressurised, their suits would protect them.
‘Twenty minutes,’ Houston announced in his earphones. ‘Our guidance recommendation is PGNS and you’re cleared for take-off.’
‘Roger,’ said Buzz. ‘Understand. We’re number one on the runway.’
It was time to pressurise the fuel system. Simplicity and redundancy had been the ruling gods of the lem’s design: where there could not be redundancy, there must be simplicity. Since there was only one ascent engine, it had to be simple, so instead of using complicated, failure-prone pumps to provide it with propellants, the lem used the brute force of compressed helium. The helium, when released from its storage tanks, would push the fuel and oxidiser out of their own tanks and down to the engine inlet valve. To launch, Buzz would open that valve and the fuel and oxidiser would rush into the engine and ignite on contact – no spark plugs needed. ‘It will work,’ promised Grumman. ‘We can’t think of a way it won’t.’
‘Okay,’ said Neil. ‘Let’s do the helium. Checklist please.’
‘Master arm,’ called Buzz. His finger rested about halfway down page sixty of the checklist binder.
‘On,’ replied Neil, flicking a switch on the ‘explosive devices’ panel on his left-hand side. This armed the charges that would open the helium tank valves.
‘Ascent helium tank select.’
‘Both,’ said Neil, flicking another switch.
‘Ascent helium pressurisation.’
‘Fire!’ said Neil, flicking the final switch upwards to activate the pyrotechnics. Buzz heard the distant rat-a-tat of valve cartridges firing simultaneously to open the multiple pathways from the helium tanks to the propellant tanks. There was a slight vibration and, a few seconds later, an unexpected dull thud.
‘Master arm,’ called Buzz.
‘Off.’
The system was now pressurised and ready for launch. Buzz turned around and placed his hand on the shiny engine cover, below which fuel and oxidiser were now pushing up hard against the closed engine inlet valve. If a pipe burst or a valve leaked, the hypergolic propellants – toxic hydrazine and nitrous tetroxide – would explode into the cabin with a pressure of more than two hundred pounds per square inch. God bless Grumman’s engineers for getting their calculations right, Buzz thought, and God bless him and Neil if they hadn’t.
Buzz looked at the mission timer. Ten minutes to go.
‘What do you think that noise was?’ Neil asked. ‘That thump?’
Buzz didn’t know. ‘Part of the detonation sequence, perhaps?’
‘It didn’t sound quite right to me.’
‘You’ve never trusted the EDS.’
‘No,’ said Neil, ‘I haven’t.’
Buzz gave a nervous laugh. Neil was not known as a complainer, but he had, over the years, worried about the electronics of the lem, especially the fine, fiddly wires of the explosive devices system, the ‘EDS’. These wires delivered power to the detonators and could easily break.
‘Our lives,’ Neil had once said to NASA administrators, ‘should not depend on squibs.’ He’d suggested having manual valves as a backup: if all else failed, he could turn a handle like a faucet in a laundry. But the Grumman engineers had refused. ‘It’s the weight,’ they’d explained. ‘Do you know how heavy a faucet is? And you’d need a lot of them.’ As always, Grumman knew best. ‘Relax,’ they’d said, ‘the squibs will bang.’


They’d better, Buzz thought. The helium tank valve squibs weren’t the only part of the EDS. At take-off, small explosives would also sever the bolts and umbilical cable that connected the lem’s upper stage to its lower. If they didn’t fire, there’d be no take-off.
He checked again the voltage readings on the EDS battery supply. ‘Both batteries are Go,’ he told Houston.
‘Eagle, Houston. You’re looking good to us.’
One minute to go. He and Neil had rehearsed these final seconds a hundred times in the simulator. He worked now almost by instinct.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Master arm on.’
Neil reached down to his left to the EDS instrument panel and flicked a switch. ‘Master arm is on,’ he confirmed.
Neil now gave his commander’s briefing. ‘At five seconds,’ he said, ‘I’m gonna get “abort stage” and “engine arm”. Then you’re gonna get “proceed”.’
‘Right,’ said Buzz. He locked his eyes onto the ‘proceed’ button on the computer keyboard directly in front of him.
Thirty seconds to go. What odd moments these were. With such pressure applied to them, they seemed to deform and stretch. Buzz tried to have in his mind only each individual second as it came along, not those already gone or those yet to come. Nineteen. Eighteen. Seventeen. But at sixteen, his focus blurred. Some seconds became long, others short, some wide, others narrow. His gaze drifted away from the computer keyboard. In the shiny paint of the instrument panels, in the bright green glow of the displays, in the perfect glass of the windows, and in all the beautiful newness of the lem, he began to see a tragedy. This machine had been ten years in the making, but she’d come to life only twenty-four hours ago. She was not really an eagle at all, but a butterfly, with only one short day of life.


Now, as he readied himself for launch, a question came to him with such surprising clarity that, even though there were only a few seconds left, he closed his eyes and tried to answer it.
What’s in the press of this button for her?
Because the Eagle was to be most rudely used. After soaring upwards to return him and Neil to the command module, she’d be jettisoned and left to spiral back down to crash on the Moon. How cruel, Buzz thought, to be discarded so quickly after such a long gestation. Would she allow herself to suffer such ill treatment? Was one day of life enough for her? He did not think so. Wouldn’t she prefer to sit safely upon this flat ground, enjoying the monthly cycle of sunrises and sunsets, imagining with hope the other lems that might one day come to join her?
‘Nine,’ he called, with startling firmness. ‘Eight, seven, six, five.’
Neil reached forward and pushed the large ‘abort stage’ button. An instant later came the loud bang of exploding detonators. The upper stage had separated from the lower and was ready to fly.
‘Engine arm,’ Buzz called, and Neil flicked the switch to ‘ascent’. The engine inlet valve was energised. Now all that remained was for Buzz to ask the computer to open it.
As he lifted his gloved finger to the ‘proceed’ button, he found himself wishing that the Grumman engineers had placed another button right next to it, labelled, ‘please’.






CHAPTER 9
THE NARROW HOUSE
It took only a few minutes for Aquarius to drive from the Satin to the Manned Spacecraft Center, but it was time enough for him to grasp the lethal implications of Mogie’s words. ‘There’s a broken switch,’ the young engineer had said, ‘in the circuit that fires the engine.’ Here was a crisis to worry the world, and here might be the story to earn his advance.
A fortnight earlier, Aquarius had attended the final official press conference before the launch. It was a boring affair, taking place in the MSC’s public lecture theatre, a room with appalling acoustics, orange carpet and a ceiling of plastic panels. The three astronauts were seated on a raised platform within a large, transparent, positive-pressure tent that pushed air outwards so that no germs could reach them.
For an hour, dull questions yielded dull answers. These men were about to go to the Moon, but they spoke as if they were middle managers announcing the colour of new office furniture. How did Buzz feel about the upcoming landing? ‘The touchdown itself will be a rather new item in that it will be testing this man–machine interface to a very sophisticated degree.’
There was a glory in this answer that made Aquarius laugh. Only a NASA man could describe landing on the Moon as a ‘rather new item’ and the ‘testing of an interface’. And what of the actual walk on the lunar surface, humanity’s most astonishing feat in all of history? ‘The two-man extra-vehicular activity is something that is a first in our program.’ Wonderful!
But then, unexpectedly, came this: ‘What will your plans be in the unlikely event that the lunar module does not come up off the lunar surface?’
The question was asked of Neil by a journalist from England, a country that knew better than any other how to conceal stark horrors beneath polite courtesies. All talking in the room came to a halt. The astronauts stared. If the press conference was an afternoon picnic on an Oxford riverbank, then this English gentleman had just reached into the water and dragged up the corpse of a dead dog.
It was Neil, of course – reliable, stable Neil – who saved the day. He met the dead-dog question with a dead-dog answer. ‘That’s an unpleasant thing to think about,’ he said. ‘We’ve chosen not to think about that up to the present time.’
And of all people in the world, Aquarius thought, Neil might perhaps be the only one with discipline enough to choose not to think about something. If told not to think of a tiger, no tiger would come into his mind. He struck Aquarius as the sort of man who could push his thinking out to the furthest realms of blank space, where there were no tigers, or lions, or leopards, or any ideas at all.
But Aquarius was a writer, not an astronaut. He had a duty to think the thoughts that Neil would not. Before him, close and real, was an extraordinary question of psychology: what do you do if you’re stranded in a metal cage on the Moon? The idea brought a destabilising fear to some primeval part of his brain, like the Edgar Allen Poe stories he’d read as a child – tales of being sealed in brick tombs and waking up in buried coffins. The rigid embrace of the narrow house. The blackness of absolute night. The unseen but palpable presence of the Conqueror Worm. Poe had called these things an agonising horror from which even the most daring imagination must recoil, but Aquarius did not recoil. He brought the idea closer, studying it with the nervousness of a person holding a beautiful piece of refined uranium. ‘How golden are its colours,’ says such a person, all the while being invisibly poisoned.
Yes, thought Aquarius. To be trapped alive in a small box would bring on a very special sort of terrifying insanity. This was already rich material for him to contemplate, but more came, for he began to see around Neil an aura not only of suppressed fear, but of frustrated ambition. To die on the Moon would be a failure, and no amount of negation in Neil’s bland answers could hide the single-minded determination that must have brought this quiet man to where he now was, on that stage, in that plastic box, with air blowing outward from him to the world. ‘I’ll be first there,’ his aura said, ‘and I’ll come back, too.’ The alternative would be Neil scratching against coffin walls – unthinkable for him, and for all good people of the Earth.
When Aquarius’s mind came back to the present, to his drive from his motel to the Manned Spacecraft Center, and to the lunar module’s broken switch, he discovered that he was excited. What toxic potential that switch contained! What award-winning prose it might yield!
 
‘I’m sorry,’ said Mogie, ‘but the switch has been fixed.’
‘Already?’
‘One of the astronauts did it himself.’


Aquarius felt his Edgar Allan Poe tale slipping away, his glowing uranium turning to coal.
‘So they’ll take off as planned?’
‘Yes. At 12.53 pm.’
Aquarius looked at his watch. It had just gone ten o’clock. He had almost three hours to wait.
‘I’m sorry,’ Mogie said again. ‘I didn’t mean to call you in for nothing.’
‘That’s okay,’ said Aquarius. ‘You were right to call me.’
When he’d first arrived in Houston, Aquarius had expected to be hosted by senior NASA officials, so he’d been surprised when the person assigned to be his guide turned out to be Mogie. Grumman’s main headquarters were on Long Island, but Mogie was part of the company’s Houston staff, based in Building 45 of the space centre. At their initial meeting, Aquarius had been so astonished by the boy’s red lips, white cheeks and blue eyes that he’d afterwards attempted to write, as a literary exercise, a sonnet in praise of his beauty. The poem had failed, so he’d settled instead for a description in his notebook of the boy’s small and shapely ears, the curve of his mouth, and his simple, vital nature. He’d borrowed some of these words from Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, for he was very much reminded of the Handsome Sailor of HMS Bellipotent, whom all the rough seamen loved. Was there someone to love Mogie? A mother? A girlfriend? Aquarius did not know.
‘A little circuit-breaker lever broke off,’ the boy was now saying, offering an explanation in which Aquarius no longer had any interest. ‘It’s actually a little hole – like this’ – he gestured with elaborate movements of his fingers – ‘and there’s a button inside at the bottom, with a little spindle attached – like this – to allow you to push it in – like that – or pull it out. That’s what broke off. We were worried the astronauts wouldn’t be able to push in the switch, but then one of them found that his pen fit perfectly into the hole.’
‘And that fixed everything?’
‘It did.’
Aquarius, wondering what to do next, idly glanced around the small, windowless office. There were filing cabinets, a telephone, a squawk box, and, on a nearby shelf, a plastic model of the lunar module, standing about ten inches high. He picked up the model and studied it closely. It was meticulously detailed, having all the protruding tanks, flimsy antennae and fragile landing struts of the real thing. When he began absentmindedly to disconnect and reconnect the ascent and descent stages, he sensed the boy becoming anxious.
‘I love the lem,’ said Mogie, by which Aquarius understood him to mean, ‘Please put it down.’
He already knew that Mogie loved this machine – he’d heard about very little else during the three weeks he’d been in Houston. He’d learned how the lunar module’s computers and radars worked, how her cabin was pressurised with pure oxygen and kept cool by a remarkable process of water evaporating into space, and how she was actually two separate spacecraft – the descent stage and ascent stage – linked together by explosive bolts. ‘I know all her systems,’ the boy had told him. ‘Every single one.’
Aquarius raised the replica high in his hands. It was a bizarre contraption. How could it be loved? He ran a finger along two large, circular lumps, one of which stuck out more than the other. They looked like cancerous tumours.
‘Why are her tanks asymmetrical?’
‘Because the oxidiser weighs more than the fuel, that tank needs to be closer to the centreline. It’s all in the mathematics. She might look lopsided, but in fact she’s perfectly balanced.’


Of course she was, thought Aquarius. Perfectly, wonderfully balanced. He was becoming bored. It was time to summarise and conclude.
‘So you’re certain this little rocket will work?’ he asked, now probing with his finger the silver cone of the model’s ascent engine.
‘Yes,’ said Mogie, bursting forth with a torrent of information about ‘hypergolics’ – the special liquid fuel and oxidiser used by the engine. There is no air in space, so the lem must carry its own oxidiser for the fuel.
‘You’ve already told me all of this,’ Aquarius said, replacing the model on the table and taking up his notebook instead. ‘Let me know whether I’ve got things right.’ He turned to the relevant page. ‘“High-pressure helium pushes fuel and oxidiser into engine.”’
‘Correct,’ confirmed Mogie. ‘Hydrazine and nitrogen tetroxide,’ he added.
‘What?’
‘The names of the fuel and oxidiser.’
‘I don’t need the names. Let me keep going. “Merest intermingling of vapours is enough for ignition.”’
‘Yep.’
‘“Reliable because no spark plugs, turbines, fuel pumps needed.”’
‘Right. All the astronauts have to do is open the valves and – whoosh! – the lem will fly.’
Aquarius thought of himself as somewhat hypergolic – the merest intermingling of his own vapours with those of a female tended to get him going – but his humiliating night with Moondancer had just demonstrated that even hypergolics might sometimes fail to ignite.
There was one other thing Mogie had told him: hypergolic propellants were corrosive. They could be used in the rocket engine only once. So the first and only firing of the ascent engine would take place when the astronauts pushed the button in a few hours’ time. Hypergolics or not, it seemed to him that an untested engine might find a way to fail.
So he pushed Mogie a little further.
‘But if the engine doesn’t work?’
‘It will.’
‘But, as I say, if it doesn’t?’
Mogie looked directly at him, and Aquarius took in the full measure of his beauty. Those red lips! Those white cheeks! Those blue eyes!
‘Then the astronauts,’ the boy said, ‘will be dead by noon tomorrow.’
 
Aquarius was not permitted in Building 45’s Mission Evaluation Room, to which Mogie was now summoned, so he farewelled the boy and headed towards the public media centre in Building 2, where he’d be able to watch the take-off with other men of the press. As he walked past the monolithic Building 30, which housed the famous Mission Control, he was surprised to see that a crowd of about a hundred Black protestors had gathered in the adjacent field, beneath a full-size model of the lunar module. The model, twenty feet high, was meant to draw admirers and show the wonder of the lunar machine, but these folk were not here to praise Apollo. They sat, sang, held placards and gave speeches, and all agreed that it was obscene for America to be spending so much on space while the citizens of her cities were homeless and starving.
‘Whitey Flies Free’, said one sign, ‘While Everywhere the Black Man is in Chains.’
Aquarius’s gaze drifted from the crowd to the ascent stage of the mock-up. It looked to have about the same interior space as a modest car. He imagined the astronauts now on the Moon in the real thing – the very narrowest of narrow houses – without seats, beds or toilet, and with nothing but dust and vacuum outside. What strange freedom for Whitey to buy for twenty-five billion dollars!
He went on his way, dawdling along the MSC’s neat pathways. This place had once been a thousand-acre Texas ranch, with cattle grazing and cowboys roaming, but now it was an assembly of the flattest, squarest buildings he’d ever seen. Even the multilevel structures seemed only to be flatness layered upon flatness. He looked about for some elevated ground from which he might have a grander perspective, but, like a two-dimensional creature in a child’s drawing, he found himself stuck forever in flatland.
By the time he arrived at the media centre, Aquarius was unhappy and bored. Reporters wandered aimlessly in the auditorium, interviewing anyone who’d speak to them, and multiple televisions showed Walter Cronkite talking to one balding expert after another. Their voices arrived at Aquarius’s ears from multiple directions with an irritating, out-of-phase resonance.
‘We will soon have special hospices on the Moon for elderly people,’ said one, ‘because one-sixth gravity is good for their tired hearts and fragile bones.’
‘This is the greatest event in all of the history of the human race,’ offered another, pushing the scope of the discussion upwards and outwards. ‘Today is New Year’s Day of Year One. If we don’t change the calendar, historians will.’
‘We’re going to go out not only to the Moon but to the stars,’ predicted a third. ‘We’re going to be at Proxima Centauri before you know it.’
Such words, Aquarius knew, were meant to be uplifting, but to him they seemed overstretched and desperate. How dull it was all going to be from now on. The take-off, the rendezvous, the three-day return to Earth – all would follow as surely as washing dishes follows a wild party.
Others were bored, too. When he listened to nearby conversations, he heard the word ‘Chappaquiddick’ just as often as he heard the word ‘Moon’. More details of Senator Kennedy’s tragedy had been coming through, and there were intriguing mysteries. Here was a story with tantalising leads to follow, and that offered more for a journalist to do than watch television. Why had the senator taken ten hours to report the accident? Why had he been driving late at night with a young girl in his car?
Not for the first time in this writing project, Aquarius found himself needing air.
 
From the Manned Spacecraft Center, Aquarius drove east along NASA Road 1 until he reached Galveston Bay, where he turned right into a small township clinging to the shoreline. If the water rose a single foot, all the ground here would disappear, but the structures would happily survive, for each building had two levels, the lowest designed to flood.
Aquarius soon found what he wanted: a tavern with a balcony offering a view of the bay all the way to the horizon. He took an outside table and, it being almost midday, ordered a drink. The Eagle’s launch time was 12.53 pm and, coincidentally, the Moon was due to rise a few minutes before that. He wanted to be looking at the Moon at the time of take-off so that he could later say, after the histories had been written, that he’d seen it all with his own eyes – or, at least, that it had occurred within his field of vision.
The other patrons were all indoors, gathered around a television. The men might be executives from Houston Petroleum Products, or the Texas Plastics Company, or any similar corporation; and the women might keep house in any of the air-conditioned, beautiful homes that could be found up and down the Gulf Freeway. These were good, wholesome people with big hats and big hands who prayed with all their hearts for the safe return of the astronauts.
Aquarius had a dictum: ‘The third drop of blood brings befuddlement, the fourth, clarity.’ By drops of blood he meant, of course, shots of bourbon, and wanting to use his time productively, he quickly ordered a second, then a third and a fourth. Turning his chair to face the bay, he let inspiration come as it would. The horizon was distant and clear, the sky vast and cloudless, and a cool breeze drifted up from the water. He’d wanted air; well, here it was in infinite volume.
There was a pattern, Aquarius was convinced, in the people and events he’d encountered in the past days. If he relaxed and let the fourth drop settle, he might just find it. In his notebook he set out ideas, using coloured lines to show their connections and enclosing key concepts in bold squares. He remembered his vision of the Moon cursing them all from the midnight sky; he recalled the man in the Astro Bar saying the astronauts would die if they denied Jesus; he heard Mogie’s voice telling him how the broken lem had been saved with a pen. But most of all, of course, he thought of Joan – actress Joan, queen-of-the-forest Joan, wife Joan – who’d told him he’d never be able to show in words how much she loved her husband.
By the end of all his thinking, his doodled diagram was as complex as an engineering blueprint. Lines intersected, shapes overlapped, and words squeezed themselves against each other in whatever space was left. It was confusing, but he was sure that somewhere in the chaos was a line of best fit, a vector pointing to a solution.


He stared, he pondered, and at last the fourth drop of blood did its work. Clarity.
It was a broad outline at first, but then details filled in and the idea received its proper structure. By the time he looked up and saw that the daytime Moon had risen, pale and quivering, he knew exactly how to write this story. It was obvious. He knew how it would start, he knew how it would end, and he knew it would be brilliant. He was resolved. That very afternoon he would begin.
But no sooner had he closed his notebook and packed away his pens than he realised that all his thinking had been for naught. He may as well have hurled his notebook into the bay. For, looking at his watch, he saw that the lem’s take-off time had come and gone. He’d forgotten to look up at the Moon, as he’d promised himself to do, but worse than this – a hundred times worse – was the silence inside the bar. There were no shouts or cheers, only the quiet murmuring of the television. He understood at once: the lunar module had not launched.
He walked inside to stand with the crowd at the television. One man was repeatedly whispering, ‘Oh no.’ A woman leaned close to Aquarius to explain, ‘It didn’t work.’ Walter Cronkite was speaking in a low drone: the astronauts were alive, there was no damage to the spacecraft, engineers were looking at the telemetry. The lem had missed the T-13 launch window but it would certainly take off at T-14, in two hours’ time, when the command module would next be overhead.
What an unbearable wait it would be. Aquarius had the sense that not one of these kind people would leave this bar until the lem was aloft, no matter how long it took. A vigil had begun. Someone might soon send out for candles and Bibles. He could stay here with them and record the emotions of these ordinary Texans witnessing history – a fine enough story – but he had a higher duty. With the lem stranded on the Moon, there was only one place he could be.
‘Can anyone tell me,’ he asked his worried friends as politely as he could, ‘where I might find the Almeda Mall?’






CHAPTER 10
CHAMBERTIN
‘Proceed,’ Buzz announced, pushing the button on the computer’s keyboard.
The cabin floor began immediately to vibrate and he heard the rumble of fuel and oxidiser flowing under pressure into the engine. He was relieved. The ascent propulsion system was working. In a few seconds he’d feel an increase in g-force as the propellants ignited and the spacecraft accelerated upwards.
But no force came. Instead, the ‘ascent pressure’ caution light illuminated on the instrument panel and the master alarm began to flash, accompanied by its loud beeping. Outside his window, he saw that the lunar ground was not receding.
‘No ignition,’ he called.
‘No ignition,’ confirmed Neil, reaching forward to cancel the alarm. ‘Checklist, please.’ His tone was as detached and polite as if he were asking Buzz to pass the salt at dinner.
Buzz slid his gloved finger down to the ‘no ignition’ box at the bottom of the page in front of him and called out the first item. ‘Guidance control: AGS.’
‘AGS selected,’ said Neil, flicking the switch. The lem would now use the abort guidance system to try to get flying.
‘Engine start,’ Buzz called next. The manual ‘start’ switch, low on Neil’s left side, was a large button surrounded by bright orange crosshatching. The orange was a warning: push this button only as a last resort.
Neil pushed it. ‘Engine start.’
Still there was no upward acceleration.
‘No ignition,’ Buzz called again, moving his finger to the next item on the checklist. ‘Guidance control: PGNS.’
Neil switched back to the primary system.
‘Engine start,’ said Buzz.
Neil pushed the ‘start’ button once more. ‘Engine start,’ he confirmed.
Again, nothing happened.
‘End checklist.’
Buzz turned to his commander. What should they do? They could repeat the steps they’d just carried out, but the ongoing shuddering of the cabin floor told him that propellant was still flowing into the engine without igniting. It must be venting somewhere. He and Neil had to act quickly or they’d lose it all.
In his earphones Buzz could hear Houston calling insistently – ‘Tranquility Base, Houston, Tranquility Base, Houston’ – but there was no time to answer. On the vertical gauge directly ahead the oxidiser needle was holding steady, but the fuel needle was falling fast.
‘We’ve gotta close the engine inlet valve,’ he said.
‘Manual shutdown,’ called Neil, reaching down to unlatch the special guard protecting the large ‘stop’ button. ‘Confirm no X-translation?’ he asked, flicking open the cover.
Buzz looked out his window. If they were going to shut down the engine, they had to be absolutely certain they weren’t already flying. ‘No X-translation,’ he replied. ‘We’re still on the ground.’
‘Thank you,’ announced Neil, pushing the button. ‘Engine stop.’
But still the cabin vibrated, and the fuel gauge continued to fall. Something was overriding the manual stop command. Buzz suspected the automatic latching device – an electronic circuit designed to prevent accidental shutdown of the engine after launch. The circuit, having registered that stage separation had taken place, probably thought they were flying.
Buzz could think of only one thing to do. ‘We have to shut off the helium,’ he said. ‘Quickly.’
Closing the helium primary valves would depressurise the fuel system and end any hopes of taking off during this launch window, but it would also stop the fuel loss. The spring-loaded pistons in the engine inlet valve were kept open by positive fuel pressure in the actuator line, so if they cut the pressure, the valve should close.
‘Agreed,’ said Neil, reaching forward and flicking shut the two helium switches on the panel in front of him.
It worked. The vibration ceased, and the fuel gauge steadied.
‘Helium?’ Neil asked.
‘Subnominal but stable,’ Buzz confirmed, checking the pressure.
‘Fuel?’
‘Subnominal but stable.’
‘Oxidiser?’
‘Nominal and stable.’
‘Good,’ said Neil. ‘We’ve stopped the venting.’
Now the cabin was still and quiet, with no sound other than the soft hiss of oxygen being pumped through their suits. Buzz switched the environmental control system from ‘suit’ back to ‘cabin’ and took off his helmet and gloves. Neil did the same. The immediate crisis was over; now they had some time to think.
‘Houston,’ Neil called, ‘this is Tranquility. No ignition.’
‘Copy that Tranquility. No ignition. We’re looking at our telemetry down here. We’ll work the problem and let you know. In the meantime, we’re going to go ahead and let the T-13 window close. We’ll get you up at T-14.’
‘Roger,’ Neil replied. ‘Tranquility Base standing by.’
Buzz tried to focus his thinking. What had gone wrong? ‘The ascent engine will work,’ Grumman had promised, but here he was, stuck on the ground. Whatever the failure was, Grumman had not foreseen it. So how could he have any confidence they’d be able to fix it?
Houston had said they’d get them up in the next launch window, and their tone had been calm and reassuring, but Buzz was beginning to feel, deep in his being, the first feathery touches of fear.
 
Mike, thirty-nine years old, tall and skinny with a round and happy face, was known by everyone at NASA as the nicest of all the astronauts. Born in Rome, he must have brought some of the sunshine of that city with him into his American adulthood, for he was liked by everyone he met. His niceness was not of the boring kind, monotonous and bland, but alive with infinite varieties of colour. He made happy people think, and thinking people happy. He was like a glowing superfluid that could reach and illuminate even the darkest places. When his friend Roger was killed in the Apollo 1 fire, it was Mike whom NASA asked to go to the dead man’s home and tell his wife. When Martha saw him at her front door, she knew at once why he’d come, and she was glad – glad! – that it was Mike they’d sent.
His goodness bound the astronauts together. When Buzz’s endless lobbying to be first out annoyed others, grinding like grit against chromium, Mike was the polish that filled in the scratches and made all surfaces shine again.
‘He’s not trying to oust Neil,’ he explained. ‘He just needs clarity.’
He was a medium; he forged connections. Neil – ethereal, transcendent, inscrutable – via Mike became comprehensible. If the Apollo 11 crew had a reputation for not being close, it was only because their special bond was invisible to ordinary people. Meeting the astronauts was like visiting the iron feet of the Eiffel Tower and admiring their separate sturdiness, never realising they soared upwards to join in glorious unity high above.
In fact, Mike did not consider it blasphemy to think of himself and his fellow Apollo 11 travellers as a sort of Holy Trinity – three, but also one. For him, the most important part of the mission was not the landing of the Eagle on the Moon, or the walking of Neil and Buzz on its surface, but the reunion afterwards. When the Eagle brought the men back up to dock with the Columbia, and the hatch opened and in floated his two friends, the Holy Trinity would be restored. In that moment, more than any other, would shine the true glory of Apollo.
So he’d often wondered, in the lead-up to the mission, how he should mark this special reunion. In the end, he could think of only one way. He would do what Jules Verne’s adventurers did in From Earth to the Moon: drink a bottle of Chambertin, France’s king of wines, in honour of fraternity.
He obtained the wine and begged permission from Deke, head of the astronauts, to take it with him. He knew it would be an extravagant indulgence: even one bottle would need gallons of extra kerosene in the Saturn V to escape Earth’s gravity, and those extra gallons would themselves require extra gallons. But, Mike asked, if kerosene couldn’t burn for Chambertin, then for what could it burn? When Deke hesitated, he added, ‘It will be my compensation for going only ninety-nine per cent of the way.’
How could Deke say no to that?
Thus the bottle, nestled in its felt-lined wooden box, took its place in one of the Columbia’s secret smorgasbord compartments, ready to be drunk in celebration when Neil and Buzz returned from the lunar surface.
But it now seemed that the sacred event would be delayed, because as Mike overflew Tranquility Base at T-13, and listened for confirmation that his friends were flying up to meet him, he heard instead Neil’s flat, hard voice saying, ‘No ignition.’ Soon afterwards, Houston announced that the T-13 window would close without a launch.
It was a devastating and surprising failure. But Mike, as always, knew his duty.
‘Tranquility, this is Columbia,’ he transmitted as happily as he could. ‘It seems you’re not rejoining me this time around.’
It was Buzz who replied. ‘No, Mike, we’re not.’
‘No problem. I’ll head over the hill and see you in a couple of hours when I come back up.’
‘Roger, Mike,’ said Buzz. ‘We look forward to it.’
‘Don’t worry, the Eagle will fly.’
‘We hope so, Mike.’
The Columbia flew westward, and Tranquility Base drifted behind and out of radio range. Mike took the Chambertin from its cupboard and wiped the bottle with its special silk cloth. The cork, he saw, had moved outwards a little, pressing against its foil cap, and it did not take him long to realise why: the pressure in the cabin was less than half the atmospheric pressure of Earth, so the air in the bottle was pushing outwards against the cork.
As he moved into the shadows of lunar night, and the ground beneath him once again turned black and cold as death, Mike offered a silent prayer: ‘Dear God. Let neither air pressure, nor any other force in the universe, remove that cork from the bottle until my friends are with me to help drink it.’
 
‘Right,’ said Neil, taking his commander’s notebook from its locker. ‘We’ve got almost two hours before our next attempt, so let’s take our time. We don’t want to make things worse by guessing.’
Buzz, as lunar module pilot, now led a meticulous review of every step they’d taken in the lead-up to the launch. He suspected they may have made a mistake during the unscheduled radar tracking of the command module, or in transcribing the last-minute amendments to the take-off procedure. He took up the checklist binder and circuit-breaker cards and read out each setting while Neil confirmed the physical switch positions on the instrument panels. They all matched. Perhaps the problem had something to do with the ‘engine arm’ switch he’d fixed with his pen? No: he could see that there was good power to the ascent-engine circuit. Both batteries showed full voltages.
He kept working – checking, double-checking and re-checking. After an hour, he realised they’d still not heard from Houston, so he pressed his microphone switch. ‘Houston, this is Tranquility. Got anything for us?’
‘Tranquility, Houston. Nothing yet.’
‘T-14’s not far away. If we don’t hear from you, I guess we’ll just repeat the T-13 procedure?’


‘Roger.’
Buzz didn’t know what to say. He was surprised by how quickly Houston had agreed with a suggestion he’d made only as a last resort. He’d expected more.
‘But it would be better to get something from you,’ he added.
‘Roger.’
He noticed that there was a new CapCom, the point-person through whom all comms with Houston were channelled, and he didn’t recognise the voice.
‘Houston,’ he asked, ‘what happened to Ron?’
There was a short period of static – a microphone had been keyed but no one was speaking – and then, ‘I’m the CapCom for this phase. Rest assured, we’re working the problem down here.’
‘Roger. Tranquility standing by.’
It was unusual for the CapCom to change mid-shift, and even more unusual for him not to identify himself. CapCom was supposed to be their ‘best friend on the ground’. So why didn’t he tell them his name?
Buzz, suddenly impatient, turned to Neil. ‘I want to do a walk-around,’ he announced.
Neil looked up from his notebook.
‘In the Air Force we’d do one before each flight,’ Buzz went on, ‘no matter how many times our planes were checked by the engineers. “Kick the tyres before we light the fires” was the rule – every pilot, every time. I’m tired of waiting for Houston. I want to go outside and take a look myself.’
For a while, Neil was quiet. Perhaps he was considering what Buzz had said, or perhaps he was multiplying three-digit numbers in his head. Who knew? But in the end, the commander’s answer was a simple one.


‘No,’ he said. ‘We’ve got two brains, but Houston has hundreds – Mission Control, the Mission Evaluation Team, MIT, Grumman, North American, the lot. They’ll come up with something, and when they do, we’ll need to be ready.’
Buzz disagreed. ‘But their brains are there and ours are here. We should do our own thinking. If all we do at T-14 is exactly what we did at T-13 then the result will be the same. We’ll stay on the ground and we’ll waste more fuel.’ He spoke with heightened energy, but it didn’t matter. There was no amount of energy Neil could not absorb.
‘We wait,’ Neil said, returning to his notebook.
But Buzz’s frustration was not quite neutralised. ‘And do nothing?’
‘You could pray, if you want.’
And, as always, Buzz had no idea whether Neil was joking, mocking, or being perfectly serious. But whatever Neil’s intention, Buzz took his advice, pressed his microphone switch so that all could hear, and said, ‘Dear God, merciful Father. We pray that you help Mission Control find a way to get us out of this deadly place.’
 
The attempt to launch the lunar module at T-14 also failed.
Houston had sent up no new procedure, so all Buzz could do was help Neil repeat the steps they’d carried out on their first attempt. This time, however, to limit fuel loss, the instant he called ‘no ignition’ Neil closed the helium valves without attempting a manual take-off. Even so, there’d been almost half a minute of rumbling vibration. By the end of the process, the gauge showed that one-fifth of their fuel was gone.
Buzz took off his helmet and gloves and pushed his microphone switch. ‘Houston,’ he said, ‘we can’t keep using that procedure. You’ve got to come up with something else.’
‘Roger, Tranquility. We’re working the problem down here.’


‘You need to do more than work it. You’ve got to solve it.’
‘Roger, Tranquility.’
Neil was again looking up information in manuals and writing in his notebook. What notes, Buzz wondered, could he be making? They’d checked and double-checked every switch, every circuit and every gauge.
‘I’m calculating fuel,’ Neil explained. ‘I don’t think we’ve got enough now to get to orbit – not even to the lowest of Mike’s scenarios. My numbers tell me we can’t get there. Not at our current weight, anyway.’
‘So we need to get lighter?’
‘Yes,’ said Neil. ‘One of us will have to jump out.’
Neil was smiling, and Buzz tried to laugh, but all he could produce was a short grunt.
‘Or, if you don’t like the sound of that,’ Neil went on, ‘we could get rid of the rocks instead. They’re heavy – fifty pounds at least – plus the boxes, another thirty pounds. Without them, I think we can do it.’
Buzz looked at the two large, aluminium rock boxes stowed in their special racks. He agreed: they had to go.
‘To throw them out,’ Neil continued, ‘we’ve got to depressurise.’
Buzz was listening carefully.
‘And if we do that, you may as well take the opportunity to go out and kick the tyres. You still want to do your walk-around?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then let’s do it.’ Neil keyed his microphone. ‘Houston, Tranquility. We’re going to jettison the lunar material.’
‘Tranquility, Houston. Roger. You have commander’s prerogative.’
How quickly Houston had given up on their precious moonrocks!
Depressurising the cabin didn’t take long. They’d done it twice before. Within minutes they’d donned gloves and helmets, secured Neil’s umbilical to the lem, and opened the two dump valves. To do the walk-around, Buzz first needed to retrieve his discarded backpack, so he mounted onto the front of his suit his oxygen purge system – a small, high-pressure tank designed to give him thirty minutes of emergency oxygen – and climbed down to the surface. He then sent his backpack up to Neil via the lem’s pulley system. Once Neil had thrown out the rock boxes, Buzz climbed back inside, sliding behind Neil into his position on the right-hand side of the cabin, where he could disconnect and stow his OPS tank. He then swapped back to the commander’s position so that he was near the hatch, where Neil helped him don his backpack and connect its umbilicals.
‘Good luck,’ said Neil.
‘Thank you,’ Buzz replied, lowering himself onto all fours and reversing slowly out onto the porch.
‘You’re nearly through,’ said Neil. ‘Lower your back a little. Watch the edge.’
Now an unexpected thing happened. As he started to climb down the ladder, Buzz felt himself losing concentration. He knew he should be focused on the job ahead, but he began instead to think about the task just completed: the exiting of the lem. What a simple matter it had been for him to slide past Neil into the left-hand position before donning his backpack.
‘Simple,’ he repeated quietly to himself. ‘Simple, simple, simple.’
How simple it would have been, when he and Neil were preparing for their historic moonwalk, to have swapped places in the cabin before putting on their backpacks. How simple it would have been for him to have been First Man instead of Neil.
‘Operational reasons,’ Deke had said to him before the mission. That excuse had been a sham. Deke had lied. The rumours that NASA chose Neil because they ‘wanted a Lindbergh’ must have been true.


But what did it mean to be a Lindbergh?
Neil certainly looked like the famous aviator. Press photographs had shown him to have the same boyish, elfin face, alive with intelligence. There was no doubt, too, that Neil had Lindbergh’s courage, casting himself into the infinite void of space with as much daring as Lindbergh had flung himself into the stormy blackness of the Atlantic.
But as Buzz descended into the shadows at the base of the ladder, his thoughts hardened into a smaller, less generous idea. Many people thought of Lindbergh as the first man to fly across the Atlantic. He wasn’t. He wasn’t even the tenth. What had made Lindbergh special was that he was the first to do it alone. He’d refused to share his aircraft with anyone else. ‘I’d prefer to have the fuel,’ he’d said. ‘Copilots are a waste of weight.’ Godly concentration like Lindbergh’s would only be diluted by the presence of another.
Was that, then – above all else – what it meant to be a Lindbergh? To fly alone?
Buzz stepped off the ladder into the lunar dust. What, he wondered, had Neil really been writing in his notebook? What exactly had his figures and diagrams revealed? The lem had too much weight; they must jettison the moonrocks. But numbers were ruthless things. What if they’d told him he must not only dump the rocks, but a man, too? Neil had joked about it, but had he really been joking? By telling him that he had commander’s prerogative, Houston had authorised him to do anything – absolutely anything – to save the mission. Was he about to exercise that prerogative?
As Buzz walked away from the lem, he glanced upwards one last time at his commander in the hatchway. How easy it would be, he thought, to let the door swing shut and latch it closed from the inside.






CHAPTER 11
POPO
The Almeda Mall turned out to be a vast place consisting of eighty stores and parking for three thousand cars. Inside, air conditioning kept the temperature within a degree either side of seventy-two, which was, Aquarius read on a plaque, the temperature of maximum human comfort. The plan, he deduced, was for customers to spend money without getting hot or cold, or going up or down. The interior design concept was rectangles within rectangles, which he found disorienting, but he soon located what he was looking for.
He drove the twelve miles back to Nassau Bay with his purchase in a box on the passenger seat, carefully wrapped.
‘Beware, Joan,’ he said aloud, ‘of middle-aged men bearing gifts.’
At three o’clock, as he exited the freeway and once again found himself in the neat streets of Spaceville, the car radio announced that Apollo had failed to launch for a second time. NASA officials said there was nothing to worry about, and that they would make a third attempt at T-15, just before five o’clock. But to Aquarius it seemed there was very much to worry about. One failure might be a glitch, but two hinted at something systemic. It was possible that NASA’s worst fear had come true – that its two princes would suffer a slow death on the Moon, with the whole world tuning in to listen. Thus would the Moon be transformed from a thing of magic and beauty into a shining graveyard in the sky. From now on, every human being that looked upwards would see death. Such a thing, Aquarius thought, must surely bring the Apollo program to an immediate and permanent end.
As he’d expected, Joan’s street was blocked by police, so he drove on and turned down a subsequent parallel avenue. He parked his car outside an ornate, pink-brick house and carried his special parcel across the front lawn and down a side pathway. No one stopped him. This backyard adjoined Joan’s, and it did not take him long to find an unlocked gate in the fence between them. He walked through, crossed Joan’s yard, and knocked on the rear door of her house.
For some time there was no response, but when the door at last swung open he was surprised. Standing before him was Dodie.
‘Aquarius,’ said Dodie. ‘What are you doing here?’
With one hand she held the door and entwined in the slender fingers of the other were a martini and a lit cigarette in a long holder. As she brought the drink to her lips, perfectly level, the holder kept the hot tip clear of her face. It was all very elegantly done. He’d once before thought that Dodie resembled Liberace, and now he wondered whether she might have some of that man’s finger dexterity too.
‘The question is,’ he replied, ‘what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the other place?’
‘Earlier I was there,’ she said, ‘but now I’m here.’
Aquarius could hear a murmur of voices inside, but not Joan’s. He feared that she might be elsewhere, and that his Almeda efforts may have been wasted. He tried to peer past Dodie but she moved to block his view. She drew on her cigarette and emitted its smoke in his general direction.
‘You can’t come in,’ she said. ‘Joan doesn’t want you here. And anyway, I’m doing the wives. You’re doing the machines. That’s the deal.’
‘Don’t be a greedy girl, Dodie. There’s enough here for two.’
‘Don’t be a bossy boy, Aquarius,’ she replied. ‘There’s enough here for one.’
She stepped back and began to push the door closed, but Aquarius put his hand out to stop it.
She eyed him coolly. ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked. ‘Stab me?’
Dodie was a wonder. She’d been a correspondent in Paris and London and had been chief of Life’s Rome bureau. She was infatuated with Etruscan pottery and was writing a book about it called Pots and Robbers. She’d never been a wife herself, but in Houston the astrowives had fallen in love with her. How could they not? She paddled between their houses on Clear Lake in a bright red canoe while smoking her cigarettes and wearing high heels.
And how could Aquarius not love her too? She was that rarest of all American things: a woman who was truly free. But here, in this doorway, she was making a nuisance of herself.
‘Now that,’ he said, ‘was unworthy of you.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘It was unworthy of you.’
Here it was, then, the pebble in his shoe.
‘Are you going to let me in?’ he asked.
‘I’m not,’ she replied.
At that moment, unexpectedly, rescue came. Joan herself appeared, wearing a dazzling dress of bold blue. It was the colour of the sky, and of hope. Gathered behind were her three children and her friend Jeannie, the pretty astrowidow he’d met briefly the day before. The children peered at him with lively curiosity.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said to Joan, who’d taken up a position next to Dodie, ‘about what has happened.’
‘Thank you, Mr Aquarius,’ she replied, ‘for coming here to tell me that, but I’m afraid I can’t ask you inside.’
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘I’m not asking to come in. But I do have this gift I’d like to give, if I may.’ He lifted up the wrapped package he’d been holding.
‘I can’t take gifts.’
‘You need not take it. It’s for your son.’
Already Aquarius could see that Pixie Mike had noticed what Joan had not: the three small, perfectly round holes in the box’s wrapping paper. The boy squeezed forward between his mother and Dodie, crossing the threshold of the doorway. Aquarius handed him the package so he could feel its weight.
‘Do you know what it is?’
‘I do,’ said the boy, looking now at his mother. ‘May I open it?’
And just as Aquarius had hoped, here was Joan in his little trap. For what mother could say no to a son whose father might within hours be dead? ‘It’s my heart’s desire to have a boa constrictor,’ this boy had said to him only yesterday, and if he’d said it to Aquarius, he would’ve also said it to his mother.
So of course she had to say yes, and when her son had torn off the wrapping paper, seen the snake inside the box, and asked if he could keep it, she had to say yes to that, too.
‘Say thank you to Mr Aquarius,’ she told her son, by which Aquarius knew she meant, ‘Say goodbye.’ She might yet escape his trap.
But then all of yesterday’s work paid off: the boy looked uneasy. Pixie Mike was loyal to his mother, but he was loyal to Aquarius too.


‘I can’t take the snake,’ the boy said, ‘unless you let Mr Aquarius stay. At least for a little while.’ He lifted his angel face to his mother. ‘Can’t he stay?’
They were at an impasse. Dodie began to speak – to interfere, to diffuse the tension, to suggest a way out – but she stopped herself, as if she intuitively knew: this was between mother and son.
‘Mr Aquarius may stay,’ Joan said, ‘but only to watch you put your snake in its new home.’
It was a partial victory, but it was enough. Pixie Mike led them all to his new glass vivarium, adjacent to the garden shed, and they watched as he carefully took the boa from its Almeda box and put it in its beautiful cage. With tender caresses he encouraged it to explore. The snake was reluctant at first, seeming only to want to hide in the shade of a low rock, or underneath the dry sand, but Pixie Mike soon persuaded it to sniff the water bowl, the tree branch, the airholes.
‘He’s a beauty!’ he said, and he was right: in the sunshine the boa’s skin flamed with orange diamonds, and its burnished neck shone with verdant gold. Andy, the youngest child, kept his distance, but Jan, the daughter, could not stay away. She leaned in to stroke its silky scales and bless it with whispers.
Now there was excited talk about a name, and when Joan suggested ‘Apollo’, all agreed. Of course that was what it must be called.
By now Joan was standing close to Aquarius. The sun was upon them and he felt the embarrassment of his armpit sweat.
‘The snake is very pretty,’ he offered.
‘Oh yes,’ she said, watching her children play. Then she added dreamily, ‘Upon his belly shall he go, and dust shall he eat all the days of his life.’
These were unusual words, and they brought a change in mood. If Aquarius dealt in clichés he might have later written in his notebook that a cloud passed over the sun, but in fact there were no clouds and the sun grew only hotter. He began to worry a little for this poor creature he’d transplanted from an air-conditioned mall to a hot box in Nassau Bay. The cage was not fully in shade and he feared it might gradually heat to a lethal level.
Joan, apparently reading his thoughts, said, ‘Don’t fret. My son loves all living things: the turtles, the lizards, the worms and even the constricting serpents. He’ll keep Apollo cool.’
Something about the way Joan spoke made him think: the son might love all living things, but the mother does not.
 
It was Dodie who broke the spell. They ought to go back, she advised, to watch the television. Joan’s father would be wondering where they were, as would the reverend and the others. They should go back, she repeated, which was the same as crying to the heavens ‘Aquarius should be gone!’, because everyone knew he would not be allowed inside.
But again Joan defied her. The next launch attempt was an hour and a half away, she said, and she could not sit still for that long. What would be the point? Inside, everyone was forever handing her sandwiches. She wanted to take a turn about the grounds to breathe in the sweet air. Dodie would walk with Jeannie, and she would walk with Aquarius. The children would remain with their new pet. Aquarius saw that Dodie was not pleased, but this was a time when all must do as Joan wished. So Dodie and Jeannie set off, while Aquarius and Joan followed behind.
Joan’s husband was present everywhere in this backyard – in the high bar for pole-vaulting, in the frame for chin-ups, in the hoop for basketball, in the lofty treehouse for climbing. The tree trunks were straight and tall.


‘I want to tell you again,’ said Aquarius as they wandered into a patch of cool shade, ‘just how sorry I am for what has happened. It must be very difficult for you.’
‘Thank you,’ was all she said, but Aquarius knew that more would eventually come.
He told her about Mogie, the young engineer from Grumman. ‘He smuggles me into the Spacecraft Center every now and then to give me a scoop.’
‘So he’s your special informant? Your man on the inside?’
‘More a boy, really. But he knows all the lem’s systems – every single one – and he’s very certain it will take off. It’s almost impossible for it not to take off, he told me, because of the hypergolic propellants.’ He waited for a response – did she know what hypergolics were? – but she said nothing. ‘They explode on contact, so all your husband and Neil need do is get them into the engine and up the lem will go.’
At this, Joan stopped walking and turned to him. Her shoulders were as muscled as an Olympic swimmer’s and he wondered whether any force could ever contain her. ‘Everything you say I know already, Mr Aquarius. Please don’t try to reassure me. That is not your job. I have other people for that.’
This surprised him. He was off balance. ‘Then what – if I may ask – is my job?’
She thought awhile. ‘You mustn’t be ordinary. I need you to be . . . large.’
‘Large’ was an abstract idea, but he was able to collapse it into a concrete instruction easily enough. She was saying, ‘Don’t comfort me. Write me!’
An actress always knows the scale of her stage, and this drama was as grand as could be. Her husband was stranded on the Moon. His story should be told by America’s best writer, not by Dodie of the Etruscan pots. Dodie’s prose was very lovely, but lovely wouldn’t cut it. This was a story that was likely to have some very unlovely elements. That’s why Joan had let him stay, that’s why she was walking with him now, and that’s why she would never cast him out, no matter how much Dodie complained.
‘I know that you must write of my husband,’ she said, ‘but if you remain then you must promise that you write only of him, not what you see here, in my house, among my family.’
‘You know I can’t promise that.’
‘I don’t want you to put me in your little box.’
‘Remember, my little box shimmers. And it has airholes.’
‘Airholes aren’t enough for me.’
‘Then I will give you great torrents of air, rich and delicious, carrying raindrops as plump and sweet as grapes. I’ll make you Queen of the Forest.’
He thought she might accuse him of being ridiculous, but she went no further than to smile. She was ready, it appeared, to indulge the poetic and the extravagant.
‘Even if you do give me air,’ she said, ‘I suspect you will do so only to take it away again.’
They walked on, and when they arrived at a clear area of grass he sensed that she was willing to open up a little. She told him of her theatre studies at Columbia University, of her appearances on stage in New York, of her roles in the television series Playhouse 90 and Climax. She spoke of the golden years, when most New York television drama was broadcast live. What a thrill it had been, she said, to look into the camera and know that on the other side a million people were watching.
‘So why didn’t you keep going?’
‘Something happened,’ she said, and Aquarius knew that he should not ask what it was. ‘Anyway,’ she said, ‘after that, I married Buzz.’
‘And began your greatest role? As the wife of an astronaut?’
She laughed at his gentle teasing. ‘Yes. It was easily done. The script has only three words.’
‘Those being . . .?’
‘“Proud”, “thrilled” and “happy”, of course.’
There was a warm spring of resentment here, bubbling close to the surface, and it turned out that it was not only a cancelled television career giving it heat.
‘I was offered a radio program here in Houston. A twice-weekly talk show, with me as host. Hard to believe, now.’
‘About space?’
‘About anything but space. The plan was I’d use my maiden name so no one would know whose wife I was. I’d get to choose the guests and topics.’
‘It didn’t happen?’
‘NASA said no. Life said no. All the other astronauts said no.’
They paused again in their walk, and Joan turned back to look towards the house. In the distance her children were still enchanted by the snake in the box. They took it out and put it back; they inserted grass and removed a branch; they added another large rock.
‘Do you still act?’
‘I’m part of a local theatre group – at Clear Lake – but these days I’m more of a director than an actress. I couldn’t be on stage while I was pregnant, so I tried directing instead. It turns out I’m pretty good at it. I like being in control of everything – the props, the lighting, the positioning of actors, the way they deliver their lines. My master’s thesis at Columbia was all about the importance of final words, so I make sure my actors at least get those right.’


‘“Thus with a kiss,”’ quoted Aquarius, “‘I die.’”
‘Very good,’ said Joan, laughing. ‘You’re quick. Maybe I will let you put me in your book after all.’
‘Thank you.’
‘But only if you give me the final words!’
He laughed. ‘It’s a deal.’
Up ahead, Aquarius saw that Dodie had left Jeannie’s side and was now walking towards them. His time was short. ‘I want you to know,’ he said quickly, ‘that you can direct me whenever you want. Just give me my cue. I’ll enter stage left, say my line, and exit stage right. I’ll do whatever you need.’
‘Thank you,’ she said, with a warmth that made him think he could risk more.
‘And perhaps, when this is all over, we could have a drink some time.’
‘Oh Aquarius,’ she said. ‘This will never be over.’
 
Dodie approached and gave him an order. ‘You go with Jeannie now. I need to talk to Joan for a while.’
What about? Aquarius wondered. He feared what Dodie might say to Joan, but he had to do as he was told. So with a farewell nod to Joan, he walked ahead to Jeannie, who at once began to lead him on a tour of the yard.
Jeannie explained that she used to be Joan’s neighbour, here in Nassau Bay, and for years their children had happily skipped through the open gates between each other’s homes. Every astronaut’s house was a grand folly – Joan’s an English Tudor mansion, Sue’s a French chateau, and her own had been a medieval castle. She and her children lived in California now, but she was still great friends with Joan.


Aquarius learned all of this information in a matter of seconds, for Jeannie spoke like a bird fluttering upwards in a cyclonic vortex, whirling and spinning. Aquarius supposed it could not go on forever, and that soon enough she’d be ejected at the top and float gently down again. In the meantime, bursts of talk came from her about her travels with Joan in Mexico, the antics of their children, Joan’s magnificent parents, and other things. Aquarius listened with only a small part of his brain, because his attention was on Dodie, who, not far away, had slipped her arm through Joan’s and leaned in for quiet talk. Dodie was miffed, and a miffed Dodie was a dangerous Dodie.
Then, from Jeannie, he heard this: ‘And so, she was incinerated.’ It was a jarring sentence in this humid air, among these whispering trees. He’d missed the lead-up, so he didn’t know her meaning.
‘I’m sorry. Who was incinerated?’
‘Joan’s mother. I was saying what a terrible thing it was. The wing just fell off – and then down went the plane. Into Stony Mountain.’
With one hand she made the shape of a mountain, and with the other a disintegrating aircraft. A scattering of data points followed: Joan’s mother’s purse was found a mile away; Joan’s two uncles also died; they’d all been attending an accounting conference; the mountain was a very peaceful place, with forests and deer and ponds full of wood frogs.
‘That’s why Joan came back from New York. To look after her father.’
This, then, was the ‘something’ that Joan had referred to earlier – the thing that ended her television performances. A bereaved father followed by an astronaut husband: twin male forces no actress’s career could hope to withstand.


Jeannie kept going, perhaps sensing Aquarius’s rising interest. ‘Joan’s mother was English. She loved tea. That’s why Joan has afternoon tea every day – to remember her mother. She follows all the rules.’
‘The rules?’ Did Jeannie mean the rules of grief?
‘Oh, you know. Always cut the crusts off the cucumber sandwiches. Use leaf tea, not teabags. Never lift the saucer with the cup. That sort of thing.’
What a strangely flat emotional landscape this woman had; how easily she moved from incineration to teacups.
They walked along the back fence until they arrived at a gate. ‘I used to live there,’ Jeannie said, pointing over the high palings. The house beyond was a large, odd-looking yellow castle, adjacent to the pink palace whose grounds Aquarius had crossed to reach Joan’s. ‘But then I went west with my children. You have to go west, don’t you, after something like that?’
‘Like what?’ he asked, fearing what the answer might be.
‘My husband dying.’
‘Oh yes. Of course. I’m sorry.’
‘He was decapitated.’
If this was Joan’s afternoon tea party, then here was Jeannie throwing down teacups on hard concrete. Her small, sharp sentences flew into the air like porcelain splinters.
She elaborated. ‘He and his friend were flying a jet that crashed into a shed while they were trying to land. It was a terrible accident. NASA wouldn’t tell me exactly how he died, but I found out. He was decapitated. It’s the right of a widow to know such things, don’t you think, Mr Aquarius?’
Aquarius was uncertain. He’d never given much thought to the rights of widows. ‘I guess so,’ was all he could offer.
‘They were trying to be kind. But in the end, the best kindness is always the truth. And the truth for me was that my husband was decapitated.’
It was the third time she’d said this word, and each time she’d said it as if it were the most ordinary of descriptions. My husband was handsome. My husband was clever. My husband was decapitated. Aquarius sensed the broken machinery of grief whipping and slicing somewhere deep in this woman, lopping off high peaks and filling in deep troughs to form this unusual flatness.
‘After he died, I wanted to stay here in Houston because my kids were in school. But the wives made that impossible. There’s nothing they hate more than a widow who lingers.’ She uncurled her fingers to reveal a shiny gold whistle. Had it been in her hand all along? ‘They give you this and say that if you need anything, just blow it. But they don’t mean it. They don’t really want you to blow the golden whistle. They just want you to go away. I think they’re scared that, if they look for too long upon a widow, they might become one themselves.’ Her fingers closed shut again.
Jeannie seemed calmer now, finally drifting downwards in placid air. In this rare silence, Aquarius hunted for other metaphors to capture her oddness. He found himself thinking of grief as a seamstress, steadily replacing Jeannie’s silken threads with thin, iron wires, giving her strength but also creating distortions in the weave of her fabric. He thought, too, of the images he’d seen last night of the American flag on the Moon – a material ablaze with light, but also stiff, awkward and unbending in the lunar vacuum.
‘If Buzz doesn’t come back,’ Jeannie now said, indicating Joan’s house and yard with a wide sweep of her arm, ‘then all of this will be gone.’
It was time to head back to the house, but Jeannie had one final gift to give before their walk was over. They meandered along the rear perimeter of the yard until they reached the swimming pool, and here Jeannie announced, ‘This is where Popo drowned.’
‘Popo?’
‘Buzz’s monkey. Remember? I told you yesterday. He brought it back from his jungle training in Panama, and he loved it very much. There was something noble about the creature, he said. Noble! As soon as he came home from his Apollo work he’d let Popo out of his cage and watch him scamper about. Popo would swing from that rope you saw yesterday – remember? Hanging from the chandelier? Joan hated him doing it, but Buzz had insisted. “If you lock him up,” he’d said, “he will die. Popo must be free.” He had a good life, that monkey.’
‘But then . . .?’
‘Buzz was away most of the time, preparing for the Moon, so Joan had to look after Popo all by herself. And Popo was a very bold monkey. Do you know how bold monkeys can be, Mr Aquarius?’
He confessed that he didn’t.
‘They can be very bold! Popo would taunt Joan. When she had guests over, he’d laugh and urinate and bare his teeth. Do you know what else he’d do? He’d throw his own feces at them. Feces! That’s not noble, is it, Mr Aquarius?’
‘No.’
‘Joan would be in tears. But when she locked Popo in his cage, he’d lie down and sulk and cry and reject his food. So she’d let him out again. Then he’d straightaway leap up to the chandelier and laugh at her.’
‘That’s not good behaviour,’ said Aquarius.
‘When Popo was in his cage, he suffered. When he was out of the cage, she suffered. So what could be done?’ Jeannie stared for a while at the sparkling surface of the swimming pool. ‘Popo drowned. When I saw him, his big, beautiful eyes were wide open, as if he was surprised by what he could see. I’ll never forget it. His face looked so human, like a baby’s.’
She paused, then asked, ‘Do you know who the first American in space was?’
He guessed she did not mean Alan Shepard, but he offered that name anyway.
‘Albert,’ she said. ‘Albert the monkey. They strapped him into a little capsule on top of a V2 rocket and fired him into space. He suffocated, and came back dead. He was the first American in space.’
Incinerated mothers. Decapitated husbands. Drowned and suffocated monkeys. None of this had Aquarius expected from this flighty, breathless woman. Oh how complex was the light under these dappled trees!
And still Jeannie hadn’t quite finished.
‘Poor, poor Popo,’ she said. ‘Joan pulled him out of the water – right where your feet are now.’
Aquarius looked down and imagined that little sodden body, lying on the open decking, its matted fur steaming in the sun. Death is heavy, even in a monkey.
‘I arrived just as Joan was lifting his body out. She was standing there – in the shallow part – and was so upset she couldn’t cry. “He must have slipped and fallen in,” she said, and I said, “Oh yes, he must have fallen in.” “At least now he’s free,” she said, and I said, “Yes, at least he’s free.”’
Jeannie then rounded everything off very neatly.
‘She’s such a strong woman, Joan, the way she lifted up that dead monkey.’
 


Joan, of course, did allow Aquarius into the house, and once inside he could tell why she’d wanted to stay outside. Large as the living room was, the tedious activity of sitting, watching and waiting lowered the ceiling and drew in the walls. It was stuffy. There were many people here, including four or five NASA men that Aquarius hadn’t seen before. They didn’t introduce themselves.
Dodie took up a position on the central couch and Aquarius sat on a stool to one side of the serving hatch that opened into the kitchen. Jeannie slipped away somewhere. Joan hovered, refusing offers of a chair, a soda, a tea, a brandy. The reverend suggested they sit together in prayer; she declined. She begged people not to fuss. She wanted only to stand quietly.
An hour or so yet remained until T-15, the next launch time, and Aquarius sensed people in the room were becoming restless. Food had been eaten, cigarettes smoked and dishes washed. What else could be done to fill the time? But then came a surprise. Rusty, monitor of the squawk box, announced that Buzz was attempting another moonwalk. He was going to inspect the lunar module externally to try to see what was wrong.
When Rusty added, ‘It will be perfectly safe,’ Aquarius did not believe him. Nor, he suspected, did Joan. Any moonwalk was dangerous, and Buzz must not have much oxygen left in his backpack.
The television volume was turned down and the squawk box turned up. The lunar module’s cabin had already been depressurised and the hatch opened. Neil’s voice could be heard. ‘You’re nearly through,’ he was saying. ‘Lower your back a little. Watch the edge.’
Minutes later, Buzz was on the surface. Aquarius heard the garbled word ‘clockwise’, and then, ‘I’ll tell you what I see as I go along.’ More minutes passed with more static, and then Buzz was heard to say, ‘There’s something wrong here.’


Then the signal was almost entirely lost. Rusty leaned closer to the squawk box, trying to decipher words. At last he announced: ‘He’s okay. He’s on his way back.’
There was relief. Jeannie reappeared and was hugging Joan in the kitchen.
But now there was a problem. The voices on the squawk box faded in and out, but when Buzz could be heard his words were not what anyone expected. He spoke about the ladies of Delaware, of God, of flames. ‘Shook foil!’ he could be heard saying over and over again. And then, finally, the single word ‘copacetic’.
‘What does “copacetic” mean?’ asked Dodie.
‘Excellent,’ said Rusty. ‘It means everything is just excellent.’
But even across a quarter-million miles of space, and with all the vagaries of signal attenuation and squawk-box electronics, Aquarius could tell that everything was not excellent. Buzz’s tone and concepts were worryingly elevated; he seemed overexcited. All talking in the living room stopped.
In the next instant, the squawk box fell silent and its comms light went out.
The first to react was Joan. With perfect calm, she said, ‘Rusty, please ring the Spacecraft Center and get them to reconnect the box.’
‘There’s no point.’
‘Ring them.’
Rusty lifted the telephone receiver and dialled. There was no answer.
‘I’m going there,’ said Joan.
‘They won’t let you in.’
‘They will if you come with me.’
‘No, they won’t,’ Rusty said, and Aquarius remembered what he’d once been told: when the men are dying, the wives must stay away.


Now one of the NASA men made his way to the kitchen. He spoke quietly to Joan but she turned from him and walked into the centre of the living room. When the reverend tried to guide her to a chair by her elbow, she pulled free.
‘Will you take me there?’ she asked Rusty. ‘Yes or no?’
‘It would be better to wait here.’
Joan remained standing as her people glanced nervously away.
Look at her! Aquarius silently commanded. Observe how she stands her ground. Watch how quickly she casts her eyes about, assessing, thinking, choosing. See how she feels betrayed by those she needs most.
When finally her eyes met his, he knew his moment had come.
‘I’ll take you,’ he said, ‘if you like.’






CHAPTER 12
SHOOK FOIL
‘I’m going to head out a few yards and do a clockwise circuit,’ said Buzz. ‘I’ll tell you what I see as I go along.’
‘Roger,’ said Neil. ‘Be careful.’
Buzz walked slowly away from the lem’s ladder. Rather than using the loping, kangaroo hop he’d used during the first walk, he placed one foot methodically ahead of the other. The hop was faster, but there was a risk he’d lose his balance. It was his second walk on the Moon, but this time he was alone. He had to be doubly careful.
How light he felt! On Earth, the combined weight of his body, suit and backpack would be three hundred pounds, but in this weak gravity it was fifty. The unusual thing, though, was that his momentum was the same. Momentum equals mass multiplied by velocity, both of which are unaffected by gravity, so once he began moving in a particular direction he tended to keep going. It was difficult to change course. On the Moon, gravity was his friend, but momentum his enemy.


He headed west, away from the deep shadows of the lem, and soon emerged into bright light. The sun was directly behind him, and the landscape was lit with such intensity that all features were blended into a uniform whiteness. Depth perception was impossible. As he leaned forward to counter the weight of his backpack, he worried he might tumble forward into this blazing light. And yet – and here was the strangest thing of all – the sky above was brilliantly black, even though it was daytime. There were no stars. The sun obliterated them all. The startlingly sharp horizon – black meeting white, unblurred by atmosphere – must be miles away, but looked as close as a few yards.
The nearness of void unsettled him. Was this the purpose of Apollo? To bring mankind to the very edge of nothing? Was this grand blankness to be the great gift of science?
The minutes were passing, and Buzz had to begin his inspection, but in this brief moment he could not help but wonder: where was God in all this?
As an elder at his Presbyterian church, Buzz knew his hymns, and now some words came to him, bright and true.
‘Lord,’ he softly sang, ‘how thy wonders are displayed, wherever I turn my eye. If I survey the ground I tread, or gaze upon the sky, there’s not a plant or flower below but makes thy glories known.’
But with no plants and flowers below, and a sky so black above, where could God’s glory be? If it resided only in the stones and dust, then oh what dry glory it was!
 
‘Everything okay out there, Buzz?’
Buzz drew in a lungful of his suit’s cool, fresh oxygen. All his fevered thinking of Neil locking him out, of God’s dry glory, was, he realised, the product of a tired mind. It was time to breathe deep, to focus, and to do what he was out here to do. He turned away from the horizon and towards the lunar module.
‘I’m fine,’ he replied. ‘I’m looking at quadrant four just now. So far, she looks good.’
‘How are your consumables?’ asked Neil.
Buzz checked his oxygen-pressure and water-level gauges. He’d used most of his backpack’s oxygen and cooling water during the first walk, but the gauges told him he should still have about half an hour. Even if it were less, low-level alarms would give him plenty of warning to head back to the ladder.
‘Oxygen and water are good,’ he said. ‘It’s more comfortable out here than it is inside.’
‘Okay,’ said Neil. ‘Let me know what you see.’
Buzz guessed he was standing about twenty yards from the lem. The sun was low and directly ahead, so most of the lem was in shadow, but he could see that the rendezvous radar was at its correct angle and the S-band steerable antenna stood high and proud. The thrusters of the reaction control assemblies glittered in the penumbra of sunlight leaking around the lem’s perimeter, and each of the four telescopic struts appeared strong and sturdy, with minimal compaction, reminding him again just how soft Neil’s landing had been.
‘Nothing wrong at quadrant four,’ he radioed. ‘I’ll walk round to three.’
He stepped carefully northeast through a small rock field to an open area closer to the lem. In this position the sun’s rays were oblique, so that ground features became more obvious and the spacecraft’s structures were brought into high relief.
What an ugly bird the Eagle was! In fact, she didn’t look like a bird at all. NASA technicians had nicknamed her ‘the Bug’, and from this angle it was easy to see why. Her upper and lower stages were the thorax and abdomen of an insect, with antennae sprouting at every angle, and her forward windows were its eyes. Her spindly struts, angled at their central joints like an inverted V, were its legs.
Everywhere were lumps, crevices and protrusions. She was designed to fly only in the vacuum of space, so she had no aerodynamics. If she ever did try to fly on Earth, air friction and gravity would destroy her in an instant. At launch she’d hidden inside the Saturn rocket’s protective shell, and to get to the Moon she’d hitched a ride with the command module. A journalist had once written, ‘America can be proud of her Eagle, but by God she’s hideous!’
‘All’s well at quadrant three,’ he announced. ‘I’ll move around to the rear now.’
But just as he was about to walk on, a flash of reflected sunlight caught his eye. He looked closer and saw that one of the lem’s insulation panels had become dislodged. It was hanging loose, exposing the polished titanium of the tank beneath.
‘Hang on, Neil,’ he said. ‘There’s something wrong here. I’m going in to have a look.’
He walked to the lem, stood on the footpad at the base of the landing strut, and looked up. The tank was about six feet above him. Around the dislodged panel were jagged, out-turned edges of the surrounding panels. What, he wondered, had happened?
He jumped up to the landing strut’s inner cross member, and from there shuffled up the frame of the strut deployment mechanism. Movement was awkward in his stiff suit, but he was light. His head became level with the base of the ascent stage.
‘You’d better head back now,’ said Neil in his earphones. ‘Your consumables must be marginal.’
‘Roger.’


His face was only a few feet from the bottom of the oxidiser tank. Its outer circumference shone bright, but the inboard area was in shadow. He had a hunch that the problem lay somewhere in those dark, inner spaces. If he could get a little higher, he might be able to see in.
‘I’m coming back, but I’ll first just check the tank here. There’s a panel missing.’
One extra hop up and he stood on the uppermost frame of the lem’s descent stage. He leaned in as close as he dared, steadying himself by holding the panel framing with his left hand. Peering inwards, he could see nothing but the spherical tank, silver in its upper parts with some polished bronze below. There was nothing wrong.
He felt his left foot slip off the lip of the frame. His body and backpack began to swing backwards and around to the right, slowly at first but then with increasing speed. He tried to arrest the movement by holding tighter, but his gloved hand could not grip and it slipped free. His right arm flailed instinctively as he rotated and he let out a whispered curse: ‘Momentum!’
He relaxed. There was nothing he could do. His body continued turning until the rear of his helmet collided with a metal panel, and then, facing outwards from the lem, he began a bumpy descent to the surface. His suit and backpack snagged and bounced. He fell with only one-sixth the acceleration of Earth, but when he hit the ground his velocity was enough to collapse his legs and push him backwards. He came to rest lying on his backpack, looking up at the underside of the landing strut.
He lay still and waited.
Nothing happened. He’d expected to hear escaping oxygen, feel the beginnings of vacuum, and then see darkness. Instead, he was breathing normally. All seemed well.


He rolled onto his front, just as he’d practised in training, and pushed hard with both arms. His torso accelerated upwards and he quickly kicked his legs under his centre of mass, so that he was soon standing again. His suit was black with lunar dust, but it had not torn.
The suit, Buzz knew, had cost one hundred thousand dollars to make – ten times the total cost of Lindbergh’s Atlantic-crossing aircraft, the Spirit of St Louis. It had been meticulously sewn together by seamstresses at the International Latex Corporation in Dover, Delaware. Each one of them had known that, if they made a mistake, their astronaut would die. Well, they’d made no mistakes.
‘God bless the good ladies of Delaware,’ he said, loud enough to activate his microphone so all could hear. ‘They saved my life.’
 
‘What’s happening, Buzz?’
‘I fell, but I’m on my feet now.’
‘It’s time to come back.’
‘I’m on my way.’
As he rounded the rear of the lem, he surveyed the aft equipment bay, the insulation panels, the rear struts and control thrusters. There was no apparent damage. From this angle, the sun was shining full upon the spacecraft, and the gold, hand-crinkled thermal insulation of the lem’s lower stage was aglow with heavenly fire. It was so beautiful that words rushed to him from a religious poem he’d once memorised: ‘The world is charged with the grandeur of God; It will flame out, like shining from shook foil.’
He felt an exhilaration, soft but slowly growing, for now he had an answer to his question. Where was God’s glory? It was not in plants or flowers or sky or dust, but here, in this wondrous work of man.
How wrong he’d been to think of the lem as ugly, as an insect, as a bug. God’s finest creation was man, and man’s finest creation was the lunar module.
With each breath came a greater certainty: the lem, like a mighty eagle, would fly again.
His ears were popping, and he shook his head a little in his helmet. He saw that a small red flag had appeared in his oxygen gauge, and he could hear a low-pressure warning tone in his ear. But the red was pretty and the alarm melodious, and he was not worried. There was still plenty of time. And anyway, after ten seconds the flag disappeared and the alarm stopped. He walked on, noticing how easy it was to move, and how flexible his suit was.
Again into his head came the voice of Neil. ‘Are you okay, Buzz?’
‘Copacetic!’
He passed quadrant two, then one, and as he moved closer to the ladder he saw that the hatch door was wide open. Of course it was. What monstrous thinking had taken hold of him on the way out! Inside he saw the yellow light of the cockpit, glowing like a log cabin lit by oil lamps, and in the centre of that light was Neil. He was not Lindbergh the lone flyer; he was the commander, and all of humanity was his copilot.
Buzz looked back at the Moon one last time. He cast his eyes across the vast and incandescent landscape. How beautiful was this luminous ground! The dust was not dead, but infused with the bright spirit of God.
‘Come back,’ he heard Neil saying in his earphones. ‘Come back.’
But how could he ever leave this place? The Moon was a warm cocoon in a cold darkness, and he could hear her again whispering to him, as she had before. ‘Why not stay forever?’
And now he began even to love the blackness. Look how it swept down from the horizon, black ravelling up white, coming to embrace him. Onwards it came from all sides, and soon it was all around, leaving only a circle of light at his feet. He’d never seen such exquisite blackness, filled as it now was with the stars that he could not see before. He must stay here forever. The Moon had invited him, and now the darkness was inviting him too. And from the very deepest part of his brain came again the words of that childhood poem. ‘The Holy Ghost over the bent world broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.’






CHAPTER 13
MOTHERS
‘It was my mother who introduced me to Buzz. He was in the Air Force then, before he went to Korea. I didn’t think much of him, but my mother did. “Marry him,” she told me. “You won’t get better. Not because of his magnificence, but because he just might fly high enough to see yours.”’ Joan laughed at the memory. ‘Is it immodest of me to tell you that?’
Aquarius wished the drive to the Manned Spacecraft Center was longer, for he enjoyed having Joan to himself in the privacy of his car. They’d escaped via her backyard and the pink chateau, so the press didn’t know he had her. He imagined driving straight past the MSC and on to New York, where he’d place her in front of a camera and she could restart her television career.
‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘It is immodest. But the question is, was your mother right? Has he been able to fly high enough to see your magnificence?’


She appeared to think carefully about this. It was, then, a serious question for her – perhaps one that went to the heart of the matter.
‘Maybe too high. I’m not sure what he can see from the Moon.’
‘The Earth. The sun. The universe.’
‘Exactly,’ she said, and he took her meaning. Magnificent as the Earth, sun and universe were, they were not her. Was it easier to see the universe or to see Joan?
‘But your mother, at least, would have been proud that you married a man who went to the Moon?’
‘Oh yes. But she’d have been prouder had I gone there myself.’ They were speeding quickly along the freeway, but Joan was taking her time to reflect and consider. ‘My mother was a perceptive person, and I think she saw back then – in a way that I did not – something special in Buzz. She loved numbers, and so does he, and I think people who love numbers understand each other.’
Aquarius remembered Jeannie telling him that Joan’s mother had been an accountant. And when he remembered that, he could not stop himself thinking of Jeannie’s other words: ‘She was incinerated.’ A mother loves her daughter; a mother burns to death on the side of a mountain. How obscene this world can be.
He now slowed and exited the freeway, guiding his car onto Saturn Road. Their time was limited, but Joan spoke as if an eternity lay ahead of them.
‘You know, perhaps, that my husband also does not have his mother?’
‘I was not aware of that.’
‘She died only last year, a few weeks after the assassination of Dr King.’ Joan turned to him and said with new intensity, ‘So neither of us have mothers,’ as if she were trying to point him towards an obvious conclusion. But Aquarius was unsure what that conclusion was. Two mothers dead. Two fathers still living. What might it mean?
‘How,’ Aquarius asked, ‘did she die?’ It was indelicate, and he regretted it.
But Joan had enormous wings, unruffled by sudden shifts in air currents.
‘Her heart stopped,’ was her simple reply. ‘She was an extraordinary person. People think she was meek and submissive, but she was one of the bravest women I’ve ever known.’
Aquarius suspected that Joan’s mother-in-law had shown this bravery in some profound or shocking manner. A woman who raises a boy to walk on the Moon must be in some way unusual. What had she whispered into the sleeping ear of her infant son? Had she promised him that from every nightmare there is an escape? That even Earth’s gravity, greedy as it was, would never have the power to keep him?
‘Might you show me a photograph of her,’ he asked, ‘when we get back?’
Again he sensed he’d overstepped. It was intrusive – a journalist’s question – and this time Joan appeared to feel it.
‘Now you mustn’t try to put her into your shimmering box. That I can’t allow.’
‘In time, Joan, I hope you’ll discover that you can trust me.’
‘Her father died too.’
These were puzzling words. They didn’t follow what he’d said; she seemed to be stuck on the earlier idea, offering an explanation of why he mustn’t write about her husband’s mother. Her father had died too, but how was that a reason?
‘In the same way,’ she added, to help him.
 


Too quickly, they arrived at the Manned Spacecraft Center. The late afternoon light was glorious, so when Joan stepped from the car and adjusted her large octagonal sunglasses and drew tight her headscarf, she looked like a film star. Aquarius’s eyes were on her, but her own were directed upwards to the monolithic rectangles of Building 30, home of Mission Control.
How to enter such a place? Joan’s strategy was simple. She strode directly towards the two federal marshals guarding the entrance. As they moved to block her path, she tried gracefully to step around them, but they blocked her again.
‘Go back!’ one shouted with unexpected force. It was vulgar violence to inflict upon the wife of an American astronaut. Aquarius suspected they did not recognise her.
‘I will not go back,’ Joan said. ‘My husband is on the Moon.’
‘Even so, we cannot let you in.’
‘I will not go back.’ On its repeat, the meaning of this sentence seemed to expand. She would not go back from this door; she would not go back to her English Tudor home; she would not go back to what she’d been before. She was no longer proud, thrilled and happy; she was something altogether new. ‘Go forward,’ would be her cry from now on, even if her way was blocked by locked doors and armed men.
‘I ask that you at least tell them that I’m here,’ she added.
‘There’s no point.’
‘Then I’ll wait right here on this doorstep.’
How was the stand-off to be resolved? The marshals would not arrest Joan, but nor would Joan stand down. In the end, a compromise was reached: Joan was not allowed to enter, but the marshals would call someone down to speak to her.
Aquarius thought that person would be the NASA chief administrator, but the man who eventually appeared was in fact Rusty the astronaut. Rusty had been at Joan’s when they left, so how had he got to the MSC before them? This was turning out to be an afternoon of riddles.
‘I want to go in,’ Joan said.
‘You can’t,’ Rusty replied. ‘They won’t let you.’
It was a clever play by Mission Control. Rusty was one of NASA’s most-loved astronauts. The public knew him from the Apollo 9 mission, during which he’d become the first man to fly the lunar module in space. But they also knew him as a blithe spirit, a flower-power nonconformist, and a transcendental meditator who loved the music of Vaughan Williams. So if tomorrow’s newspapers told of Joan being denied entry, then they would also say that it had been done by NASA’s happy hippy.
‘Buzz is okay,’ Rusty went on. ‘There’s a technical problem, but they’ll fix it. You mustn’t worry. The lem’s got plenty of oxygen.’
‘But Buzz isn’t in the lem. He’s on the surface, and he was saying odd things. We all heard him.’
‘He’s okay.’
‘I don’t believe you. I feel like I’m being managed.’
Rusty now turned to Aquarius, as if he hoped Aquarius would somehow be his ally against Joan. The astronaut might be a transcendental meditator, but beneath he was a man of mathematics and machines. For this whole thing to turn out well, he was saying, it must get its solution from the numbers men, not the distraught wives. But how could Aquarius help? He’d left the numbers men long ago.
Rusty persevered alone. ‘Joan. Please. Go home.’
‘I will if they turn the squawk back on.’
‘They won’t do that. Try to understand, Joan. If the squawk is on – if he thinks you’re listening – it may not be best for him.’


‘I do understand. He needs to know that I am listening. He mustn’t think he’s alone.’
Rusty didn’t hesitate. ‘He has Neil.’
Concepts were changing their shape and scope, and Aquarius did not know whether they were expanding or contracting. Rusty’s three words may have been the largest idea so far this afternoon, or the smallest, but either way Joan did not respond.
‘To turn on the squawk may not be best for you, Joan,’ Rusty said.
‘I’m not weak,’ she replied.
Aquarius could not help but think of Jeannie’s airy voice earlier that afternoon, saying, ‘Her mother was incinerated.’ How strong must be the daughter of such carnage.
‘The best thing for me,’ she said, ‘is to know the truth.’
Joan was strong, but so was Rusty. He would not relent. Aquarius suspected he knew more than he was saying, that he was part of some hidden procedure taking place behind the high, windowless walls of Building 30.
Now there was fresh excitement at the doors. Somebody new was exiting the building. Once again Aquarius expected it to be the chief administrator, but once again he was wrong. The person who emerged and walked towards them was Janet, wife of Neil. In a moment she was with Joan, hugging her tight. She then stood back a little and took Joan’s hands in her own.
‘Lovely Joan,’ she said, with embracing sympathy, ‘you’re brave to be here. But now we should both go home.’
Aquarius had never before met Janet, First Lady of Apollo, and now, standing close, he saw that she had the timeless, ethereal beauty of Peter Pan. Her hair was close-cropped like a boy’s, but there were also streaks of grey, so that she looked both young and old at once. She was perplexing; she was like those mysterious quantum particles in laboratories that leave vapour trails in this world but exist mostly in another.
‘You’ve been inside?’ Joan asked as they released hands.
‘Yes, Joan. Inside.’
‘Have you spoken to Neil?’
‘No, my darling. That can’t be done.’
‘Have they turned the squawk boxes back on?’
‘No.’
Dear God, Aquarius thought, what a hard NASA exterior Janet had, and what depths it must hide.
‘Then I will stay here until they do.’
‘No, Joan,’ Janet said. ‘You cannot stay here.’ She spoke as if Neil’s power as commander infused her own words. ‘You and I will go home. We have to be near our telephones.’
Aquarius began to feel there was a dynamic at work here more complex than Mission Control wanting to be rid of troublesome wives. It seemed that the cogs of a large and lumbering device had begun to turn, something akin to a heavy, nineteenth-century industrial engine with pistons and boilers that could not be stopped until it had exhausted all its coal.
Perhaps Joan, too, sensed an irresistible force, for now she suddenly relented.
‘Very well, Janet,’ she said. ‘Since you ask, I will do it. Let us go home to our telephones.’
It was the first time Aquarius had seen her frightened. Janet had a special, secret knowledge, and Joan feared what it might be. Every syllable Janet spoke had weight; every word had dimensions of meaning, refracting and reflecting outwards into ever-larger realms.
‘Good, Joan. Good. It’s the right thing to do.’


Her voice had softened, but it was the softness of silk laid atop granite. Special institutions need special people to defend them, and here was NASA’s most extraordinary defender of all.
As he watched Janet link her arm through Joan’s and guide her from the shadows of Building 30 towards the open space of the car park, he understood the source of Janet’s special strength. If Neil was America’s new Lindbergh, then Janet was of course Mrs Lindbergh, and the whole world knew that Mrs Lindbergh was not only wife to an aviator but mother to a murdered baby. Janet’s baby had been stolen too – not by a kidnapper, but by cancer. The death of a child, Aquarius thought, must give a profound strength to mothers, inoculating them against all later horrors. Nothing worse can come, not even the death of a husband.
Was that what Janet was now whispering into Joan’s ear? That she ought not overreact? That even if she were to lose her husband, she would still have all her children?
‘Don’t be selfish, Joan,’ he imagined her saying. ‘The universe is full of suffering. You should accept your allotment with good grace, for there are always those who’ve had to accept more.’






CHAPTER 14
THE COMMANDER’S ORDER
Buzz loved swimming in warm waters at night, and during his training he’d often been taken to a secret place off the coast of Tripoli – only the locals know of it – where the black water, flowing across an aerating platform of pumice, becomes so super-oxygenated that a person can breathe it in. Deep into his lungs would Buzz draw the water, and so easily would his alveoli extract the precious gas that he was able to glide beneath the surface for hours. How miraculous it was to drink air!
Beneath the water he’d turn onto his back and watch the moonlight filtering down from above, soft and silvery at first, but brightening as he rose towards the surface. Ever upwards he’d drift, until he’d realise he was seeing not the light of the Moon but a luminescent vision of his beautiful wife, calling to him. He could see her now – look! – but when he burst, at last, into free air, the shimmering image wasn’t Joan. It was a man’s face framed by white and gold.
‘Hello, Buzz,’ said Neil. ‘You’re back.’


How far a mind must travel from the Mediterranean to the Moon! But minds move quickly, and Buzz soon understood that he was lying on his side in the lunar gravel and that Neil was kneeling next to him. He could feel his suit stiffening around him with increasing oxygen pressure, and with each deep breath his thinking clarified. The golden visor of Neil’s helmet was drawn up, so Buzz could see his friend’s loving eyes watching him carefully.
‘There was a tear in your suit. But it’s fixed now. Fibreglass tape and beta cloth do a great job. It’s as good as new.’
With Neil’s help, Buzz rolled over and pushed himself up, first to his knees and then to his feet. When he turned, he saw that the forward strut of the lem was only a few yards away. He’d almost made it back.
Fully conscious now, he walked steadily the short distance to the ladder and climbed up. Neil followed him into the cabin and closed the hatch. They removed their backpacks and connected their umbilicals, but when Buzz began the repressurisation procedure, Neil stopped him.
‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Let’s hold off on that for the time being.’
‘Okay,’ said Buzz, although he could not think why. In a non-pressurised cabin they’d have to keep their helmets and gloves on and maintain their suit pressure. It would make movement difficult, and they’d have to speak via their suit comms rather than directly. But Neil must have his reasons.
‘Just for a little while,’ Neil said. ‘You feeling better?’
‘Yes, much. I’m not sure what happened out there.’
‘I think you caught your suit on an edge. It was only a small tear – on your upper back – but it was enough. I could hear your suit’s low-pressure alarm sounding as you were talking to me.’
‘I heard it too. And I remember being not at all worried about it.’


‘Hypoxia.’
Neil said the word in a matter-of-fact way, but he may as well have said ‘cyanide’. There were a hundred deadly dangers on the Moon, but hypoxia was its most insidious. In the space environment, oxygen levels could easily fall without an astronaut being aware of it. Buzz had been trained in its symptoms – exhilaration, loss of judgment, hallucinations, suggestibility – but now he’d experienced in real life just how devious it was. It had crept up slowly, singing to him like a siren calling to a sailor. ‘Leave your hard world behind,’ hypoxia had whispered, ‘and come to mine. Taste its pleasures.’
But hypoxia’s world was death, and Buzz was grateful Neil had saved him from it.
‘You were using unusual words,’ said Neil. ‘When I heard “flames” and “shook foil”, I knew it was time to head out.’
‘I remember looking at the Eagle and thinking how beautiful she was. And I remember being sure she’d fly again.’
‘Hypoxia activates hope and disables doubt. That’s what they taught me during the X-15 program. She’s the cleverest of all killers. She’s so polite and pleasant when she comes knocking.’
‘Anyway,’ said Buzz, ‘thank you for coming to get me.’
Neil raised a gloved hand to stop him saying any more.
‘No thanks needed,’ he said. ‘Mission!’ he added, by which single word he meant, Buzz knew, that actions in Apollo were not to be measured using the usual codes of social obligation. This blazing lunar ground was no place for debits and credits, expenditures and receipts, assets and liabilities. Mission rules required Neil to save Buzz, and so he did, and that was that. Such was the philosophy of Apollo.
But Buzz also knew that one action was worth a thousand philosophies, and Neil had very directly just saved his life. It was a fact as clear and strong as an iron bar, and his intuition told him that it must one day – somehow, somewhere – be placed on a set of scales. And when that happened, what would be its weight?
‘It’s 5 pm,’ Neil announced. ‘We’ve missed T-15, but it doesn’t matter. Houston was only going to suggest a retry of the standard procedure.’
‘Which hasn’t worked. Twice.’
‘Exactly.’
Buzz now heard in his earphones nothing but Neil’s breathing. The commander, he figured, was preparing to say something important.
After a while, Neil’s voice came. ‘I think we’d better start thinking about our consumables,’ he said. ‘According to the flight plan, we should have been climbing into the command module right about now. From this point on we’re outside the lem’s nominal parameters.’
‘On borrowed time, you might say?’
‘Using time not within the design expectations of the spacecraft,’ said Neil, smiling. He handed Buzz his commander’s notebook. ‘I’ve done some quick math. Have a look as I go along. Let me know if you disagree with anything.’
The scrawling on the page was large and untidy – it wasn’t easy to write while wearing pressure gloves – but Buzz could decipher the numbers easily enough.
‘First, oxygen,’ Neil began. ‘Two tanks, five pounds total. I’ve assumed a standard breathing rate of two pounds a day, giving us thirty-one hours from staging. That takes us through to about 8 pm tomorrow night, Houston time. Agreed?’
‘Agreed.’
‘Next, carbon dioxide. You put in the new primary cartridge last night, just after the moonwalk – at about 2 am – and it should last about seventeen hours. The secondary canister gives us another six. So we can expect our CO2 levels to start to rise from about one o’clock tomorrow morning.’
‘Not a nice way to start the day,’ Buzz said.
Carbon dioxide poisoning was the very opposite of hypoxia. There was no euphoria, no siren song – just a desperate, frantic gasping for breath.
‘No,’ said Neil, ‘not nice. And power’s a problem too. Two batteries, six hours each, takes us to about the same time, although I think we can get more if we shut some things down.’
‘We’ll need at least to keep the glycol pumps going.’
‘Which brings us to the issue of heat. Sublimator cooling uses about six-and-a-half pounds of water an hour. We’ve got eighty-four pounds. That gives us thirteen hours from staging, so we can expect the water to run out and the sublimator to stop at about 2 am. After that we’ll heat up at about four degrees Fahrenheit per hour.’
Buzz did some quick math in his head. Starting with a pleasant seventy-five degrees at 2 am, by 7 am the temperature would already be ninety-five degrees. From that point on it would be a slow, hot suffocation. By 11 am the temperature would reach one hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit, or, as the NASA doctors called it, the Death Temperature.
‘So by tomorrow morning we’ll be in a powerless cabin with the heat and carbon dioxide fighting for the honour of killing us.’
‘We’ll be up and away well before then. I’ve got an idea what’s wrong with this bird.’ Neil tapped his pen on the fuel and oxidiser gauge in front of him. ‘And I think I know how to fix it.’
Buzz was intrigued. Houston had not radioed up a solution. Had Neil succeeded where they had failed?
‘I keep thinking about the two times we tried to take off. We know fuel was entering the engine, because fuel pressure is needed in the actuator line for the engine inlet valve to open, which it did. Therefore, we know there was no oxidiser in the engine, because there was no ignition. So where was the oxidiser?’
Buzz did not know. The inlet valve had opened. Oxidiser should have flowed in under pressure.
‘The answer,’ said Neil, ‘is that I don’t think the oxidiser system was ever pressurised. Remember when we fired the explosive valves to pressurise the tanks, just before attempting to launch? Something didn’t sound right. I’d expected “rat-a-tat-tat”, but I only heard “rat-a-tat”. I think one of the pyro valves failed – the one that lets pressure into the oxidiser tank.’
‘But the gauge shows full pressure.’
‘Yes, but watch this.’ Neil again tapped his pen on the gauge glass. ‘See that?’
Buzz leaned in closer. As Neil tapped, the fuel needle on the left quivered slightly, but the oxidiser needle on the right remained perfectly still.
‘I’ve seen that sort of thing before,’ said Neil. ‘I think it’s stuck. There’s a tiny short circuit somewhere. It’s probably been like that for days and we just haven’t noticed.’
‘But if the oxidiser system wasn’t pressurised, the control circuit wouldn’t have allowed the launch to proceed.’
‘All that circuit senses is whether we flick the switch to fire the pyrotechnics. And we did that. So it assumed the pyros had fired and the valves had opened, and it approved take-off. The control circuit trusts the EDS, but I don’t. I think only the fuel pressurisation valve opened, not the oxidiser valve.’
If Neil was right, they would need to get that valve open one way or another.
‘The explosive devices system,’ said Neil, articulating each word as if he were spelling out the scientific name of a tedious disease. ‘I warned them about it. I’ve seen those pyrotechnics up close: the wires are so thin. One little jolt and they break. I always said we needed a manual backup.’
Everyone knew that Neil had complained to Grumman and to NASA. ‘Our lives should not depend on squibs,’ he’d said. And now Buzz wished they’d listened.
‘But the good news is,’ Neil went on, ‘I brought along my own manual backup.’
He produced from his personal preference kit a small hammer, not much bigger than a pencil.
‘If you hit a pyrotechnic valve with one of these – carefully, at the base – then nine times out of ten the charge will explode.’ He held the hammer up to the light, admiring it as if it were made of gold. ‘The valve is located just above the oxidiser tank. I’m going to go out there and tap it. Now, the control circuit won’t let the valve open unless it knows the primary helium valves are also open, so you’ll need to stay here and flick the switch for that. When I tap the detonator with my hammer, the charge will explode and open the valve. I’ll come back, we’ll open the engine inlet valves, and up we’ll go.’
‘As simple as that?’ said Buzz.
‘As simple as that.’
Fifteen minutes later, Neil had donned his backpack and was climbing out the open hatch and down the ladder. This time there would be no first steps or first words or telephone calls with the president. It would be just Neil the engineer, with his hammer, trudging through the grey dust.
 


Having flown over Tranquility Base and swung around to the solitude of the far side, Mike found himself thinking once again of the three lunar adventurers in Jules Verne’s novel. After making their long journey to the Moon, the men become trapped in its orbit. Was there any hope of rescue? ‘No,’ says Verne, ‘because they had placed themselves outside of mankind by going beyond the limits which God had imposed on earthly creatures.’
Mike, who was otherwise inspired by the novel’s daring, future-thinking spirit, was unnerved by this pessimistic final scene. It made him imagine himself stranded in his own spacecraft, circling the Moon until he was dead, and then forever after. His body would never decompose. When he pinched between his fingers the cartilage of his ears, or probed with his tongue the inner flesh of his cheeks, he thought how obscene it would be for those soft and fibrous substances to linger for eternity, with neither the spark of life to animate them nor rotting decay to erase them. It was a ghastly, horrifying vision.
During his most recent pass over Tranquility, Neil had told Mike that even if he and Buzz were able to get their engine working, they might not have enough fuel to reach the command module. ‘Roger,’ Mike had said, knowing full well that, if they couldn’t fly up to him, he’d have to fly down to them.
His special book had eighteen scenarios, many of which took him low, but could he come up with a nineteenth to take him lower still? He might have to. So now, as he flew through lunar night, he calculated and recalculated, added and subtracted, multiplied and divided. But he always came up against the same problem: if he went too low, then even if he were able to meet the lunar module and rescue his friends, they’d not be able to get back up again.
Should he try anyway?
America was in Vietnam, and even the nation’s hippies knew what a deep dishonour it was for a soldier to leave his buddies behind on the battlefield. But no one would thank Mike for picking up Neil and Buzz only for the three of them to become marooned in orbit. His wife would not thank him, nor his children, nor NASA. For Mike, NASA’s primary mission rule was simple: if he can, he must come home.
Perhaps that, then, was what it meant to be the command module pilot? To be prepared to live the rest of his life on Earth as the man who fled the Moon and left his friends to die? To respond a thousand times to the question, ‘Why didn’t you try?’ with the answer, ‘I couldn’t get the math to work’?
That might be his future, but for now the Columbia was fast approaching Tranquility’s horizon. He called up his friends.
‘Tranquility, Columbia,’ he transmitted. ‘I’m coming over the hill. How do you read?’
‘Just barely, Mike,’ came the faint answer. ‘It’s good to hear your voice.’
‘Good to hear yours too, Buzz,’ he said. ‘It’ll be even better to see your face.’
‘We’re working on a procedure down here that hopefully will make that happen.’
‘A procedure?’
There was a long pause. ‘Neil’s gone outside to fix a valve.’
‘He’s outside?’ Mike was surprised.
‘He’s outside.’
‘Roger.’
What mysterious development was this? In nine minutes, the T-16 launch window would open and they’d have four minutes in which to take off. So what was Neil doing outside the cabin? What procedure could possibly require that? How would Neil get back to the lem, climb the ladder, close the hatch, repressurise the cabin, remove his backpack and check all instrument settings in time for launch? It did not seem to Mike to be possible. But, he supposed, his friends must know what they were doing.
In the final words of Jules Verne’s novel, Mr Maston, devoted supporter of the lunar travellers, declares his unshakeable belief that his stranded friends will be able to save themselves. They were words that Mike knew well: ‘They’re ingenious men. They’ve taken into space all the resources of art, science, and industry. With that, you can do anything you want. They’ll find a way. You’ll see!’
 
‘It’s a beautiful view out here.’
It was 6.15 pm Houston time, and Buzz, inside the lem, was listening to Neil describe what he was seeing outside: circular secondary craters with raised rims; smaller craters with no rims; very fine sand that looked like powdered graphite; plain and vesicular basalt; crystals and phenocrysts; rocks radiating outwards from craters in neat rows. He was surprised at how long Neil was taking with these descriptions because the next launch window, T-16, was only thirty minutes away. Neil needed to hurry up.
‘And Buzz, you were right. The loveliest thing out here is the lem. From this angle, she’s beautiful. It’s that golden insulation. How did you put it? It flames out.’
‘Like shining from shook foil.’
‘I’m moving in closer.’
There was now a long silence, after which Neil announced that he was climbing upwards – carefully, carefully. When he was above the oxidiser tank, he pushed the loose panel aside a little further, using a mirror to angle in the sunlight.
‘It’s high up here. But I can reach in. Yes, there it is. The pressurisation valve. I can feel its base. It’s hard to tell whether it’s open or not. Stand by. I’ll look more closely.’
More time passed, and Buzz became frustrated. If Neil didn’t make it back in time for T-16, they’d have to wait another two hours before they could try again.
Eventually he heard a voice in his earphones, but it wasn’t Neil. It was Mike. The command module was just below the horizon and rising fast.
‘Tranquility, Columbia. I’m coming over the hill. How do you read?’
Usually radio comms with Mike were cheerful and easygoing, but as Buzz acknowledged the call, and explained that Neil was outside trying to fix a valve, he began to feel uneasy. Mike’s puzzlement – ‘He’s outside?’ – amplified his own. Why had Neil not yet returned? The launch window was mere minutes away. He had a growing sense that something was wrong – that the whole of Neil’s plan was deeply illogical, and that he’d somehow been deceived.
But now came Neil’s reassuring voice. ‘Okay, Buzz. I’m at the valve, ready to go.’
‘Roger.’
‘Just a reminder: before I hammer the valve, you’ll have to open the two helium primary valves.’
‘Roger.’
‘Stand by. We’ll do it on my mark.’
Words, memories and ideas now began to come in a rush. ‘One of us will have to jump out,’ Neil had said. ‘You’ll need to stay here and flick the switch.’ And Neil had taken all that time to describe the craters and graphite and basalt and phenocrysts, when there’d been no need to describe anything at all.
All at once, Buzz understood. He knew everything. He knew that Neil had not only been calculating consumables in his notebook but fuel, too, and had realised that there was only enough to get one person up. He knew that the control circuit, thinking the lem was flying, had very likely kept the fuel line and engine inlet valve open. And he knew this meant that if he flicked the helium switches to pressurise the system, and Neil was able to open the oxidiser valve with his hammer, then both oxidiser and fuel would flow into the engine. The lem would take off immediately.
That’s why Neil had taken so long with his descriptions of rocks. He’d been stalling, waiting for the T-16 launch window to open.
Neil’s plan was not illogical at all. It was utterly, ruthlessly logical. Neil knew what he was doing. He always did.
‘All right, Buzz. I can see the base of the detonator. I’m ready with my hammer, and you’re Go to open the helium. On my mark: three, two, one, open.’
The primary helium was controlled by two small switches at the bottom of a panel in front of the commander’s position. They were in the down, closed position. Buzz reached forward, but then stopped.
‘I can’t do it, Neil.’
‘You must do it, Buzz.’ Even on the narrow radio bandwidth, Buzz could hear Neil’s voice hardening.
‘Do it,’ Neil said again, but still Buzz hesitated. ‘Buzz. I was first out. I had first words. What more could a man want?’
Seconds passed. Buzz looked around the cabin. The hatch was open. Outside, the surface blazed.
‘There’s no time to waste, Buzz. It’s a commander’s order. Open the helium.’
‘I can’t.’
‘You must think big,’ said Neil, his voice now slow and quiet. ‘It’s our duty to act beyond ourselves.’


Buzz’s fingers, awkward and clumsy in their pressurised glove, rested beneath the two switches.
‘Do your duty, Buzz.’
Buzz closed his eyes, and from nowhere came faint memories of his hypoxic state. He felt as if he were breathing again the warm waters of Tripoli, and the vision of Neil’s face returned, framed in white and gold. But in a reverse of his hypoxic hallucination, Neil’s face now faded into darkness and was replaced by the shimmering image of his wife, growing ever brighter.
What did Joan want him to do? He could not tell. But then the apparition raised her arm, and he saw that she was grasping something in her hand. He thought at first it might be something blessed, something magnificent, but as he peered closer he saw that it was limp and matted and heavy with death. It was his beloved Popo, drowned.
Buzz flicked both helium switches to their open positions. The system was pressurised. He felt at once the vibration of fuel flowing through the open inlet valve of the engine, searching for its oxidiser.
‘Good work, Buzz,’ said Neil’s voice in his earphones. ‘Now I’ll open the oxidiser valve.’
Sound does not travel in a vacuum. But through metal it rushes along easily enough, and the tapping of Neil’s hammer sped through the lem’s aluminium hull to the umbilicals of Buzz’s suit, and onwards to his helmet, eardrum and cochlea, and from there to his deepest synapses.
Tap, tap, tap went Neil’s hammer. It tolled; it rang out; there could be no clearer sound. Tap, tap, tap.
And now Buzz listened for another: the sharp detonation of the valve’s explosive charge. For when he heard that, he knew he’d also hear the rumbling roar of oxidiser rushing into the engine, and that an instant later the lem would soar upwards, ever upwards, with him safely inside.






CHAPTER 15
BANISHMENT
When Aquarius arrived with Joan back at her house, a new understanding came to him: Mission Control wanted the wives at home not so that they’d be out of the way, but so that they could hear from their husbands. Neil and Buzz were going to telephone from the Moon. He was sure of it. That was the secret thing known by Janet; that was the realisation Joan had had outside the Mission Control building; and that was the reason she’d agreed, in the end, to go home.
He watched Joan seat herself by the telephone in her living room. What would her husband say? And what would be her words to him?
It was a scene he must try to describe in his notebook. Was she Snow White, wondering when her prince would come? Or, better, Jane Eyre listening for the voice of Rochester on the wind? Or, better still, Madame Butterfly anticipating that one fine day when her American husband would return?
In the end, all he wrote was that she was an actress aware of her audience. She’d chosen not to retreat to the telephone in her husband’s study, or in her bedroom, but instead to take up her seat here, in the central room of the house. No doubt her theatre studies had taught her that even passive acts have a performative dimension, so here she sat, before her father, her father’s wife, Jeannie, her children, the NASA officials and Aquarius – all watching, all waiting.
Rusty, Dodie and the reverend were absent. Rusty had said he would remain at Mission Control for a while, then visit Janet before coming to Joan’s for the evening. Dodie was already at Janet’s, and the reverend, someone had said, was away doing research, whatever that might mean. Aquarius thought he was probably preparing a consoling speech. The evening, at some point, was likely to require one.
Joan had insisted that the television be switched off, but without it the silence became heavy and horrid, so she asked that someone put on a Duke Ellington album. The record player, like the band on the Titanic, lent a festive mood to a grim situation. Joan left her chair and stood at the window, first swaying in time with the music, then humming, then singing.
Aquarius found her mesmerising. There were hidden dynamics of movement at work here, a low ripple of muscle, a subtlety of curves. Her strength and power were all internal. He tried to think of a single word to describe it all.
Under his breath he said to himself, ‘Joan . . . undulates.’
He watched all this from his stool near the kitchen servery. He was in a borderland, half in hard fluorescence and half in the softer light of the wood-panelled living room. Joan would look at him from time to time and smile. He’d become her poet, adviser and fellow drinker of bourbon from teacups.
The chimes of a distant clock struck six. The evening was drawing in. Ten minutes passed, then twenty, then an hour. Aquarius drifted into a boozy lull.
When the telephone rang, it made him jump. There was sudden activity: someone lifted the needle off the record; someone else walked towards the phone; Joan called out ‘No!’ with surprising volume. She would answer it herself, she said. She just needed a minute. Everyone quietly watched as she returned to the telephone chair and sat for a while. She then lifted the receiver and listened.
‘It is,’ she said. Then, ‘Yes I will.’
She prepared herself; she took a breath. A moment passed, then she offered more fragments: yes, it was Joan; yes, she could hear clearly; yes, she would hold the line.
Of course she would, thought Aquarius. The first and best role of the astrowife was to wait.
Then at last, this: ‘Hello, Mr President.’
Aquarius was surprised. He’d been expecting the husband. But this new development made sense: it was too early in the drama for farewells. Other, blander things had to happen first.
‘Thank you, Mr President,’ Joan said. Perhaps she had the measure of the man she was dealing with, for her words were as cold and even as a tray of ice cubes. ‘Yes, of course.’ ‘Thank you.’ ‘Yes, we must.’ ‘Those are kind thoughts.’
How had the president chosen to tell this woman that her husband could not be saved? For that, Aquarius had decided, was the purpose of the call. The president was the vicar, come to the door with bad news.
‘You must do what you must do,’ Joan said, casting her eyes upwards like a prisoner looking at a high window and wondering what might be used as a ladder. ‘Yes. I understand. Thank you for telephoning me. Goodbye, Mr President.’


She hung up. This woman, Aquarius was certain, had just been told that she was about to become a widow. What would she do? She was thinking, she was deciding.
What she did, in the end, was breathtaking. She stood up and strode outside to the front lawn to present herself to the men of the media. In one moment she was on her grass stage, and in the next she was speaking.
‘Gentlemen,’ she said, holding up a hand to shield herself from a television light of monstrous wattage. ‘I have just spoken to the president. I thank him for his call. He is kind. He telephoned to assure me that NASA and the government are doing everything they can to get Neil and my husband off the Moon.’ There was hushed silence. No reporter dared shout a question at her – it would be like putting a match to an origami swan. ‘He said that they would never give up on the astronauts.’
She delivered her lines as an actress would, with lifted chin and eyes staring into the darkness beyond the footlights. Flash and bang went the photographers’ bulbs.
‘I remember another president,’ she went on, ‘whom we all loved. I remember his promise that America would land a man on the Moon before this decade is out.’ She paused. ‘But that was only half his promise. The other half was that America would return that man safely to the Earth.’ She paused again, letting the silence do its work. ‘That was the full promise, and that is the promise President Nixon told me America would keep.’
Flash! Bang! Applause! Now she was at her climax.
‘My husband will come home.’
There was a sense that something highly unusual had just happened under the vast Houston sky. Joan’s speech had created a beautiful palace in the air, but the pressmen seemed intuitively to know that if they asked a single question it might all come crashing down. Perhaps they thought the same thing as Aquarius: that Joan was lying about what the president had said.
In any event, ‘my husband will come home’ were words that would fly around the world, and Aquarius now visualised that husband on the Moon, sealed airtight in his aluminium tomb. He was a man of dour Presbyterian faith, of precise words, of mathematics and slide rules, of inner realms as closed off as an Egyptian pharaoh deep in his layers of limestone. But if he were somehow able, in his distress, to look down from the dusty Moon to the verdant Earth, he would see just how brightly Joan burned. There was no love greater, purer, or more true.
 
Back inside the house, only a short time passed before there was a knock at the back door. A NASA official ushered in Janet, Neil’s wife. She was accompanied by her two young boys, whose faces were as cherubic as their father’s. They had the light of angels about them, but in their darting eyes was also the hint of knowledge that the whole world was in confusion and they were in some puzzling way at its centre. When Andy, Joan’s youngest, appeared from somewhere to be a good host and invite the boys to play, they clung to their mother. For them it must be late, Aquarius guessed, and closer to bedtime than to playtime. Everyone could see they wanted only to go home.
‘I saw you on television,’ Janet said when Joan came to her, ‘and you were wonderful.’
Janet was mystical, radiant, otherworldly. That’s what happens, Aquarius thought, when you marry a god.
‘You showed your beautiful strength,’ she continued, leaning forward to kiss Joan on her forehead, ‘and you were right to say that your husband will come home.’
She spoke carefully and deliberately, her smooth syllables pointing to unsaid profundities in the same way that small reefs mid-ocean might indicate subsea mountains.
‘Please do know that I will do anything I can for you, and that Neil will do anything he can for your husband.’
Janet now rested awhile, perhaps to give Joan time to think. When she took up both of Joan’s hands in her own, just as she had at the Mission Control building, Aquarius understood: she was once again being NASA’s messenger. ‘Joan,’ she was saying, ‘you may be right to say your husband will return, but you must not think it, because it’s not true.’ She was being NASA’s defender too, for underlying everything she said was a plain idea: Joan may have given an inspiring press conference, but she must not do it again. She must let the men do their work in their own way.
What was Aquarius to make of Janet’s final comment that Neil would do anything for Joan’s husband? Usually, Janet’s words resonated with symbol and metaphor, but these had the peculiar deadweight of literalness. Neil would do anything for Buzz. Anything.
The defiance of Joan’s press conference was gone. Janet had removed it. In its place was something peaceful, placid and compliant.
‘Rusty is on his way,’ Janet now said, ‘and he will explain everything.’
And like a glimpse of the divine, she was gone as quickly as she’d appeared, taking her angel boys with her and leaving Joan with nothing to do but wait for the explanations of Rusty, the red-haired astronaut.
 


But Aquarius was not to see Rusty or hear his explanations, because this already strange evening now took a perverse turn. It was not Rusty who turned up next, but the reverend. Poor Joan. The president, Janet, and now this man. What a barrage of comfort and counsel!
The reverend, unburdening himself of a heavy leather satchel, solemnly circled the room greeting people. He avoided Aquarius, but no offence was taken. He suspected the reverend saw him as a fat cuckoo in a narrow nest, absorbing sustenance meant for others. It didn’t matter. Aquarius didn’t care what the reverend thought. But when the reverend gathered up his satchel and asked Joan whether he might speak with her privately in her husband’s study, Aquarius began to worry. What was he up to?
‘I wonder,’ said a voice behind him, ‘what he wants to talk to her about.’
He turned. It was Dodie, standing beneath the bright lights of the kitchen.
‘Hello, Dodie,’ he said. ‘I didn’t see you sneak in.’
‘I just thought I’d come along to see what you were up to.’
Now he became more worried. Dodie and the reverend had arrived at the same time. The reverend was talking to Joan. What could it all mean?
‘Perhaps he’s discovered some information of interest,’ Dodie suggested. ‘And now he’s making sure that she’s prepared.’
‘Prepared?’
‘You know, that she knows what she’s dealing with – what she’s up against.’
Aquarius sensed danger. ‘That’s very enigmatic, Dodie.’
‘Thank you.’
What a shame it would be if all his good work were now to be undone. He’d become Joan’s friend beneath the Moon, her confidant among the high trees, and her ally at the Manned Spacecraft Center. But now she was huddled in a room with a man Aquarius was fast coming to think of as his enemy.
‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said, leaving the kitchen and walking along the hallway to the study. The door was not fully closed, and he could hear quiet talk inside. He nudged the door open a little and saw that Joan and the reverend were sitting close together on a couch. Spread on a coffee table before them were books that Aquarius immediately recognised.
The reverend rose to face him. ‘We’re speaking privately,’ he said. ‘You need not involve yourself.’
‘But those are my novels,’ Aquarius said, ‘so I feel I’m already involved.’
‘As you wish. Tell us, then: are you a pornographer?’ The reverend picked up a book from the table. ‘I ask because it’s important for us all to know what sort of man you are.’
He spoke as might a tired headmaster expelling a student for some unspeakable moral lapse.
‘I’ve been showing Joan parts of this novel. Your hero performs an act of sodomy with a Nazi maid, throws his wife from a tenth-floor balcony and commits other foul crimes.’
‘It’s a novel. My hero is an invention. I use him to show the savagery of America.’
‘It’s violent pornography.’
‘It’s art. It’s meant to shock.’
Was this, then, how the reverend aimed to have him evicted? By the words of his own novels? Novels that had sold by the millions throughout the land? If so, it was a strategy bound to fail. Aquarius had fought these battles before. His books were forever being attacked for their muscular vulgarity, and he did not think it was something that would upset Joan. Like him, she was an artist. Her thinking was large, not small, and she’d not be interested in this adolescent, schoolyard fight.
Joan rose to her feet, and it appeared that the reverend was being dismissed. But he stood his ground, reaching down to select another novel. He turned to a specific page.
‘You see those words printed there about Texas hostess types?’ he asked, thrusting the book towards her. ‘Do you see the word he uses?’ He turned some pages. ‘Do you see all this material about the different types of urine and excrement? And these references to burnt meat and menopausal types and so on? Read it, Joan. Read it.’
If Joan did as the reverend asked, Aquarius knew she’d probably find a feast of offence grander than anything she’d encountered before. But he also knew that she was a clever reader, and that she would see the satire – his vivid illumination of American misogyny and violence and the audacious hypocrisy of the nation’s neat suburbs. Yes, she might find his novel obscene, but a woman like Joan would find it nobly so.
She did not do as the reverend asked. She did not take the book from him and she did not read it. So the reverend was forced to make his final submission supported only by the evidence he already had.
‘He defiles all Texan women with this filth, Joan, and he will defile you.’
He spoke with the animation of an agent of God expelling an agent of Satan, yet still Joan seemed unmoved.
Now Aquarius asked the reverend a question. ‘Have you read it? To the end, I mean.’
‘No.’
‘That’s a shame. If you had, you would have seen that the two young men whose language so offends you go off to die in Vietnam. They meet their punishment. That, at least, should satisfy you.’


‘I am pleased they did their duty. I approve of the war against the Communists.’
‘Then you ought to go to the front and fight it. To approve of the war from your pleasant church and this comfortable house is too easily done. It means nothing at all.’
Joan had had enough. ‘Thank you, reverend. I am grateful to you. Truly. But now you must excuse me. I am tired.’
‘I understand,’ he said, gathering up his books. ‘But there is one more thing you should know.’
Aquarius had thought the battle won. But the reverend, like all clever tacticians, had kept his best weapon until last. The novels had been a mere feint, a diversion. Aquarius was annoyed with himself. He should have seen it coming.
‘The novels were easy to find,’ the reverend said, replacing them carefully in his satchel, ‘but these were more difficult.’
He withdrew a sheaf of newspaper clippings and other papers and placed them on the table.
‘Please sit, Joan, and look at these. It took me hours to collect them.’
Joan, standing at the doorway, hesitated, but the reverend insisted.
‘This man should not be here in this house with you, Joan.’ He spoke slowly, making sure that his next sentence hit its mark. ‘Your husband would not want it.’
This time, Joan did as she was asked. Aquarius stood silently as she read. Even from a distance, he could see some of the headlines. ‘Aquarius Arrested’. ‘Aquarius Indicted in Wife Stabbing’. ‘Victim’s Condition Critical’. ‘Aquarius Sent to Bellevue’.
‘That’s not art,’ said the reverend. ‘That’s real life.’
Joan took the time to read some of the lengthier pieces. The reverend helped by pointing out the salient points.


‘Look at this,’ he said. ‘“Wound Near Heart”. Did you know that Mr Aquarius was sent to a mental asylum? See this here? “An acute paranoid breakdown with delusional thinking.” He was “both homicidal and suicidal”.’ The reverend was triumphant. ‘I say again, Joan: your husband would not want him here.’
Eventually, Joan pushed the papers away and looked at Aquarius. ‘Did you do this to your wife?’
There was much he could say. He could explain that his relationship with his ex-wife had had its own rules and logic, and that violence was a game they’d both played. He could say, ‘You know, she held a gun to my head once. A loaded gun. I thought she was going to pull the trigger. I could see her finger twitching.’ He could tell Joan that, after three days of marijuana and mescaline and booze, neither of them had known what they were doing; that the whole thing had been an accident; that he’d meant only to frighten her. He could say that, in court, his ex-wife had begged the judge not to send him prison. ‘If you lock him up, he will die,’ she’d said. ‘Aquarius must be free.’
But now, looking at Joan, he knew none of these things mattered. Not one. If these defences existed at all, they lived only when unsaid. Here it was again: the thing he could not write or talk about; the crime he could never erase; the pebble in his shoe.
He’d done a lousy, dirty, cowardly thing, and now Joan knew it.
The pebble was no longer in his shoe, it was in his mouth. He felt the hard little stone rolling around inside, breaking his teeth and stopping his tongue. No chewing could dissolve it; it could not be softened with wit or charm.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I did it.’
‘Then you must leave,’ Joan said. ‘And you must never return.’
She sat still on the couch, looking at him. Under her gaze, he was ashamed.


Moments later, the reverend held open the back door for him. He walked out into the failing light of early evening and made his way across the lawn. As he approached the rear gate, he heard footsteps behind, and, turning, was surprised to see that Joan’s eldest son, Pixie Mike, had run out after him.
‘Come away from that man, Michael,’ the reverend called from the doorway. ‘He is unwell.’
The boy, breathless and wide-eyed, paid the reverend no attention. ‘Thank you for Apollo, Mr Aquarius. I love him.’
Aquarius hesitated. There was something he really ought to tell this child, but now was not the time. All he said was, ‘Then Apollo is very lucky. Not all creatures are loved.’
The reverend’s calls became more insistent, but still the boy lingered. ‘Will you visit again?’ he asked.
‘That,’ said Aquarius, ‘depends on your mother.’
‘Then you will.’
Pixie Mike shook Aquarius’s hand, then ran back to lavish affection upon his serpent, a beautiful creature of God, in its cage of glass.






CHAPTER 16
THE MATH IS THE MATH
‘Helium pressure falling,’ called Buzz, alone inside the lem. ‘Fuel pressure falling. Oxidiser stable.’
‘Engine stop,’ came Neil’s urgent reply in his earphones. ‘Close helium.’
Buzz reached down to the left of the commander’s position, unlatched the ‘stop’ button and pressed it. He then flicked both ‘ascent helium’ switches downwards.
‘Engine stopped and helium closed,’ he confirmed.
‘Pressures?’
Buzz checked the gauges. ‘Helium stable. Fuel stable. Oxidiser stable.’
‘Okay,’ said Neil. ‘That’s good.’ And then, after a while, he added, ‘You’re still here.’
‘Yes,’ said Buzz, looking through the open hatchway at the nearby ground of the Moon. ‘I am.’
Neil’s plan hadn’t worked. Either the oxidiser pressurisation valve was still seized shut or it hadn’t been the problem in the first place.
Now he heard Mike in his earphones, calling from the command module overhead. ‘Tranquility, Columbia. Okay, boys. It seems nothing’s happening this time either. We’ll give it another go next orbit. Are you heading back inside now, Neil?’
‘Yes, Mike. I’ll just check a few things first.’
‘Be careful. Don’t stay outside too long.’
‘Thanks, Mike.’
If ever there was an accurate litmus test for how things were going in the world of Apollo, it was the tone of Mike’s voice. If he was worried or unhappy you could hear little zones of flatness in his optimism, and his upbeat lilt would become hard and brittle. Buzz heard those things now, but he also heard something else. Disapproval. He sensed it most clearly in Mike’s questions about Neil being outside, for those questions implied another: if Neil was outside, why had Buzz tried to take off?
If that question were ever put to him – during the post-mission debrief, for instance, or by his fellow astronauts – he could always answer by saying that he’d followed a clear order from his commander. But would that be enough? A loud voice in his brain was telling him that it would not.
Buzz was not claustrophobic – no astronaut could be – but never had the lem felt so small. The open hatch was near. The lunar surface offered only vacuum, heat and dust, but he nonetheless felt like climbing down the ladder and walking free. In the dust, at least, he’d have space to move and think.
But he stayed where he was, and before long Neil’s voice was once again in his ears.
‘Nothing happened when I tapped the valve. I’m leaning in now to take a look at the valve spindle.’


‘Roger,’ said Buzz.
‘It’s a bit dark in here – too dark to see. Hang on, I’ve got my mirror – let me just angle it a little – yes, now I can see it. The spindle groove on the oxidiser valve is in line with the pipe, just like the fuel valve.’
In other words, the oxidiser valve was open.
‘I was wrong,’ said Neil. ‘The squib did fire. The EDS worked perfectly.’
Which meant the oxidiser system had been pressurised all along. So why hadn’t oxidiser flowed into the engine? If the oxidiser valve was open, the problem must be the engine inlet valve. Somehow it was letting fuel into the engine but not oxidiser. He’d thought that was impossible, because the fuel and oxidiser components of the inlet valve were mechanically linked – one couldn’t open without the other – but might the linkage have broken? It seemed very unlikely. The whole thing was a mystery. He’d have to think about it.
In the meantime, Neil was continuing his inspection.
‘I’m not far from the oxidiser tank. I’ll just get a little higher.’ This was the area in which Buzz had slipped. There were sharp edges. Neil must take care. ‘I’m using my mirror again – I’ve got some sunlight on the tank. I can see dark areas here – two spots, reddish brown, one high, one low. I’ll lean in a bit more.’
Now there was a long silence.
‘Neil?’ Buzz called. There was no answer. ‘Neil?’
‘We’ve got a problem here.’
Buzz heard distant tapping sounds. Neil was using his hammer again. But what was he hitting?
‘Can you look at the oxidiser gauge now Buzz? What’s it reading?’
Buzz checked the gauge needle. ‘It’s full. One-eight-four PSI.’
‘Okay,’ said Neil, tapping again. ‘What about now?’


‘The same.’
‘And now?’
‘The same. No, wait.’
Buzz, a doctoral graduate from MIT, knew that in the physics of space there were many absolutes. If you encounter a vacuum, the pressure can’t be reduced further. If the temperature hits zero Kelvin you can get no colder. If you divide by zero you must stop your calculation altogether. And now, as he checked again the oxidiser gauge, he saw he was running into an absolute that must end their whole mission. The needle began to move inexorably downwards, without quiver or vibration, and within seconds it rested neatly on its pin at the bottom. The absolute bottom.
‘The gauge shows zero,’ he told Neil.
‘I can see the problem now. There’s a breach. The tank is empty.’
‘Empty?’
‘I can see inside. It’s empty.’ He paused, then added, ‘I’m on my way back.’
‘Roger.’
Somehow, three thousand pounds of oxidiser had escaped its tank without setting off alarms or showing itself in the gauges or telemetry. There were two sensors in that tank, so how had it done it? Buzz did not know, and it did not matter. The oxidiser was gone and, without it, their fuel may as well be seawater. They could not fly. It was an absolute as pure as two plus two equalling four, or the interior angles of a triangle adding up to one-eighty degrees. The math was the math.
Buzz took up the flight-plan binder and looked at the steps yet to come: ascent, radar acquisition, docking, transfer, jettisoning the lem, Mike firing his engine to take them home. With his pen and slide rule he drew a neat line beneath them all and wrote, ‘Mission Elapsed Time: 130 hrs 29 mins. End Mission.’ In Houston, it would be just after seven in the evening.
He put away the binder and tried to relax. There was nothing to do but wait for Neil. He gazed for a while at the lem’s polished grey instrument panels, her bright-green data displays, her metallic oxide windows – all of it brand new, all of it fully functional, all of it beautiful – and remembered his hypoxic vision of the spaceship from the outside. How lovely had been her shook foil, in which he’d seen God’s glory, and which had made him certain she would fly again. But now he realised that all along she’d been teasing him.
‘Oh Eagle,’ he said. ‘You cruel, vicious bird.’
 
‘The tank is empty,’ said Neil as soon as he’d removed his gloves and helmet. It was the second time he’d said it, and he sounded bored.
The lem was now pressurised and they’d disconnected the ECS umbilicals from their suits. Neil had stowed his backpack. With the equipment away and their suits soft and flexible, the cabin opened up a little.
‘I should have thought of it earlier,’ Neil said, ‘but I couldn’t get those damned squibs out of my mind. And after all the work Grumman did on the tanks, I just didn’t think they could fail.’
Neil had been wrong about the cause, but what difference would it have made if he’d been right? To have known hours ago that the oxidiser tank was empty was the same as knowing it now. There was nothing that could be done about it.
Buzz sat down on the engine cover while Neil described what he’d seen at the tank. There’d been discolouration at the low-level sensor and the pressure transducer, which was a sure sign that oxidiser had penetrated the mountings and caused corrosion. This would have disabled both sensors, which explained why the oxidiser pressure gauge was seized in the full position, and why no problems had shown up in Houston’s telemetry.
‘When I tapped the mounting point with my hammer, the transducer must have activated, and that’s when you saw the gauge go to zero.’
‘Where was the breach?’ Buzz asked.
‘At the low-level sensor. The titanium was corroded enough for me to be able to push the handle of my hammer right through into the tank. My guess is that the oxidiser began to escape as soon as we pressurised the tanks. That would explain the thump we heard when we activated the squibs. Oxidiser leaking at two hundred pounds per square inch would have been enough to blow away the insulation panel.’
‘And by the time of launch it was all gone,’ said Buzz. ‘Hence, no ignition – just fuel and helium pouring out through the engine.’
‘Exactly.’
Buzz thought for a while. ‘I wonder why we haven’t heard from Houston. They must have seen the new telemetry by now.’
‘They’re probably recalibrating mission outcomes.’
Buzz laughed. There was now only one outcome the mission could possibly have. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I guess they are.’
 
Perhaps it was simply his duty as commander that made Neil ask: was there anything they could do? It was a conversation, Buzz supposed, that they had to have, even though there was no point. They could apply all the power of their brains and all the wisdom of their training, but without oxidiser, he knew what the answer must be.


Was there any way they could use the descent-stage engine to take off?
No. The descent stage had been explosively and irreversibly severed from the ascent stage. Besides, the descent stage had been designed only to land on the Moon, not lift off from it. Even if it could lift off, it had no propellant in its tanks. They’d had only thirty seconds remaining at touchdown, and even those vapours had been vented after landing.
Was it possible that Neil had been mistaken, and the oxidiser tank was not, in fact, empty?
No. Neil had seen telltale red-brown streaks where the oxidiser had escaped. He’d poked his hammer through the rupture and seen inside the tank with his own eyes. It was empty.
Could the lem’s ordinary breathable oxygen be used as oxidiser, in place of the lost nitrogen tetroxide?
No. There was no crossover in the plumbing between the propulsion system and the breathable oxygen system, and even if there were, the fuel would need a source of ignition to burn in ordinary oxygen. The lem had no ignition system. In any event, there was nowhere near enough oxygen for a launch. There had been more than three thousand pounds of oxidiser; there was only five pounds of breathable oxygen.
‘What about,’ Buzz asked, ‘the reaction control system?’
The lem’s RCS consisted of sixteen small manoeuvring thrusters, which had their own propellant supply. Four of the thrusters pointed downwards. Could these get the lem off the ground?
Unlike the other ideas, this was at least plausible in principle. In fact, in the simulator only a few weeks earlier he and Neil had used the downward-pointing RCS jets to add upward thrust during an ascent-engine stutter. With the help of the RCS, they’d managed to get high enough to dock with the command module.


Neil appeared to be thinking carefully. ‘The ascent engine delivers thirty-five hundred pounds of thrust. What does an RCS jet give?’
‘A hundred each. Four hundred total.’
That was the problem. Four hundred was very much less than thirty-five hundred. The thrusters could augment the main engine, but they could not replace it.
‘How much do we weigh?’ asked Neil.
‘Ten thousand pounds on Earth. Seventeen hundred here.’
‘Which means we need a thrust of at least seventeen hundred pounds just to get off the ground. Four hundred isn’t even close. The RCS jets won’t lift us an inch, let alone get us into orbit.’
It had been an idea worth raising, but Buzz had known from the beginning it could not work. The math was always going to be the math, four hundred was always going to be less than seventeen hundred, and they were never going to get off the surface.
‘There’s no hope,’ he said.
He’d intended his words as a statement, but Neil seemed to interpret them as a question. For a moment he was perfectly still, like a capacitor awaiting the build-up of electrons between its plates before discharging. Was he trying to come up with some way to upend all of mathematics?
When Neil’s answer came, Buzz was disappointed. He’d expected numbers, not philosophy.
‘While we live,’ Neil said, ‘there’s always hope.’
Buzz leaned forward to his window. In the foreground were the flag, television camera and a jumble of rocks and footprints, but further out the land became smooth hills and sloping plains. Just over the horizon, he knew, lay the beautiful twin craters Sabine and Ritter, key landmarks he’d learned to identify during his simulator training. Further to the west was Mare Vaporum, the sea of vapours, along whose coast lay the towering peaks and craggy cliffs of the lunar Apennines. To the north lay the majestic Mare Imbrium, the sea of rains, and in the distant south were the seas of cloud and moisture, Mares Nubium and Humorum. But grandest of all, in the far, far west, deep in the darkness of lunar night, lay a sea so vast it was the Moon’s only ocean. Oceanus Procellarum, the ocean of storms, had once been a million square miles of surging lava; now it was hard, black basalt, with its rolling swells and surging currents forever frozen.
‘I sing the mighty power of God,’ he sang in a low but tuneful voice, ‘that made these mountains rise; that spread these flowing seas abroad, and built these lofty skies.’
Was Neil right? Was there yet hope? Might God reveal himself in these jagged valleys and cliffs? In these once liquid lakes of basalt, now become solid?






CHAPTER 17
THE ORDEAL OF AQUARIUS
The book that had so upset the reverend with its obscenities was the result of a trip Aquarius had taken to Alaska a few years earlier. He’d been invited to speak at the university and the state legislature, to meet the governor, and afterwards, if he liked, to go hunting. Feeling paralysed by The Dread in New York, he’d accepted. Nature’s pure oxygen and elemental energies were, he thought, just what he needed.
He flew there, gave his speeches, had his meeting, and then headed out into the wild. The university provided him with two of its students as hunting guides – young men who would later die in Vietnam, but who for now loped and laughed and showed Aquarius how to use a rifle.
‘God told Adam to have dominion over every living thing that moves upon the Earth,’ said one of the guides, knowing his Bible, ‘so let’s go have ourselves some capital-D Dominion, Mr Aquarius!’
For two days they fired at goats, rams, wolves and bears. Aquarius mostly missed – it turned out he was no good with a gun – but the younger men’s aim was true. Hot blood and stinking entrails lay all around, and Aquarius, writing in his notebook, did his best to capture some of its primal power.
On the third day, just as Aquarius was wondering whether he’d had enough, one of the guides spotted a black-tailed deer at the edge of a thick wood. The buck was a beauty: all muscle beneath red-russet fur, standing perfectly still, its glossy, twitching nose searching for molecules of scent. The guide took aim, but, distracted by a loud cry of ‘no!’ from Aquarius, hit the animal only in its flank. The deer kicked out its rear legs in a spasm, fell, then stood up again. Looking around as if embarrassed, it leapt away in erratic, lopsided zigzags.
For hours they tracked the trail of blood uphill through dense forests of pine and cottonwood until at last they came upon a small, open meadow. It was a peaceful place, alive with flowers and flame-red cranberries, and in its centre was the deer. The animal, breathing heavily, had collapsed onto its ribs but was still upright, its head lolling to one side. Had it come here deliberately? Had it, perhaps, spent its childhood here?
Aquarius, a few steps ahead of his companions, raised an open hand as a signal for them to stop.
‘Let me go by myself,’ he said.
He walked closer. A cloud of biting flies swarmed at the deer’s wound with relentless electricity. They could not be waved away. When he came around to the front, the deer, seeing him, lifted its head and swung its compact velvet antlers to the left and right, as if preparing to fight. But a few seconds later it stopped. It could not keep Aquarius away, any more than it could the flies.
As Aquarius stepped nearer, he saw a shocking thing. One of the deer’s eyes was missing. He stared into the freshly empty socket, mesmerised. Somewhere deep inside that dark hole was the deer’s consciousness, but where? All he could see was blackness and oozing blood.
What creature, he wondered, had done this savage thing?
Slowly, the deer turned its naked socket back towards the earth and brought its good eye to bear upon Aquarius. Now so close that he could see his own reflection in the eye’s glistening wetness, he whispered, ‘I’m sorry.’
The deer held his gaze, its breathing all the while becoming more laboured. The animal was slowly sinking down into itself – far, far down. But the deer did not yet leave. The arctic light was gentle, slanting in from a low sun, and the eye’s pupil opened wide to gather up every last photon.
‘It isn’t looking at you,’ said one of the guides, who’d come quietly to stand next to him. ‘It’s looking behind you.’
The young man pointed, and Aquarius, turning around and gazing upwards, saw that circling far above was the black silhouette of a large bird.
‘It’s taken one eye,’ the guide explained. ‘It wants the other.’
Aquarius watched the bird swoop and soar. Whenever it dived low and close, the deer would turn its single eye to the ground. When the bird flew away, the deer would look up again to watch. In time the deer would tire, and the bird would take its final prize.
‘It’s a bald eagle,’ said the guide. ‘The cruellest beast in all the field.’
Aquarius lifted his rifle, aimed, and fired, but of course it was impossible to hit such a target. The bird flew higher until it became a black spot in the vast sky, and Aquarius brought his weapon back down to his side.
‘It knows we don’t have its patience,’ said his companion. ‘All it has to do is wait.’
‘Stand back,’ Aquarius said.


He stepped forward to the deer’s head and nudged his gun’s muzzle behind its ear. He pulled the trigger and this time, at this range, Aquarius hit his mark. It was his first and only kill of the hunt.
‘We must bury this animal before we leave,’ he said to the two young men. ‘I insist upon it.’
It took an hour to do it, and for every minute of that hour the eagle hovered overhead, watching.
When Aquarius came to write the novel that would one day so offend the reverend, he included a description of the eagle – the national bird of America, a creature of God, and the cruellest beast in all the field.
 
‘The Eagle can’t fly,’ said Mogie over the telephone. ‘It’s bad, bad, bad – just as bad as can be.’
Back at his motel after his eviction from Joan’s, Aquarius could tell that the young engineer was frantic. It was to be expected, he supposed. The machine to which the boy had devoted so much of his life had betrayed him.
‘Are you coming over?’ Mogie asked. ‘There’s guards here, but I can get you in.’
‘I’ll come over,’ replied Aquarius, ‘but I’m not coming in. You’re coming out. I think you need some air.’
A few minutes later, Aquarius collected the boy from the space centre’s main entrance. As he drove the streets of Houston looking for some high ground, and Mogie explained what had gone wrong on the Moon, he heard one word over and over again: titanium.
‘It’s used when you need high strength, low weight, and when money’s no object,’ Mogie said. ‘That’s why it’s perfect for Apollo. All of the lem’s tanks are made of it. The only problem is, it has to be of the very highest grade. The pressure in those tanks is huge. If there’s anything wrong with the metal, they’ll blow.’
Aquarius, searching in the glove box near Mogie’s knees, found a half bottle of bourbon, which he offered to his young friend in the hope of calming him a little. The boy took it, but did not drink. Instead, he held it tight on his lap and kept talking.
‘In the early days, the lem’s tanks were always leaking. For months nobody could figure out why. We nearly lost the whole NASA contract because of it. But eventually we found the problem. You know what it was?’
‘Tell me.’
‘Detergent. Someone changed the tank cleaning policy, so instead of always using new cloth pads, they washed and reused old ones. Disaster! Microscopic traces of detergent got onto the surface and weakened the metal. That’s all it took. A few molecules of detergent. Titanium is the best metal in the world, but it’s temperamental. You gotta treat it just right.’
Aquarius found a low hill and parked at the top in a small, green space enclosed by leafy trees and low shrubs. He and Mogie sat close together on the hood, sharing the bourbon. Through a clearing straight ahead they could see a pretty patchwork of auto dealerships, gas stations, convenience stores and burger joints stretching north along the Gulf Freeway. The sun had just set, and in the early twilight, corporate America was at its most serene. Moist air softened all hard surfaces and blurred all sharp edges. What a grand and inexplicable city this was, Aquarius thought, where people flipped burgers in one suburb and grappled with the moods of spacecraft in the next.
Mogie continued. ‘But even after we fixed the detergent problem, the oxidiser tank kept leaking. Nitrogen tetroxide – that’s the oxidiser – is clever stuff. It’s got its own will. It doesn’t want to be confined, it wants to be free. If there’s a weakness anywhere in the tank – say, a discontinuity at a weld or mounting point – it’ll find it.’
‘May I?’ asked Aquarius, holding out his hand for the bottle. All this talk of tanks and welds!
‘Man!’ said Mogie, passing the bottle. ‘NASA was so angry at us. They said the lem was a piece of junk, a disgrace, and that we had to put in two fuel tanks and two oxidiser tanks just in case one failed. But we couldn’t get the math to work. Double tanks meant double weight, and we couldn’t do that. Weight’s been our enemy all along.’
‘So the oxidiser tank is a “spof” – a single point of failure.’
‘Exactly.’ Mogie seemed pleased Aquarius had remembered a concept from earlier.
‘And it’s failed.’
‘Yes.’
‘Do you know why?’
‘Maybe the titanium wasn’t pure enough. Or maybe the problem was something else. What matters is that the tank is empty. The telemetry says so, and Neil says so.’
‘So they can’t take off?’
‘No.’
‘How long do they have?’
‘A few hours.’
‘And then?’
‘Oxygen will run out. Water will run out. Power will run out. But before all of that, carbon dioxide and heat will increase. That’s what’ll kill ’em. They’ll overheat. They’ll gasp for air.’
Perhaps the bourbon now began to do its work, for the boy stopped talking and they both sat quietly. Overhead, Aquarius watched a passenger jet descend through the clouds towards the new Houston International Airport, which had opened only a month earlier. A few weeks before that, the British and French had flown their Concorde for the first time – a supersonic airliner that would be able to take Aquarius from New York to London at twice the speed of sound. And before that, Boeing had flown their 747, a plane that could carry four hundred passengers and offered an upstairs cocktail bar. History would remember 1969, Aquarius decided, as the year of the flying machines – of their success on Earth, and of their failure on the Moon.
‘Are there any special provisions,’ Aquarius asked after a while, ‘for the final step? Are there suicide pills?’
‘I don’t know. That’s a NASA issue. It’s got nothing to do with the lem.’
‘Tell me about the lem, then,’ he gently pressed. ‘Is there anything in its design? I mean – anything that takes into account a situation like this?’
Mogie hesitated. When he eventually replied, he sounded to Aquarius a touch defensive, as might a person who is forced reluctantly to confess a crime.
‘There is one thing. None of us wanted to do it – not the engineers, not the management team, no one. But NASA made us. They said that if things got really bad, they didn’t know what Neil and Buzz might do. You know – if the astronauts transmitted stuff – every radio on Earth would be able to hear. So we had to come up with a way to make sure that wasn’t an option for them.’
Aquarius took a slow sip to warm himself. How cold was the American space administration!
‘The funny thing is,’ Mogie went on, ‘we used pyrotechnics to do it, and pyros are the thing Neil hates most. He thinks they’re unreliable. But he’s about to find out just how reliable they are.’
A light rain was now falling, but Aquarius did not yet move. He was sharing more than bourbon with his young friend from Grumman. There was unexpected profundity in their connection, which he might later try to describe in his notebook but for now was as amorphous as the mist. All he knew was that he found comfort in it, and perhaps Mogie did too, because he drew closer, and Aquarius put an arm around him.
‘I’m sorry this has happened to you, Mogie. I know how much you love the lem.’
‘I hate the lem,’ he said with quiet firmness. ‘I hate her.’
The boy, at last, was crying. In time his sobs grew more intense, so that Aquarius wondered whether he despaired for something more than himself, more than the spaceship that he’d once loved, and more, even, than the two men who would soon die in it.
‘The third drop of blood brings befuddlement, the fourth, clarity’ was the maxim of Aquarius, but what did the sixth and seventh bring? For his bottle was now empty, and he was surprised to find that he was crying too. For whom did Aquarius weep? Oh, he knew – he knew! When he looked at the boy by his side, he was reminded of the young men in Alaska who’d taken him hunting and then gone off to Vietnam to die. Where were Mogie’s schoolmates? Where were the boys who’d not been lucky enough to work on Apollo but had been sent to war instead? Forty thousand of them had died so far in the jungles, and fifty times that number of Vietnamese.
As he looked outward over the city of Houston, the rain began to sweep in so heavily that the lights of cars and planes and hamburger restaurants for a short time disappeared. All he could see were the mossy trunks and leafy branches of the overhanging trees, and in this little cocoon of nature he felt the full force of the tragedy. How thick was the air here on Earth, how warm her rain, how lush her jungles, and yet all her rivers must run with blood.
 


In the Astro Bar of the Satin, Aquarius was waiting for Moondancer. They’d agreed to meet at nine o’clock, but that hour had come and gone without any sign of her.
There was no dancing tonight. The jukebox had been switched off. Instead, the bar’s television had been set up on one side of the stage so that patrons could watch the unfolding calamity in space.
Aquarius, having taken Mogie back to the MSC, sat alone at a table with his notebook. He drank and tried to work, but nothing would come. He was trying to put into words what Mogie had just told him. What tricks could he use to give narrative arc to a slow death on the Moon? What colour could he give to grey titanium and a grey Moon, and to two men who were so comprehensively shut away? Always he came back to the same problem: he needed Joan. He wished he could go to her.
‘Banishment!’ he scribbled on a blank page. ‘Do not say banishment. Be merciful, say death!’ And then, a little later, as he sank deeper into his booze: ‘Cut my head off with a golden axe!’ Self-indulgent, he knew, and melodramatic, but why not? He was suffering the despair of the young.
Looking around the room for inspiration, he noticed that a person more interesting than Walter Cronkite had appeared on the television. It was Wernher von Braun, designer of the Saturn V. The handsome Nazi, whose face was always large and square and bright, was being interviewed on the front steps of a building in an undisclosed location. Aquarius could not hear all that he was saying, but he could tell that the rocket man had become defensive, perhaps even angry. His charm had hardened; he was fending off, rather than embracing.
Now here was a strange paradox: the man who’d gone a very long way towards accepting responsibility for the nine thousand Londoners killed by his rockets, and perhaps even for the twelve thousand prisoners who had died making them, would not allow himself to be dragged one inch towards bearing the blame for the deaths of the two Americans on the Moon. ‘It was my job to get them there,’ seemed to be the summation of all his answers, ‘but it was America’s job to bring them back.’
The more questions he was asked, the more frustrated he appeared to become. Aquarius expected him at any moment to cry out, ‘If only we had won the war!’
When a reporter asked, ‘Could a rescue mission be sent from Earth?’ Aquarius could sense, even on a small television in a dark bar, von Braun’s scathing contempt.
‘Lächerlich! Unmöglich! A Saturn is not an automobile. It must have months to prepare. And – do you know? – even if tonight it flew, the journey is three days. By this time the men will be dead.’
His syntax was odd, his delivery blunt. Not one of the other experts on the television had come close to using the word ‘dead’.
‘Then what can be done for the men?’
‘You must understand. The only solution is the spacecraft motor. There is nothing else. It must be made to function.’
‘How?’
‘You must speak to Mr Grumman about that. You must ask him, not me.’
So many ‘must’s! Aquarius felt sorry for him. Von Braun had expected his rocket to blast his sins into the farthest reaches of the universe. But what forgiveness could come if all he’d done was send two of America’s favourite sons to a slow and distant death?
 
Aquarius now took a telephone call in one of the public booths. He thought it might be Moondancer explaining her absence, but in fact it was his literary agent. The man had good news. Aquarius did not have to write the Moon book after all. Life magazine had cancelled his contract. There’d be no need for his feature articles, nor the full-length book.
‘You must be pleased,’ his agent said. ‘You never wanted to write it in the first place.’
Why, Aquarius wondered, had Life suddenly cancelled? Was it because of the stranding of the lunar module? Or had someone told them of the reverend’s disclosures to Joan? He suspected the hand of Dodie somewhere in all of this. Either way, it didn’t matter.
‘Thank you for letting me know,’ he said, and hung up.
Aquarius was dead in a ditch, knocked out on a mat, unconscious in a gutter. He didn’t much care what metaphor he used: he wasn’t going to write his book, so let his readers invent their own. The Dread was once again upon him. All inspiration was lost.
He’d been evicted by Joan, abandoned by Moondancer, and now sacked by Life. It was time to pack his bags and go home. His summer house in Provincetown was two thousand miles from Houston, but it was only a few miles from Chappaquiddick, so perhaps there he could do what Joan had suggested: write about Mary Jo, the poor girl who’d drowned in the senator’s car. He was in the perfect mood to describe what it must have been like to be trapped in that small space, gasping for air, trying desperately to get out. Yes, he thought, it would be his final, grand work – his novel of The Dread.
But for now, in the Astro Bar, a bad evening had become worse. In the short time he’d been at the telephone, the room had filled with people. His table was no longer free; a woman was sitting at it, and she was not Moondancer.
‘Sorry,’ said the barman, ‘but she said she was a friend of yours.’
Aquarius did not recognise her. He guessed she was a little older than he was, and heavier, too, but even from a distance she gave the impression of being as healthy and wholesome as a farmer’s wife. She looked like a horse rider, although it would have to be a strong horse.
‘Aquarius!’ she beckoned as soon as she saw him approaching, gesturing to the empty chair at the table. ‘I’ve had my eye on you.’
He took his seat.
‘I know all your work,’ she said.
Was this, then, who she was? A fifty-year-old groupie? He’d had groupies before, but they’d not, as a rule, been so aged or so ample.
She began to seem vaguely familiar, but still he could not place her. Might she be a lover from his college days? He had a foreboding sense that maybe he’d met her at one of the parties in which he’d unveiled his orgone box. Perhaps they’d squeezed into the box together. He could not remember.
The woman called the waitress over to order more drinks and surprised Aquarius by asking for a triple vodka, straight up.
‘I don’t believe in cocktails or brown spirits,’ she explained. ‘Too much sugar.’
Aquarius ordered a bourbon.
She’d still not said who she was, but to ask seemed risky, or at least impolite, so he offered small talk instead. ‘You’re visiting Houston?’
‘I caught the bus from Austin this afternoon. I can’t let you be the only singer at this gig. The nation needs to hear from you, certainly, but it needs to hear from me, too.’ She gave a jolly laugh. Behind her large, hexagonal glasses her eyes had the lively mischief of a lunatic. ‘I’ve come to stop the praying.’
Of course. Now he understood. This was Madalyn, America’s Most Hated Woman. She’d persuaded the Supreme Court to ban prayer in public schools, and she’d sued NASA for letting the Apollo 8 astronauts read from the Bible.


‘I’m on my way to the space centre,’ she said. ‘I’ve been told that people have gathered there to pray in the open fields. Not allowed, I’m afraid. It’s federal ground. No preaching. No praying. And NASA knows it.’
Something about this woman put Aquarius in mind of Joan of Arc, galloping into town to put sword to the enemy.
‘But don’t you think it would be kind,’ he asked, ‘at a time like this, to let the people have their comforts?’
‘No, I don’t,’ she said. ‘I think it would be cruel. Just as it would be cruel to give a child an ice cream every time she cries. In the long run, such a child becomes fat. America has spent too long in her baby age. She must grow up. If she turns to supernatural nonsense whenever there’s a crisis then she will never be great.’
Madalyn, Aquarius could see, had her metaphors primed and ready for the gathered masses. How, he wondered, would they respond?
‘Now is precisely the time,’ she went on, sitting high on her horse, holding aloft her banner and sword, ‘that America should turn away from magical thinking. You think those two men on the Moon are praying to God for help? You think the people in Mission Control are searching the Bible for solutions? Or that even one single engineer in Grumman or North American or anywhere is sifting through scriptures for an answer? I can tell you: they’re not. They don’t have time for such stuff. They’re studying their diagrams and running the numbers.’
‘But what if the numbers say there is no hope?’ asked Aquarius, thinking of what Mogie had told him only an hour before. ‘What then?’
‘Then we must be brave. We as a nation – as a species – need to experience this day in all its pitiless purity. That will be the real giant leap for mankind. We were going to learn one lesson but now we’ll learn another, and it’s the oldest lesson of all: we live a short time and are dead forever. So, let’s drink our vodka straight,’ she said, holding up her glass. ‘Vodka! Clarity! Strength!’
‘That’s very Russian of you,’ said Aquarius.
‘Exactly. Russian! If the Russians were stuck on the Moon, they would not be praying.’
‘But maybe that’s the point. They didn’t get there and we did, perhaps because we had some divine help.’
‘Oh, please. We got there with the help of a godless Nazi and his giant rocket.’
She was breathless, she was triumphant, and she had her sword at last through the heart of an Englishman. She’d denied God, she’d praised Russians, she’d thrust upwards her glass of vodka, and she’d done it all very loudly in a hushed Texan bar. People, Aquarius noticed, were looking.
‘Are you afraid you might get attacked when you stand before all those praying people?’ Aquarius remembered reading of incidents where Madalyn had been punched on the steps of court buildings. And he thought of Joan of Arc, burned at the stake.
‘There’s always risk. But I have a policy: “When I’m on the case, I show my face.” My whole crusade is about being brave.’
‘NASA won’t be happy that you’re there.’
‘On the contrary. They’ll be delighted. They want me to turn up. You’ve seen the high walls of Mission Control? That ain’t no church! Those walls are there to keep the prayers out. I know that institution. When I fight them, they give in quickly. You want to know why? Because they agree with me. They’ll never say it, but they’re on my side. They were not happy when the Apollo 8 astronauts read from the Bible, and they’ve since made it clear: Apollo is no place for prayers. So I’m here to help them. They can use me as a shield. They can lift up their megaphone to the people on the lawn and say, “Listen, folks, you gotta move on. Not because we don’t want you praying, but because this bitch will come at us if you do!”’
Her voice was a clarion. Every word could be heard by every person in the bar, and she’d not finished.
‘And, of course, Neil is no Christian. He won’t say it, NASA won’t say it, but the history books will say it: the first human being ever to set foot on another world was an atheist. And that’s a good thing. It was science that got him there, not religion.’ She eyed Aquarius carefully. ‘Shouldn’t you be writing this down?’
‘I might get my pen out,’ he replied, giving her his best smile, ‘later.’
‘I want you to put my words in your book, Aquarius – great rushing torrents of them. I insist that you do. At the beginning, in the middle, at the end. Especially at the end. Religion has had the final say for too long. Now I want it.’
Aquarius hesitated. His new acquaintance was a large entity. She could not easily be slipped into a novel unnoticed.
‘I’ll see what I can do.’
It was a tepid undertaking, and she gave a dismissive snort.
‘I do worry about you,’ she went on. ‘That’s why I’ve stopped in to see you on my way through. I love your work – the sex, the stink – but lately you’ve been drifting. All that writing about universal life forces, witches’ curses and orgonic energies! It’s time to stop being silly. Your country needs you. You’re the best we have, so be brave: stare at the black void and write that for your readers. Give them this Moon story straight up, without so much as an olive.’ Here she lifted her glass to her lips and drank it dry. ‘To give meaning to the meaningless void is the ultimate challenge for any writer.’


Aquarius was about to tell her that he’d just been sacked by Life, that in fact he’d be writing nothing about the Moon, or the void, or anything, when he was distracted by someone lingering in the shadows behind him. He turned in his chair to see that it was his friend from last night, the Texan Christian with the white suit and thin lips. How many of Madalyn’s blasphemies had he heard? Aquarius suspected the answer was: all of them.
‘Good evening, ma’am,’ the man began, and no person in all the world could have spoken more politely. ‘You are Miss Madalyn?’
‘May I ask who’s asking?’
‘No, ma’am, you may not ask that. I know you, but you don’t know me. That’s the price of fame, I suppose.’
His face was alight with a wide and welcoming smile, but Aquarius was worried. Their visitor was holding his left hand at an odd angle beneath his jacket. He might have a weapon.
‘Because you are famous, that’s for sure,’ he continued, moving a little closer. ‘In schools right across the country all the little children know your name.’
By now, Madalyn must have herself sensed trouble, for she was trying to shuffle forward out of her chair. Aquarius stood up but tripped a little, so was not able to get around the table quickly enough. The man was bringing his hand out from his jacket, and before Aquarius could stop him he’d thrust it violently into Madalyn’s stomach. She gave a stifled cry.
The man ran off and Aquarius instinctively reached towards her waist to check for blood. She must surely have been stabbed. But she pushed him back.
‘I’m okay, I’m okay.’
She was standing now and he could see that she was covered in a dark, thick mess. Then the stink came to him – an overpowering, putrid stench. A waitress brought a towel; people gathered; the barman offered to call the police.
‘Don’t bother,’ Madalyn said. ‘It’s just shit – all over my pretty clothes.’ Then, laughing a little, she added, ‘This is Texas. It could have been a whole lot worse.’
Aquarius watched Madalyn clean herself. She was methodical, calm and cheerful. The good people of America might hate her, but she didn’t care. She shone so bright that their hate was like a tiny, flickering match thrown into the sun.






CHAPTER 18
CAMPFIRE
‘Let’s eat,’ said Neil.
Buzz, by disconnecting all umbilicals and removing his communications cap, had made himself as comfortable as he could. But he was hungry. He’d had no food since breakfast and it was now, by Houston time, half past eight in the evening. Neil was right. It was time to eat.
He reached back to the food storage compartments in the cabin’s midsection. ‘What do you want?’
‘All of it.’
Buzz took out the sealed food bags and placed them neatly on the rear panel of his backpack. The pack, lying flat in its stowage position on the floor between the commander and pilot stations, served nicely as table. He spread out a little feast: cream of chicken soup with bacon squares, irradiated bread, beef stew, turkey with gravy, fruit cake, peaches and orange juice.
‘This will be our last supper,’ said Neil as he rehydrated the food bags with the water nozzle, ‘on the Moon.’


‘Then we should drink this,’ Buzz replied, retrieving from his personal preference kit the small bottle of wine he’d used for Communion. He poured the remainder – only a mouthful each – into two plastic cups and handed one to Neil.
Buzz sat quietly with his companion, eating and drinking. He’d drawn the window shades, so the cabin was dark and peaceful, and the throb of the glycol pump, which last night had kept him awake, now soothed him. Its rhythm had the comforting double pulse of a heartbeat – churn-slosh, churn-slosh – so that he felt as if he and Neil were safe in the bosom of some mystical creature.
When his cup was empty, he thought it a shame they did not have more.
‘We can have this if you like,’ said Neil, producing from his own kit a small glass bottle containing a perfectly clear liquid. ‘It’s vodka.’ He lifted one window shade a little so that the bottle could catch a beam of sunlight. ‘Don’t panic. It’s American, not Russian – a gift from my home town. The best vodka comes from corn, and the best corn comes from Ohio. It’s distilled, filtered and distilled again. It’s as pure as you can get.’
Buzz, looking closely, saw that the bottle and its contents were as transparent as air. Through them he could see, without refraction or distortion, the electroluminescent displays on the other side of the cabin.
Neil now took from his kit two crystal glasses.
‘This vodka,’ he said, pouring as carefully as if he were measuring precious fluid into laboratory flasks, ‘cannot be drunk from plastic.’
He gave one glass to Buzz and raised the other in a toast.
‘To Tranquility Base,’ he said, ‘and to our leaving of it.’
Buzz lifted his glass to meet Neil’s. ‘To our ascent.’


He drank, and was surprised by the liquid’s cool smoothness. He’d expected it to burn. He became curious.
‘What else,’ he asked, ‘do you have in that bag of yours?’
‘Now that,’ Neil replied, replacing his kit in its locker, ‘is a commander’s secret.’
‘Are there pills?’
It was a jolt, but Neil met it easily enough. ‘Not needed,’ he said.
Buzz didn’t know whether Neil meant the pills weren’t needed because he still believed that the Eagle would somehow fly, or because on the Moon it was perfectly easy to die without them. Either way, Buzz wanted to know whether they existed.
‘But do you have any?’
‘No.’
Neil refilled each glass, and Buzz drank again. Time seemed to fold and distort. He held up a hand before his face and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together, imagining he could feel – like fine silk – the fabric of Einstein’s spacetime, expanding and contracting, stiffening and stretching. When he looked at the mission clock, he was surprised to see that it was after 9 pm.
‘We missed T-17,’ he said.
‘So we did,’ said Neil, as if it were an event of no importance.
But for Buzz it was significant. It was the first time a T window had opened and closed without anyone mentioning the possibility of a launch. There’d been no call from Houston, no words from Mike, and no suggestion from Neil.
They’d entered a new phase. From this point on, Buzz knew, there’d be no more talk of take-off. He felt the brutality of it, but he was surprised to discover he felt the thrill of it, too. Such, he supposed, was the power of vodka – Neil’s drink, clear and true.
 


On the lem’s forward instrument panels the red and orange alarm lights flashed dimly, like the low flickering of a campfire. Buzz imagined himself at Trout Lake in summer, with Neil as his camp buddy. They’d journeyed a very long way together, and now it was time to rest.
Buzz had once read – he could not remember where – that the public did not think the Apollo 11 crew were as close as other crews had been; that, in particular, there was a sort of frigid distance between him and Neil. He’d never thought it to be true, but now he wondered: what if it were? Was it too late, in these final hours, to become close?
‘I’m sorry I opened up the helium,’ he said. ‘When you were outside, I mean. I should never have tried it. I’m glad it didn’t work. I wouldn’t have liked to have gone up without you.’
Neil turned to him. That face! He was a man of secrets so profound that they were not really secrets, but forever-unknowns of the universe. Why does Neil do what he does? You may as well ask why a proton weighs what it weighs.
‘Mission,’ Neil said. ‘No apology needed. The valve wasn’t the problem. But even if it had been, you flicked those helium switches because that’s what you were ordered to do, and because it was the right thing to do.’
Right by what measure? How could it ever have been right to try to take off without Neil? These questions came to Buzz silently, but Neil must have sensed them, for in brief words and small gestures he now tried to give some idea of an answer. There was a calculus at work here, Neil explained, much larger than the honour codes of Earth, where it might be shameful to abandon a buddy on the battlefield or to sacrifice a friend’s life to save your own. Up here the moral stage was grand. If he and Buzz both died on the Moon then humanity’s voyage into space would end, and what a catastrophe that would be. But if one were to survive, President Kennedy’s promise would be fulfilled and the journey would continue. Apollo 12 would follow, then the Moon base, Mars, the stars, and all the rest. Mankind would drive outward, converting ever more atoms into human minds until, eventually, the whole universe was raised to consciousness. That was the scope of this enterprise; that’s why Buzz had flicked his switches.
‘Remember,’ said Neil, ‘we must – you and I both – always – think as big as we can, and then think bigger.’ He sipped more vodka; he looked serene. ‘It was right of you to attempt a launch. It was right, and it was brave.’
Thus Neil, among all the other magnificent things, was an alchemist too, able to transmute the base metal of Buzz’s shame into the pure gold of noble courage.
 
‘When I was a kid,’ said Buzz, standing at his window and staring across the white plains to the black horizon, ‘I was obsessed with the Lone Ranger. Each time a new film came out I’d sneak into the theatre to watch it. Then I’d ride my bike all over town imagining I was him. He was alone, but he was free. That’s what I loved about him.’
He stopped, worried that he might be boring Neil, but when he looked over he saw that his commander was listening intently.
‘And at the end,’ he went on, ‘after he’d saved the town, the Ranger would ride off across the hills towards the horizon. There’d always be one last long shot, with the camera lingering on him as he got smaller and smaller. I found it reassuring. I knew he was going off to some new place, where he could do his good work all over again.’
Outside the lem’s windows the black sky seemed close.
‘That’s what I’d love to do right now. Head off to that horizon.’


Numbers and engineering told him that he was in the last hours of his life, but he felt also the nearness of some other dimension in which his future might yet spread out six or seven decades. Perhaps there was, after all, something for him beyond the horizon? Some astronomers had speculated, for instance, that Aristarchus, the most luminous and mysterious of all the Moon’s craters, was as bright as it was because it had a local atmosphere formed by vents of oxygen and clouds of water vapour. Might he be able to live there for a few days, or even weeks – long enough for rescue to come?
Buzz felt he’d been talking for too long, and perhaps had said silly things, so he stopped and turned from his window to Neil. If there was distance between them, perhaps the commander could also try to close it?
When he began, Neil spoke not of the Lone Ranger but of his own boyhood hero. ‘Being in here,’ he said, standing at his own window, ‘makes me think of Captain Scott of the Antarctic, stuck with his men in their tent on their way back from the South Pole. It was minus forty outside and blowing a blizzard. They were running out of supplies, but they each knew that if they went out, even for a minute, they’d be dead.’
Neil lifted his blind a little further and moved his face closer to the glass. He peered outwards. What, Buzz wondered, was he seeing?
‘I learned that story at school,’ Neil went on, ‘and what I’ve thought about ever since is not so much the men’s suffering in the cold but their disappointment. They’d gone all that way, made all that sacrifice, only to find when they got there that the Norwegians had beaten them to it.’
Was that, then, what Neil was imagining on the lunar plain outside? A flag not with stars and stripes, but with a hammer and sickle? A basalt plain not called Mare Tranquillitatis, but Mare Communist?
‘At least,’ said Neil, ‘we were first.’


Could it be that, when all was said and done, Neil’s command to think big – and then bigger – required nothing more than to remember that they’d defeated the Soviets? To tell themselves that no matter what else happened, Apollo 11 would always be remembered as first, and Neil as first of the first?
Neil had not yet finished. ‘But for me, the true hero was Scott’s companion Captain Oates. He’d become sick and couldn’t go on. He was lying in the tent, wasting rations. Eventually he got up and said, “I am just going outside and may be some time.” To help his friends, he walked out into the blizzard. Don’t you think that’s beautiful?’
‘Yes,’ Buzz replied, without being quite sure what ‘that’ was.
‘As a child I learned by rote what Scott said in his diary. “It was the act of a brave man and an English gentleman. We all hope to meet the end with a similar spirit, and assuredly the end is not far.”’ He paused, and then seemingly to round everything off, said, ‘I just love that word – gentleman.’
For a long time, or perhaps it was only for a few seconds, Buzz joined his commander in staring at the white land outside and imagining Antarctica. If he were to step out, he asked himself, which would he prefer? Searing vacuum or freezing blizzard?
Becoming suddenly afraid, he turned to his left to take in a sweeter view: his magnificent friend, America’s gentleman on the Moon.
 
When Mike was ten years old, his father became the commanding general of the US Army’s Puerto Rico Department, so the family relocated to San Juan. They moved into the Casa Blanca, a historic mansion on a high promontory overlooking the harbour, and young Mike, with his curious mind and lively imagination, quickly began to explore. He found that many doors opened to wondrous things – ballrooms, secret tunnels lined with porcelain tiles, terraces adorned with tinkling bells – but also that some doors were permanently locked. What was behind these? No one would say. It didn’t matter: he was happy enough with the rooms he knew, in which he found plenty of space to play and dream.
But one day, as he was searching the gardens for lizards and turtles, he discovered something that disturbed him. At the end of a narrow tract stood a squat building consisting of five square concrete slabs, four erected as walls and one forming the roof. He was shocked. Amid the frangipani and hibiscus the structure was a hideous monstrosity, vulgar and bare. It made him anxious; he imagined one of the slabs falling on him or, worse, being trapped inside. What was it, and why was it here?
‘It’s the refugio antiaéreo,’ explained his mother, who’d come outside in answer to his call. ‘The bomb shelter.’
‘But we’re not at war.’
‘We soon will be. And although the thick walls of the Casa can withstand most things – even hurricanes – they cannot stop bombs dropped from above. If that happens, we must come here.’
‘And go inside?’
‘Yes.’
Mike, studying the building, thought about this for a while. ‘I don’t like it,’ he said. ‘It’s ugly.’
‘Sometimes the best beauty lies in brutal things,’ said his mother. ‘If you come out here at sunrise, when the concrete catches the light just so, you will see nothing more lovely. It has the hard, hard beauty of a diamond.’
When Mike visited the structure early the next morning, he saw that his mother had been right: the refugio was terrible yet lovely.
Decades later, it was this vision that came to him when, as he orbited the Moon in the Columbia, Houston radioed up their instructions about The Protocol. If NASA was the Casa Blanca, high on its promontory and beloved by all who saw it, then The Protocol must surely be its refugio antiaéreo: five perfect, unyielding concrete slabs.
‘Did you copy that sequence, Mike?’
Houston was using a frequency that the lunar module could not receive. Mike hated speaking privately to Houston – it made him feel disloyal – but he must do as he was told.
‘I did.’
‘You understood the order of steps?’
‘Perfectly.’
‘To repeat: on your next pass over Tranquility, you will carry out step two – your farewell – and then after that, on the far side, you’ll carry out step four.’
‘Roger.’
‘Mike, sorry to do this, but we need your explicit confirmation as command module pilot that you will carry out step four.’
‘How would you like me to give that?’
‘A simple verbal statement will do.’
‘You want it now?’
‘Yes, please.’
‘Roger. Here it is: I, Apollo 11 command module pilot, confirm that I will carry out step four during the orbit after my next pass.’
‘Thank you, Mike. We know we can rely on you to do what’s right.’
Yes, Mike thought, they could. And when he did what was right, oh what hard, hard beauty it would be!
 
A loud, intermittent tone was coming from Buzz’s comms cap, which was resting on the engine cover behind him. Buzz placed the cap on his head and keyed his microphone.


‘Houston, this is Tranquility. Are you calling?’
‘Is that you, Buzz?’
‘Yes.’
‘Have we got the commander too?’
‘Stand by.’ Buzz motioned to Neil to put on his own cap.
‘Houston, this is Neil.’
‘Roger, Tranquility. Sorry for the delay but we do have something for you now. We’re going to call a sequence up to you shortly and we want you to be ready. We ask that you write it down on one of the checklist cards at the end of the contingency checklist binder – just after the “emergency section” tab. You got that?’
Buzz took the binder from the flight-data locker, pulled out a card and put it on his work table.
‘Roger, Houston,’ he said, ‘I’ve got it.’ He was not sure he’d understood correctly. Did Houston have a procedure for them after all? ‘Houston, Tranquility. Just to confirm: you said you have a procedure for us?’
There was no reply.
‘Houston?’
‘Stand by.’ There was another short silence, then: ‘Yes, affirmative. We do have something for you. We’re just finalising some things and we’ll call it up in a few minutes.’
‘How many minutes?’ Neil asked.
‘Let’s make it ten.’
‘Great,’ said Neil, setting the mission timer. ‘We’ll hear from you in exactly ten.’
Buzz took off his comms cap and Neil did the same. They were able to speak privately again.
‘I’m surprised,’ Buzz said. ‘I didn’t think they were going to give us anything.’


‘They’ve got a lot of brainpower down there, so they’re pretty good at pulling rabbits out of hats.’
Buzz checked the clock. The next launch window, T-18, would open at 10.43 pm Houston time, about an hour away. Even if the procedure was a complex one, they should be able to complete it by then.
Ten minutes is a long time to wait in a broken spacecraft, and Buzz soon began to worry. Neil said Houston could produce rabbits from hats, but what rabbit could there be if the lem had no oxidiser? Ideas rose and vanished quickly, but then one came to him that would not go away. It was a thought he’d had before, but this time grew in size and power until it obliterated all others.
What if there was a procedure, but it was a procedure for only one person? What if the math was telling Houston that there was enough fuel for only a single astronaut to ascend, not a pair? Weight was everything in these calculations, and human beings are heavy. It would be a thousand times easier to lift one man than two.
That would explain Houston’s dithering, but might it also explain why Neil had been talking about Captain Oates? Was he planning to ‘go outside for some time’ if it turned out the lem couldn’t take them both up?
‘Five minutes,’ called Neil, looking at the mission timer.
But when Buzz allowed himself to slide down into a sitting position in the lower part of the cabin, and tried to think big, as Neil had said he must, a different idea came. Could Neil have told the Captain Oates story not as a model for himself to follow, but as a model for Buzz? Neil had already shown – when he went outside to fix the oxidiser valve – that he was prepared to sacrifice himself. So was he hinting that next time, surely, it would be Buzz’s turn?
That was where his big thinking led him, but now it took him even further, to an idea so large it was monstrous. What if Neil, in truth, never had thought there was a problem with the oxidiser valve? What if he’d known all along that the valve was open? In that case, he would have also known that there was no chance of the lem taking off without him. The whole operation may have been a sham, staged only to show that Neil was ready to give his life, so that later, when it mattered, Buzz would feel obliged to offer his.
And now, when Buzz pushed his thinking as far into the outer realms as it would go, it paradoxically became small. A philosopher at MIT once told him that our whole universe might exist within a single electron of another, and in the same way Buzz’s biggest thought might in the end be tiny. It amounted to one simple, irreducible idea: Neil would go up, and Buzz would stay behind.
This, after all, had always been the way of things. Neil sought nothing but got everything. He was appointed commander without asking; the last-minute need for a manual landing meant it was Neil and not NASA’s computer programmers that had the glory of the touchdown; Neil lobbied no one but was made First Man anyway; it was Neil who said the first words; it was Neil who spoke to the president by telephone.
The Soviet newspaper Pravda had called Neil the Czar of Apollo 11. Fair enough, thought Buzz, but if that were the case, when would come the revolution to topple him?
He’d not immediately noticed it, perhaps because he’d been resting his head in his hands, but Neil had sat down on the floor beside him.
‘You okay?’
‘Copacetic,’ Buzz replied.
Red and yellow colours from warning lights still flickered in these lower shadows of the lem, and the glycol pump maintained its steady pulse. He thought again of the embers of a campfire.
‘Although,’ he added, ‘I’m a little tired.’


‘Yes. I can see that.’
Buzz now felt Neil’s hand upon his shoulder and his eyes upon his face. He had the sense he was being probed by an electronic beam, like the Beckman scanner NASA had used to measure his brainwaves during his Gemini mission.
The mission timer beeped and a repeated tone sounded in the comms-cap earphones behind him. The ten minutes were up and Houston was calling. The procedure was ready.
Buzz reached for his cap, but Neil stopped him.
‘Wait,’ Neil said, unplugging the umbilicals of both headsets. ‘Before we hear Houston, I want to say something. You’re wrong, you know.’
‘Wrong?’
‘About the Lone Ranger. You said he was alone and free. You said that’s what you liked about him.’
Buzz could not gauge Neil’s tone. He suspected he was being accused of something.
‘But he wasn’t alone, was he?’ Neil went on. ‘He had Tonto, his faithful companion.’
This was unexpected. When Buzz imagined the Ranger, he did not always think of Tonto.
‘So why don’t we promise this to each other,’ Neil continued. ‘That whatever we do, we do together, no matter what this procedure is from Houston. No more solo walks. No first outs or second outs. No drawing of straws. We both go or we both stay. What do you say to that, Buzz? Shall we make that promise to each other?’
Neil offered his bare, ungloved hand. Buzz hesitated. Shaking hands seemed suddenly to be a gesture without meaning, an act so small in a void so vast that it was pointless. As Neil himself had said, this was not a place for Earthly honour codes.


Nonetheless, he took the commander’s hand in his own. Of course he did. How could he not?
‘I promise,’ said Neil.
‘I promise,’ said Buzz.
Neil then brought his other hand forward to enclose Buzz’s hand in both of his own. He shut his eyes – as if, Buzz thought, he were inviting God’s blessing of their promise.
At last letting go, Neil reached back to retrieve their comms caps.
‘Houston,’ he said into his microphone after he’d put on his cap. ‘This is Eagle. We’re ready to fly.’
What, Buzz wondered, as he donned his own cap and prepared to hear Houston’s procedure, was the value of a promise from Neil?
It was worth everything, he decided, or nothing. Like a teaspoon of matter from a black hole, you could register either its blankness, or the fact that it weighed as much as the sun.
 
The procedure, when it came, turned out not to be a procedure at all, but a ‘sequence’. And what was the difference between a procedure and a sequence? A procedure offered life, a sequence only death.
Buzz ought to have known. There was no oxidiser. Without it, the lem could not fly.
All of his thinking about only one person going up had been paranoia brought on by exhaustion, fear and vodka. Neil would not be flying up without him, nor he without Neil, because both of them would be staying exactly where they were.
He was trying to be calm, and to think, but Houston was in his earphones talking about recalibrating mission objectives. He interrupted them.
‘Why did you promise a procedure if there was none?’


‘We never said “procedure”,’ was their fast reply. ‘We said “sequence”.’
Buzz knew there was no purpose – none whatsoever – in arguing the point, but at a time like this there was no purpose, really, in anything. So he pushed back a little. ‘But after that, you said “procedure”.’
‘We don’t think so, Buzz. Regardless, moving forward we’ll be referring to this new phase as “The Protocol”.’
Buzz dutifully wrote ‘The Protocol’ at the top of the contingency card. He’d already written down the five steps of the sequence. Neither he nor Neil had trained for any of them – not in the simulator, not anywhere. There had been no need. They required no realignment of switches, no reprogramming the computer, no adjustment of engine start procedures. Instead, each step was a simple concept, short enough to be written in two words of neat, small letters.
The first was ‘Presidential Comms’.
‘Stand by,’ said Houston.
‘Roger,’ said Neil. From now on, it would be the commander who spoke.
Half a minute later, Buzz heard the voice of the President of the United States.
‘In a little while I will speak via television to the American people and to the world. But before that, I want to say some things to you privately.’ Mr Nixon’s words, after their quarter-million-mile journey from the White House, arrived in Buzz’s head tired and shapeless, with the ponderous intonation of a man reading from a script.
‘A few short months ago, when I became president, I said that each moment in history is a fleeting time, precious and unique, and that in our particular moment America had been summoned to greatness. You might remember me saying those things?’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Neil.
Buzz could not remember, but it didn’t matter. He knew he wouldn’t be called upon to respond. That was always a job for Neil.
‘That’s how I hope the both of you will think of this moment: as a precious time in which you have been summoned to greatness.’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Neil again. ‘Thank you, sir.’
Buzz struggled to give the president’s words any ordinary meaning. The concepts were grand, which he supposed was appropriate, but he found himself looking around his cramped spacecraft for tactile objects to which he might link them. He’d been summoned to greatness, but how should he configure the ‘ac bus a’ and ‘ac bus b’ switches? History was fleeting, but should he take off his spacesuit now or do that later? He wished that the president, every now and then, would go small and real; that he might ask, ‘Are you scared?’ or might say, ‘I’m sorry that this has happened to you.’
‘When I spoke to you on the night before the launch,’ the president continued, ‘you said that you hoped you would do a good job for the American people. I want to assure you both that you have done that. Nothing more could have been asked of any men. You have lifted us beyond ourselves. For that, America thanks you.’
The signal now became attenuated and the president’s voice weakened. The lem might be losing electrical power, or the president losing interest. Either way, the conversation was nearing its end.
‘What you must do in the coming hours, we all must do one day, and all we can hope is that we have the courage to do it with grace and acceptance. I know that you two boys have that courage.’
‘We will do our best,’ said Neil.
‘I’ve taken the liberty of telephoning your wives to tell them how proud we all are of you. They are wonderful ladies. They are being very brave. We will, of course, take good care of them.’


‘Thank you, Mr President.’
‘As I said, you will soon hear me speak to the world. But I now must say goodbye to you both.’
Buzz knew that, like the president’s telephone call during their last meal before take-off, and like his call during their moonwalk, this was not meant to be two-way conversation. The president was speaking more for posterity than for him and Neil. Still, there was a question he felt entitled to ask.
‘Mr President. Will Apollo 12 still fly?’
He heard, amid the static, clicking sounds and distorted voices, and thought that perhaps he was about to be cut off. Eventually the reply came.
‘Yes, Buzz, of course it will.’
The words sounded so distant and flat that Buzz wondered whether the president had brought in someone else to say them. But whoever spoke them, Buzz knew they were a lie. There would be no more flights to the Moon. Tomorrow, the real work of America would begin: the dismantling of Apollo.
 
Now all that was needed to complete step one of The Protocol was for Buzz and Neil to listen while the president gave his address to the world. Buzz expected a lengthy wait, but here were the president’s words, already in his earphones.
‘Fate,’ the president began, ‘has ordained that the men who went to the Moon to explore in peace will stay on the Moon to rest in peace. These brave men know that there is no hope for their recovery. But they also know that there is hope for mankind in their sacrifice. They will be mourned by a Mother Earth that dared to send two of her sons into the unknown.’


There was some obscure talk of ancient times and mankind’s heroes, but then, clear and crisp, came this: ‘In modern times our heroes are epic men of flesh and blood. Others will follow and surely find their way home. Man’s search will not be denied. But these men were the first, and they will remain the foremost in our hearts. For every human being who looks up at the Moon in the nights to come will know that there is some corner of another world that is forever mankind.’
The speech was over. On the checklist card, Buzz used his slide rule to draw a neat line through the first item. Four remained.
‘A fine speech,’ said Neil to Houston. ‘Please convey our thanks to the president.’
But was it, Buzz wondered, a fine speech? There was something missing, and it was an absence that he thought must be deliberate, and which would have been noticed throughout America. There was not one word in the speech about God, whose kingdom he and Neil must soon enter, nor Jesus, whose sacrifice had saved all humanity. Nor had the president invited the American people to pray for their astronauts, or for themselves. Buzz had marched the streets with the protesting crowds after Dr King’s murder, and he’d seen on television the butchery in Vietnam. There was much for which America needed God’s pardon, and might not the president have said that his and Neil’s lives at least went some way towards earning it?
Instead, Buzz heard of fate, of Mother Earth, of men of flesh and blood. He and Neil were sons of Earth, not sons of Adam.
It was, in short, an atheistic speech.
Buzz loved his president, because he loved his country, but he felt betrayed. Why would Mr Nixon speak like this? It must surely be the doing of Madalyn – bitter, misguided Madalyn. She’d bullied NASA and now she’d intimidated the president himself. It was as if she’d broken into the White House and cried, ‘This is federal ground! You will not say one word about God!’
But then, as he slumped once again to the floor of his tiny aluminium cage, and feared what must soon come, he suddenly understood: the president’s speech had nothing whatsoever to do with Madalyn, and everything to do with someone else.
He looked upwards and to his left. The commander was standing near his window, appearing, in the white light, as innocent as an angel or a lamb. But Madalyn had said he was an atheist, and now Buzz knew it to be true: this man next to him, with whom he would shortly stand at the doorway to Heaven, was a denier of Jesus and rejecter of God. And now, as that man shifted a little so that a shaft of moonblaze lit up his golden hair like a crown, Buzz knew for the first time just what he was looking at. Here was Neil, the Boy King Absolute, sovereign ruler of NASA, whom not even the president dared to defy.






CHAPTER 19
THE CLEANSING OF MADALYN
If Aquarius, fired by Life and banished by Joan, had decided to write a book about the Earth instead of the Moon, then ‘The Cleansing of Madalyn’ may have been one of its most important chapters.
He imagined her now, as she heaved and swayed beneath the warm water of his motel-room shower, to be a great mother, a Gaia, a primordial being swelling and contracting. There was pleasure to be found in her aged, generous body; he sensed beneath her supple skin all the lipids and cytoplasms, all the proteins and membranes, all the shreds and jellies, of elemental life. Madalyn was lovely. Even amid the funkiness of the filth he was sponging away, he could smell the sweet fecundity of the Earth.
‘I am, as you can see, quite pendulous,’ she said.
‘And I’m not thin, as you can see.’
‘No, you’re not. But I like a thick man.’
Aquarius descended to her calves and feet.


‘Why,’ he asked, ‘do you think so many Christian people attack you in this way?’
She must have been asked this question many times before, because she readily answered with an advanced theory of the case.
‘I think it’s something we’ve inherited from our primate ancestors. Did you know that monkeys throw their own shit at each other? That’s because they haven’t got any words. It’s the same with my critics. They hate me, but they can’t find the words to articulate why. Well, I know why. Somewhere in their deepest thinking they know I’m right.’
Every now and then Madalyn wiggled her index finger back and forth, as if underlining words that she expected later to be italicised in Aquarius’s manuscript. ‘Words’. ‘Why’. ‘Right’.
Onwards she went.
‘For that man in the bar, shoving shit at me was his very best mode of expression. I don’t really blame him. It’s classic First Amendment freedom of speech. It’s his right to say what he wants against me, and that’s the way he does it. I’m okay with it as long as he doesn’t stab me or shoot me – because if he does that, then I can no longer speak. And hearing me speak is something America most definitely needs.’
Aquarius, now sliding a sponge between her toes, thought she’d finished. She hadn’t.
‘Besides, feces isn’t that bad. It’s something that unites all humans – the astronauts, the president, the queen, me, you – everyone. It’s even more universal than sex, because not everyone has sex.’ Here she smiled sweetly at Aquarius, as if to suggest that perhaps he fell into that category. ‘And more than that, it links us to the animals. Every time I do it, I think: I’m a creature of the Earth. That’s not a bad thing, is it? It stops me getting above myself. As you are forever writing in your novels, Aquarius, to shit is noble.’


‘Noble as it might be,’ he said, standing, turning off the water and stepping out of the shower recess, ‘you are now free of it.’
When she reached for a towel to dry herself, he held out a hand to stop her. ‘Your clothes won’t be ready yet,’ he said. ‘Sit with me awhile in my swimming pool.’
Madalyn seemed delighted with the offer, and, following Aquarius to the pool, eased herself nimbly down the tiled steps. Once submerged she declared that, having now displaced an amount of water equal to her own mass, she was as weightless as an astronaut. ‘It’s Archimedes’ principle,’ she explained. ‘On Earth, only in water can a person ever be free of gravity.’
Aquarius slid his own mass into the water, and parts of their bodies – ankles, kneecaps, toes – came into subtle contact. The silvery water seemed to open Madalyn’s soul. She spoke of her childhood in Pittsburgh, her wartime service in the Women’s Army Corps, her husbands, her boyfriends, her children, her lawsuits, and her recent appearances on television.
‘I did not expect,’ she said, ‘to become so famous.’
‘Famous’ was one word for it, thought Aquarius. ‘Hated’ was another.
She opened a new topic. ‘I’ve read in the newspapers all about you being paid a million dollars to write about the Moon. They must be expecting you to produce gold.’
‘As a matter of fact,’ said Aquarius, ‘they expect me to produce nothing. They’ve just fired me. I must give the money back.’
Madalyn seemed to lose some of her buoyancy. ‘So you won’t be writing about the Moon?’ she asked, and by her tone Aquarius understood her to mean, ‘So you won’t be writing about me?’
‘No,’ he said. ‘I won’t.’
He could see she was unhappy. She sank beneath the water and took her time to rise up again.


‘Why’d they fire you?’
‘It’s complex.’
‘Do you have a contract?’
‘It doesn’t matter. I no longer wish to write it.’
‘Pah!’ she said. ‘Now is not the time to be weak. Ring them back. Tell them you’ve already written half of it – that they’ll have to sue you to get their money back – and that, in the meantime, you’ll be pressing on with your work of genius. This Moon story, you must tell them, is yours!’
‘They say it’s Dodie’s. You know Dodie? She’s their space bureau chief.’
‘I do know Dodie. Where’s her Pulitzer? You give up too easily, Aquarius. You’re not the man you used to be.’
Madalyn, it seemed, had become Lady Macbeth lamenting her husband’s lack of courage to kill the king. She might next have cried out that he was infirm of purpose, and demanded that he screw his courage to the sticking place, had she not been interrupted by the television. Its voices had been droning quietly in the background, but now there was a newsflash: the President of the United States was about to give an address.
The president’s face, when it came, overfilled the screen. The close-up was too close; he appeared brooding and cadaverous. His speaking tone, to Aquarius’s ear, had always had the brittle edge of worry – like a schoolboy trying too hard to make friends in the playground – but tonight his anxiety seemed almost to have hardened into anger. He must fear that voters were going to saddle him with the blame for all of this, and Aquarius could imagine him wanting to tell his television audience: ‘This was Kennedy’s idea, not mine.’ And what humiliation he must feel knowing that this speech was being broadcast live in Moscow. Here was the greatest of all American failures, and it was his voice announcing it.


He swept onwards, and Aquarius felt the full pathos of it. It was a tragedy both small and enormous: small because the astronauts were only two lives at a time when America was losing thirty a day in Vietnam, but grand because those two lives were enough to represent all of humanity.
‘What a fine speech,’ Madalyn said when it was over. ‘Soaring, but not religious. Poetic, but not sentimental. Epic, but not pretentious. I liked its finality too – although it was perhaps a little blunt. It made me feel sorry for the wives. If they didn’t know it already, they know it now: it’s all over for their husbands.’
‘I’ve just spent two days with one of those wives.’
Madalyn looked surprised. ‘Which one?’
‘The second.’
‘At her home?’
‘Yes.’
The glowing water of the swimming pool had already made Aquarius’s skin supple, but now his whole being became diffuse. He told Madalyn all about his time with Joan: how he’d been with her during the landing; how he’d delighted her son with the gift of a snake; how he’d tried to console her while walking beneath the high trees of her backyard.
‘But then I was evicted,’ he said flatly, as if that were the natural end to all his stories.
When Madalyn asked why, he gave an honest answer. He’d begun to find that, when he felt the pebble in his shoe, sometimes frank confession helped. So he described the reverend’s exposure of the obscenities in his novels, and the final, climactic revelation of his crime – his lousy, dirty, cowardly crime.
‘I could defend what I’d written,’ he said, ‘but not what I’d done.’
‘So in her time of most urgent need you left Joan with a priest?’


‘It was Joan who asked me to leave, not the reverend.’
‘Pah! She was a damsel in distress, under the spell of the villain, and you abandoned her.’
‘Joan’s no damsel.’
‘No doubt. But the holy man will make her weak. He’ll console her, he’ll pray, he’ll give her kind advice. But that’s not what she needs. She’s been an astrowife for years. She’s tired of good behaviour and polished surfaces. She needs flaws and fissures – and yours, as the reverend has so dutifully pointed out, are chasms. They will give her comfort.’
Aquarius was not convinced. He remembered the disgust on Joan’s face when she’d asked him to leave. She’d not seemed at all comforted by his flaws and fissures.
‘You must go back,’ Madalyn insisted, ‘and storm the castle. Swim the moat. Batter down the door. Rescue her. Then reclaim your contract.’
‘I’m tired,’ said Aquarius. ‘Can we please speak no more of Joan or contracts?’
‘As you wish,’ Madalyn said. ‘In which case, since it seems my clothes have still not arrived, let’s go to bed.’
 
Madalyn did not find the circular, red-satin bed disorientating. She delighted in it: it was a nipple they could suck, she said, or a strawberry they could eat, or a vagina they could enter, or if that was all too feminine for Aquarius he could think up his own metaphor. A bullseye to be fired at, perhaps, or even the round red flames at the base of the Saturn rocket.
‘Or a great big stop sign?’ he suggested.
‘Oh no, not that. This bed most definitely says “go”.’


Ultimately the image he had, as he sank deep into the satin with Madalyn, was that of being engulfed by a giant red blood cell. He found himself in an erotic, hypnotic place, surrounded by warm endoplasms, mysterious organelles and tight coils of DNA ready to spring free. He thrashed and squirmed, and at the end emerged with the sensation that he’d become fully suffused with oxygen – that a million hemoglobes had released their precious atom all at once, so that his blood glowed bright red and he was ready to live again. He had all the energy he needed to do what Madalyn had said he ought to do: fight for his contract, and fight for Joan.
But then, just as quickly as this new energy came, it faded away. For when he turned to Madalyn lying next to him, he unexpectedly saw in the wide pupils of her eyes a deep and disturbing blackness. It was not the blackness of an evil soul but of an evil future. He had a foreboding presentiment – sudden and intense – that Madalyn was doomed; that she would come to a bad end; that something would happen to her much worse than smeared feces or the strangling of her son’s kitten. Images came to him of her body being torn to pieces, of bloody revenge, of savage madness. Then came a final vision: blowflies swarming upon her in a butcher’s shop.
He sat up.
‘You went briefly to sleep,’ Madalyn said, running her fingers through his thick, curly hair, ‘and had a micro-nightmare. You were saying bizarre things. Calm yourself.’
But the horror of the visions would not leave him. The red satin bed was no longer a single blood cell but a whole sea of blood – Madalyn’s blood.
‘Don’t go to those prayer vigils at the space centre,’ he begged. ‘Those people don’t want you there. Just let them be.’
‘Don’t worry, Aquarius. All will be well.’


But he did worry. His nightmare had unsettled him. He must try to protect her. In this soft bed of blood he made a hard resolution: that he would use whatever power he had – his pen, his Pulitzer, his fame, his talent – to make sure nothing bad ever happened to Madalyn.
He was about to tell her that he would go with her to the space centre when the telephone rang. He thought, at this late hour, that it must be the motel reception calling to say that Madalyn’s clothes were finally ready.
‘I’ll get it,’ Madalyn said, and before he could stop her she was out of the bed and across to the desk, seeming as buoyant in air as she had in water. She lifted the receiver. ‘Aquarius’s rooms,’ she said. She listened, then turned to Aquarius and smiled. ‘Yes, he is. He’s right here. I’ll get him for you.’
Madalyn – naked, holding her hand tightly over the mouthpiece – called to him: ‘It seems you may not need to storm the castle. It’s the damsel. She’s about to lower the drawbridge.’






CHAPTER 20
PROTOCOL COMPLETE
Mike’s voice was as cheery as ever. ‘Well, boys, I’m told that next time I go over the hill I have to light my motor and fly home.’
‘Thanks, Mike,’ said Neil.
‘You know that if I could, I’d bring this baby right down to the ground.’
‘We know it, Mike. We know it.’
There was a pause that Buzz found awkward. He felt sorry for Mike. What else could be said? He and Neil would soon be in Heaven, washed clean of their sins, but Mike must live on. What would be that burden’s weight? Buzz could not decide. Like the value of Neil’s promise, it was a paradoxical entity, being at once zero and infinite. It was pointless for Mike to stay, yet impossible for him to go.
‘I will say goodbye now,’ Buzz heard in his earphones. ‘It’s been a privilege flying with you both. God bless you.’
‘Thank you,’ said Neil. ‘Goodbye, Mike. Good luck for your trip home, and afterwards.’


‘Goodbye, Mike,’ said Buzz, ‘and God bless you too.’
If there had been time, Buzz may have cried, or even begged Mike to stay for one more orbit. Of all the astronauts, he was the one that Buzz loved the most. But Mike’s voice was followed by a flurry of others, and Buzz had the sense that there was new haste – that once The Protocol had begun it must not be delayed. If a diseased limb had to be amputated, he supposed, then best it be done quickly and with a sharp knife.
He now listened to the chief administrator thank him and Neil on behalf of NASA and its contractors, Deke thank them on behalf of all the astronauts, and each of the three flight controllers at Mission Control give a final farewell on behalf of their teams. There was then a sequence of clicking sounds followed by the anonymous, bland tones of CapCom.
‘Tranquility, Houston. There’ll be a short gap now while we set you up for the next step.’
Buzz ruled a line through ‘NASA Comms’ on the checklist and prepared himself for step three, which would be the hardest of all.
 
‘How are you, babe?’
He’d known it was coming, but the voice was in his ear sooner than expected. For this part of the mission, it seemed, he was to be first. Mission Control had explained that this step had its own sub-procedure. He and Neil would each be given five minutes of talking time, after which there would be an automatic cut-off. During those minutes, Mike in the command module and everyone at Mission Control would remove their headphones. The nonspeaking astronaut in the lem would disconnect his comms cable but keep his comms cap tight on his head to block out the voice of the other. These rules, said CapCom, would ensure privacy.
‘I’m okay,’ Buzz said. ‘We’ve just eaten some food, and we’ve had some vodka too.’
‘Vodka?’
‘Neil brought it.’
‘I’m glad you have him there.’ The signal faltered, but Joan’s voice was its own electromagnetic wave, able to perpetuate itself forever through space. ‘You must have a wonderful view.’
Looking through the small triangle of his window, Buzz did his best to see something grand in the rocks and sky, but he couldn’t.
‘It’s just white below and black above, Joanie,’ he said. ‘I can’t even see the stars.’
‘It doesn’t matter. You can see them from here when you get home.’
‘I don’t know if that’s going to happen, Joanie. I think I’ve bought the farm this time. A great big, blazing farm.’
‘Not yet, babe, not yet. Get out your slide rule. Do the math. You know the lem better than anyone. You can find a way out. I know you can.’
Perhaps the vodka was wearing off, or perhaps some slight drop in cabin pressure was robbing him of oxygen, for he now felt an overwhelming, disorienting sadness. He knew what Joan’s friends said about him – that he was a machine, that he was heartbreakingly cold, that he’d loved Popo the monkey more than he’d ever loved Joan – but all of them were wrong. There was no greater force in his life than Joan, no brighter light, and his need to be with her now was as primal as his need to breathe.
‘I love you,’ he said.
‘I know you do.’
‘I’m sorry about all this.’


‘There’s nothing to be sorry for. You’ve given the kids and me so much. You’ve shown us how to live an extraordinary life. We’re so proud of you.’
Joan must say such things, he supposed, but what really had he given her? He thought of his father, who’d also lived an extraordinary life and given his family much – but in the end it had all suffocated his mother. Had he done the same to Joan? Their house in Houston might have towering gables and sweeping lawns, but within hours it would become the home of a NASA widow, and, no matter how cool the shade of its trees, or how lush its green grass, it would become as dry and airless as the Moon.
‘Is Jeannie with you?’ he asked.
‘Yes, Buzz, in the other room. She’s there with Dad and the others. They’re all there.’
‘That’s good. She’ll help you.’
‘The children are coming in now, Buzz. I’m going to put them on to talk to you. Then I’ll speak to you again at the end, because there’s something I need to say.’
‘All right, Joanie.’
Andy, his youngest, was first. The boy’s voice was timid and hesitant, and he became confused by the three-second delay between his own speaking and his father’s reply. The trick was to talk and wait, talk and wait, but he could not quite get the hang of it. For a while he tried to describe the special tour he’d been given of the space centre, but then gave up.
‘I hope,’ said Buzz, ‘that you’re taking good care of your sister and your mother?’
By the silence that followed, Buzz sensed he’d only added to his son’s confusion. Andy had just turned eleven. Why would he be looking after anyone?


In the end, the boy cleared everything away with a simple statement – ‘Come home, Dad’ – and then put his brother on the line.
Buzz’s eldest, Mike, spoke without hesitation. ‘I’ve got a boa constrictor,’ he said. ‘I’ve called him Apollo.’
This was unexpected, but this child had always surprised him.
‘I thought,’ Buzz said, ‘we agreed that you wouldn’t get the snake until I got back home?’
‘But a friend gave it to me, and Mom said I could keep it.’ The boy raced onwards, solving the three-second-delay problem by never stopping. He spoke of the snake’s shape, its colour, its personality, and its vivarium made of glass. ‘You’ll love him when you see him.’
The radio signal was weak, but even so, Buzz could hear the seesawing pitch and timbre of his son’s early teenage voice, sounding sometimes like the crackling of dry twigs, at others like the high, clear tone of a violin. But nowhere in this bombardment of words did Buzz hear one single note to suggest that his son thought he might not return. The boy’s faith was perfect, innocent and pure. Buzz was proud of this mysterious child who’d come six weeks early into the world and who’d spent every day since loving its wonders, especially its living ones.
‘Make sure the snake doesn’t get too hot,’ Buzz said. ‘Give him plenty of air and water.’
‘Yes, Dad.’
‘And now you’d better put your sister on.’
His daughter Jan loved animals too, but not serpents. In her sketchbook she drew horses – galloping Arabians, wild mustangs, spirited thoroughbreds – and she collected toy horses into whose ears she whispered firm commands – cluck-cluck, kiss-kiss, easy! If it was his fate not to see his children’s futures, either from Earth or from Heaven, then hers was the one he would miss most.


‘Hi, Dad,’ Jan said. ‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out.’
Her words cut through; she spoke with a finality not even her mother could muster. He was startled. She was only twelve, but could it be that someone had explained to her – but not to the boys or even to Joan – that the oxidiser was gone and that she would never see him again?
‘Goodbye, Dad,’ she said next. ‘I love you.’
These words were followed by a clicking sound and some choppy static. He’d forgotten to watch the mission clock, and his allotted five minutes had ended. His son’s monologue about Apollo the snake had taken up most of the time, and he’d missed replying to his daughter. Worse, he’d not heard the final thing that his wife had wanted to say.
‘Wait,’ he called into his microphone. ‘Wait.’
But there was no answer. Instead, he heard a voice that sounded as if it came from within the deep circuitry of a computer.
‘Stand by in ten seconds for Janet. On our mark: ten, nine . . .’
He gestured to Neil to put on his comms cap, and he unplugged his own. In due course he would ask Houston to reconnect him to Joan, but first, Neil must say his own farewells.
Buzz turned away, closed his eyes and began to count his prime numbers. He’d just said goodbye to his children forever. What else could he do? He knew the low numbers by rote, so he began with those above two hundred. Why did he find them so comforting? Perhaps it was because a prime number has no factors – no integers divide into it other than itself and one – and this was, for him, the perfect symbol of the relationship between a person and God. God is the One, indivisible and present in all, and the person is the Prime, solitary and unique.
‘Two hundred and fifty-one,’ he whispered. ‘Two hundred and fifty-seven.’


A minute passed, and then another, and ever upwards he counted.
When someone lifted his cap and said in his ear, ‘five hundred and three,’ it took Buzz a little while to realise that it was Neil.
‘May I join you?’
Neil had been crying, and his eyes, washed clean by tears, were blue as the Earth.
‘Of course,’ Buzz said, slipping his cap from his head. ‘We’ll count together.’
‘Don’t worry about me,’ Neil said, unplugging and removing his own cap so that, for the time being at least, they would not be disturbed. ‘I’ll soon be copacetic again. It’s sad to say goodbye to children, but I’ve done it before.’
They took turns naming the primes, one by one, until they neared a thousand. Then they sat quietly and Buzz remembered the vision he’d had of his friend just after they’d landed. He’d thought then that Neil was a god. But does a god cry while saying goodbye to his family? Did God cry when his son was slain?
‘Right,’ said Neil, reconnecting the comms cables. ‘Let’s get on with it. We’ve got work to do.’
 
Buzz pressed his microphone switch. ‘CapCom, this is Buzz. I was cut off before I’d finished speaking with my wife. She had something more she wanted to say. Please reconnect me.’
There was a long silence.
‘Houston?’
‘That won’t be possible,’ came the reply at last. ‘I’m afraid the communications phase is over.’
‘I ask you to reactivate that phase.’
‘I’m sorry, Buzz. We can’t.’


Something in the constricted bandwidth of the voice signal and the machinery of its tone made Buzz realise it would be futile to ask again.
‘There’s no point,’ Neil said.
‘None at all,’ Buzz agreed, slowly drawing a line through ‘Family Comms’ on the checklist.
Now only two steps remained, and neither required any input from him or Neil. Everything would be done by Mission Control.
‘Tranquility, this is Houston. We’ve told Mike to go ahead with his trans-Earth injection burn. When he comes back up over the hill, he’ll be on his way home.’
‘Houston, Roger,’ said Neil. ‘Yes, he told us. We wish him a safe journey.’
Buzz crossed out step four: ‘CM Departure’.
‘Tranquility, we’ve also had a verification signal down here that our data upload to the primary guidance computer is complete, so you should now be seeing full eights flashing in the program-number display. Can you see that?’
‘Yes, we can.’
‘We don’t need you to press “proceed” this time, Neil. We’ll do it all from here through the data uplink. Soon you will see all three registers flashing eights. That will tell you that the program is executing.’
‘Roger, Houston.’
‘After that, we’ll leave it to you for mission completion.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Astronauts, are you ready?’
Neil turned to Buzz. Was he ready? Buzz nodded.
Now Neil did something odd. With his right hand he took hold of Buzz’s left, and they quietly stood together, facing forward. Neil lowered his head, and as Buzz lowered his own the idea came to him that they were soldiers in the trenches, summoning the strength to go over the top.
‘Houston,’ said Neil, looking up and letting go of Buzz’s hand. ‘We’re ready. Let’s do it.’
‘Tranquility, this is Houston signing off. Good luck.’
A moment later, every luminescent segment of the numbers on the computer’s display began to flash, like some violent, final fever before death.
‘Eights in all registers,’ announced Buzz.
He heard the grinding, whirring sound of the servo motor above their heads driving the steerable antenna. The whirring ended with a loud clunk.
‘Main antenna disabled,’ said Neil.
Buzz could not see the antenna, mounted behind and to the right of his window, but he could easily imagine its parabolic dish now rotated fully downwards, facing the ground like a person’s head hung in defeat, or shame.
Four small, pyrotechnic detonations followed. ‘Fore and aft VHF antennas, disabled,’ announced Neil. ‘Forward S-band omnidirectional antenna, disabled. EVA VHF antenna, disabled.’
The computer display went blank.
‘And that’s that,’ said Buzz.
The lem could no longer transmit radio signals to Earth, or receive them. One antenna did remain – the aft omnidirectional – but it did not carry voice. It provided only a data link for telemetry, including the transmission of physiological information from the sensors of their biomedical belts.
‘They don’t want to hear us scream,’ said Buzz, ‘but they do want to know when we’re dead.’


There was one mercy in this final step of The Protocol, for which Buzz was grateful. He would always be able to talk to Neil, and Neil to him. If the cabin was depressurised for some reason, they could speak between their suits via the lem’s internal communications system, and even if they went outside their backpack radios would provide a voice link. The only limitation was that there was no link from outside the lem to inside: to talk, they had to be both in or both out.
Buzz ruled a final line to cross out ‘Comms Shutdown’ on the checklist card. Underneath he wrote, in his very neatest letters, ‘Protocol Complete.’
‘Now it’s just the two of us,’ said Neil.
Not quite, thought Buzz, standing at his window. There was a third: Lady Moon, outside, waiting patiently to make madmen of them both.






CHAPTER 21
MOON JELLIES
‘Thank you for coming so quickly,’ said Joan. ‘Let’s walk a little. The ground is soft here. You might want to take off your shoes.’
It was after eleven o’clock, but the evening remained balmy. The earlier rain had cleared to reveal bright stars and, low in the west, a shining Moon. A few yards away were the shallow waters of Clear Lake, whose temperature in July, Aquarius had been told, never fell below eighty degrees. The mud beneath his bare feet was oily and warm. No wonder this was a place of hurricanes. The energy here was excessive; he had the sense that even a tiny disturbance in the air could quickly become large and unstable. But such energy also spawned life in abundance, and Aquarius had learned from Joan’s son that these wetlands were filled with crabs, starfish, shrimp, oysters, turtles, ducks, pelicans, egrets, herons, bottlenose dolphins and more. He could hear, on this calm night, the whisper of nature all around.
‘How did you get here?’ he asked.


‘By foot,’ said Joan. ‘It’s only ten minutes.’
‘I mean: how did you escape the others? Does the reverend know you’re here? With me?’
Aquarius did not want to upset the tranquil air, but he did feel the need to mark, at least a little, his resentment of the man who’d worked so hard against him.
‘The reverend has gone to his church. His people are gathering there. As for the others, they think I’m resting in my room. The problem is, they all try to comfort me, and that’s not what I need.’
‘What do you need?’
‘This,’ she said, gesturing outwards to the lake and sky. ‘And you,’ she added, giving him a smile.
Joan’s husband was trapped in a metal capsule in a dead, dry land, so it made sense that she should seek out wet, airy spaces that teemed with life. But why seek out Aquarius, whom only hours earlier she’d banished forever?
‘After you left,’ Joan said, ‘Rusty came. He told me that the lunar module cannot take off. He said it has no oxidiser, and without oxidiser its fuel is useless. Perhaps you already know this?’
‘I do.’
‘From your man at Grumman?’
‘Yes, from him.’
‘You’ve been inside the space centre?’
‘No. My man came out. I collected him in my car and we found a place to sit and talk.’
‘But he could have taken you inside, if you had wanted?’
‘I guess so. He has before.’
She’d been strolling slowly along, but now she stood still and looked out across the water. He could see she was thinking carefully.
‘Rusty told me there was utterly, absolutely no hope of my husband returning. Those were his words: “utterly”, “absolutely”. Was your man just as certain?’
‘He was.’
‘Rusty said that carbon dioxide levels would rise and the cabin would heat up. Is that what your man told you?’
Aquarius remembered Mogie’s exact words: ‘They’ll overheat. They’ll gasp for air.’
‘He didn’t give me specifics,’ he said.
‘I don’t believe you. But it doesn’t matter. Rusty gave me specifics. I understand what’s coming.’
Aquarius already knew there was something wonderfully hard about Joan – her muscles, her teeth, the polish of her skin – but now he marvelled anew at her strength. On this night her external colours were soft pastels – a light pink jacket, pale yellow sailor pants – but underneath she was all white marble.
‘I’ve just spoken to him, you know,’ she said as they began to walk again. ‘My husband, that is. They put me through to him on the Moon. We had five minutes, the children and I, timed by a computer.’
Five minutes! Aquarius at first thought it a very short time, but then he thought it very long. How strained would be a conversation in which each word must be so carefully chosen, and in which anything unsaid must remain unsaid forever. What pressure to place on syllables and silences! What, he wondered, in such circumstances, had they said to each other? He could not ask. The rule of this exchange with Joan was unstated but clear: he was free to take whatever she gave, but he must not request more.
‘He told me what he saw up there,’ she went on. ‘He said it was just white and black, and he couldn’t even see the stars.’
She looked upwards and Aquarius’s gaze instinctively followed. In this sky, a short walk from the astronaut’s house, a thousand stars blazed. Was it the great failure of Apollo to spend twenty-five billion dollars to blot them out, or its great genius?
‘And he said he loved me,’ Joan added, as if it were nothing. ‘But the funny thing is – and it is funny, I think – that my son spoke for so long about his new pet – the snake you gave him – that by the time I took back the telephone our time was up. We’d been cut off.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘Don’t be. My son loves that snake. I’m glad he has it.’
‘I meant I’m sorry in general.’
‘Don’t be that, either.’
‘They didn’t reconnect you?’
‘No.’
Now Aquarius broke the rule. He asked for more. ‘What would you have said to your husband if they had?’
When Joan replied, ‘Oh, nothing much,’ he did not believe her. She was an actress who knew the importance of final scenes and final words, and her farewell to her husband was a grand moment on a cosmic stage. She would have said something magnificent.
Buzz was the astronaut and Joan was the actress, but he, Aquarius, was the writer. He was chronicler of a nation, holder of a Pulitzer, heir to Hemingway. So the question for him was, what final words would he have given her, had he been writing the script?
 
Aquarius and Joan now came to a small beach enclosed by low jungle, where Aquarius was surprised to see a canoe nestled in a patch of sand. It had been dragged up from the water and carefully placed there, and even in the darkness he could see that it was bright red.
Such an object could belong to only one person. This was Dodie’s boat, in which, during her past year or so as Life’s space correspondent, she’d floated happily between the astrowives of Nassau Bay, Timber Cove and El Lago. She was a powerful paddler, but people had also seen her drifting mid-lake with her paddle stowed, drinking, smoking and scribbling in her notebook. In the health clubs, hair salons and restaurants of the spaceburbs she gathered her gossip, and in her canoe on the lake she wrote it all down. It was peaceful out there, she’d told the wives, a perfect place to think.
‘Where is Dodie?’ Aquarius asked.
‘Asleep on my couch.’
‘Too many martinis?’
‘Too few. It’s the martinis that keep her going.’ Joan lifted one side of the canoe to tip out the rainwater. ‘Shall we give it a try?’
Aquarius was worried about the effect of his weight on the boat’s freeboard, but once they’d walked it into the shallow water, stepped in and pushed off, it proved to be buoyant enough. They each paddled, Joan in the forward seat and Aquarius aft, and the craft slipped swiftly along.
The further out they went, the more transparent became the water and this, of course, was why the place was named Clear Lake. Away from the mud and silt of the shore, the water became almost invisible, sliding by the hull in a streamlined, laminar flow. Beneath the surface he saw silvery fish darting in schools, clusters of shrimp, and a sandy bottom of radiant corals and starfish.
He and Joan worked well together. If he pushed his paddle in too far, she countered with her own deep stroke; if his blade skipped along the surface and lost traction, she’d lift hers free too. In this way, they kept their balance and their course.
Aquarius admired the lovely fluidity of her movement, the uprightness of her back, the straightness of her paddle. Her skill made him wonder whether it was an accident that they’d stumbled upon this boat. He began to think that it had been Joan’s purpose all along to bring him out onto this lake.
‘How’s your work progressing?’ she asked after a period of quiet paddling.
Her back was to him, but he could hear her easily enough. The question surprised him.
‘It isn’t,’ he said. ‘I’ve been fired. I’m going home tomorrow. I’ll be near Chappaquiddick, so I might do as you say and write about Mary Jo.’
‘So no more Moon?’
‘No more Moon.’
‘That’s a shame.’
He was surprised again. What did she want from him?
‘I’ve been thinking about things,’ she went on, ‘and I’ve decided I would like you to tell my husband’s story after all. He deserves someone of your talent.’
‘Thank you for the compliment,’ said Aquarius, ‘but I no longer have a contract.’
‘Surely Life would have you back?’
‘They would only have me,’ he said, with careful emphasis, ‘if I can tell them I have you.’
‘Wouldn’t you call this –’ and here she laid down her paddle and tapped the sides of the canoe – ‘“having me”?’
She lifted both hands upwards to the heavens, as if to say: beneath this vast universe, in this small boat, how could two people be closer?
But did he have her, really? He did not know. What he did know was that Madalyn in his motel room had been right. In this desperate moment, Joan had sought out the company of the depraved, not the wholesome. The reverend might glow with God, but the reverend was in his church. It was Aquarius, writer of obscene novels, who was in the boat with Joan, far from shore.
In a night of riddles, some clear answers were coming to him. Had Joan brought him here to ask him to write her husband’s story? Of course she had. Must he say yes? Of course he must. But would his words be more about the wife than the astronaut? Of course they would.
 
‘Here we are again,’ said Joan, ‘alone beneath the Moon.’
Aquarius had thought they would head back, but Joan had pushed further outwards, and by the time they laid aside their paddles the lights of shore had receded into the far distance.
The Moon lingered low in the western sky, above the glow of the space centre lights, and, just as she had the night before, she flared and pulsed with ominous power. ‘She doesn’t want them, you know,’ Dodie had said to him at the launch in Florida, but the earthmen had come anyway, and by the time she rose again tomorrow her revenge would be complete. Her trespassers would be dead.
‘Do you hate her?’ he asked Joan as she gazed westwards.
‘No,’ she answered quickly. ‘I feel sorry for her, stuck forever in orbit with nothing to look at but Earth and all her pretty oceans.’
‘Do you see in her, perhaps, something of your own situation?’
She now swivelled around on her thwart – carefully, so as not to unbalance the boat. She faced him, and he could tell he’d annoyed her.
‘I’ve always considered it odd,’ she said, ‘that people think simply because I’m married to an astronaut I’m somehow trapped. They think that every day I ask myself Ms Friedan’s question, “Is this all?” Well, I don’t. I’ve never allowed myself to ask it. One must adapt, Mr Aquarius, to wherever one finds oneself. That’s the key. One must learn to breathe, no matter where one is.’
As she spoke, she reached over the low edge of the canoe and dipped her hand in the lake, moving it in sinuous oscillations like the fin of a powerful fish.
‘Even if you’re under water?’ he asked.
‘Especially then. If you breathe deeply enough, you will always find your freedom.’
Aquarius slipped his own hand beneath the surface and thought that even he might be able to breathe in this water. It felt as light as air. As he scooped it up, it slipped through his fingers as if it had no viscosity at all, glistening with dissolved oxygen. Such fresh and delicious water, flowing through the fine, pink mesh of his lungs, might keep him alive forever.
‘But no one,’ he said, glancing up at the waterless Moon, ‘can breathe in a vacuum.’
‘My husband will find a way.’
He suspected she was reaching for a specific point – the hard nub of the matter, the true reason why they were out here on the lake – but didn’t quite know how to get there.
‘People have never understood him. They think his whole career has been about trying to please his father, about trying to live up to his expectations. His father was a very successful man, you know – aviator, engineer, oil executive, and other things. They think that’s why Buzz went to the Moon.’
Who were ‘they’, Aquarius wondered? Journalists? The other astrowives? Joan’s therapist? Then it occurred to him: ‘they’ was probably a very specific, martini-drinking person.
‘But you don’t think that?’
‘No, I don’t.’


Aquarius waited. He knew she didn’t need prompting.
‘I think my husband is on the Moon not because of his father, but because of his mother.’
This was unexpected. Only hours earlier she’d said of her mother-in-law, ‘You mustn’t try to put her into your shimmering box. That I can’t allow.’ And yet, here she was, offering her up.
‘I forget,’ Joan went on, ‘what I told you about her.’
Aquarius remembered. He’d taken notes. She’d said that her mother-in-law was extraordinary, that she was the bravest woman she’d ever known, and that her heart had stopped.
‘You told me that she had recently died.’
‘Oh yes, that.’
Aquarius couldn’t tell whether she considered this the most important thing, or the least.
‘When I first met her,’ Joan went on, ‘she was so very polite to me – always smiling, always gracious. She reminded me of actors I’ve sometimes had to direct – usually young ones – who say their words from a memorised script, without thinking about what they mean. Buzz’s mother always said what she needed to say, but you felt like you were only ever getting one per cent of her. The rest was somewhere else.’
Joan had stopped the oscillating motion of her hand and now let it hang limp in the water, as if it were a vane trying to detect subtle currents.
‘Her surface was so still – like this lake, except not so clear and not so warm. It was more like the surface of a river that freezes in winter. You can’t quite see what’s underneath, but you know there’s water under there, and sometimes you can even see the blurred shapes of bright, golden fish. Underneath, there’s life. But then, over time, her stillness sank deeper and deeper, until eventually it reached all the way down. The river froze solid. And I think that’s what has driven my husband all his life – fear of his mother’s stillness. His whole career has been action and movement: West Point, the Air Force, his doctorate, NASA, the Moon, all of it.’
Aquarius had an urge to take his notebook from his pocket and write down all she was saying, but he remained still.
‘And that is why, Mr Aquarius, my husband will never give up. He won’t sit still up there. He’ll keep doing until he can do no more. He’ll read the manuals, he’ll do the math, he’ll do the engineering, and he’ll do whatever’s needed to fix that spaceship.’ She gathered up some final strength. ‘The one thing he will never do is the thing his mother did.’
She sounded triumphant, as if she’d divided one by zero and found that all of mathematics was wrong and there was, in fact, an answer.
‘And you think he will succeed?’ Aquarius asked.
‘Of course I do. My husband will fly again. I know it. Utterly. Absolutely.’
 
The mud on Aquarius’s feet had dried and become uncomfortable, so Joan suggested he soak them in the lake. His movement in the canoe was awkward, and it took some struggle, but once his feet were over the side he was pleased he’d made the effort. The water was warm and lovely.
When he looked down, he saw that their canoe had drifted into a mass of moon jellies, whose round, globular bodies were passing lightly against the soles of his feet. These bodies – the size of dinner plates – were transparent, and inside he could see their stomachs edged with turquoise and flecked with silver plankton.
‘Now that you’re relaxed,’ Joan said, ‘I have something to ask you.’


Aquarius, his reverie interrupted, looked up. With the Moon behind, Joan’s face was in shadow, so he could not quite make out her expression. But he knew that something had changed.
‘You said to me – a few hours ago – that I could direct you whenever I wanted. I was to give you your cue, you said, and you would enter stage left. Do you remember?’
‘I do.’
‘Well, I’m giving you your cue. I want you to reconnect me with the lunar module. I want the radio link restored.’
Aquarius was not sure he understood. How could he, from this little boat, connect her to a spaceship on the Moon?
‘They cut me off. It was rude. I want to be reconnected. Simple as that.’
Now it made sense. Mission Control had lowered the curtain before she’d finished her scene. She wanted it raised again. She wanted to say her final words.
‘I don’t know how I could do that,’ he said. He was no communications technician. ‘Have you asked Rusty?’
‘Rusty can’t help me. He’s a NASA man, and I am precisely the person NASA must keep away. I am, you understand, the hysterical wife. Even if Rusty asks, they will say no. And he won’t ask.’
‘But if he can’t help you, how can I?’
‘You have your man at Grumman. “He knows all the lem’s systems – every single one.” That’s what you said. And he lets you into the space centre. If he can let you in, he can let me in too.’
‘I don’t think he’ll do it.’
‘He will do it. You told me he’s heartbroken. My husband’s up there in his machine. He will do it if you tell him it’s me who’s asking.’
Aquarius closed his eyes to think. His feet were still in the water, and after a while he began to sense ever more moon jellies sliding along his skin. He worried that they might sting, but they instead secreted a mucus as rich and pleasant as the gel from an aloe plant. As the creatures caressed his feet, he found their palpitations complex and confusing. It was a puzzling, unfamiliar feeling; he could come up with no word to describe it.
‘So,’ said Joan, bringing him back to himself, ‘will you do this for me? Will you get me into the space centre?’
‘Yes.’
‘Thank you,’ she said, turning in her seat to face forward again.
As he lifted his feet inboard, and they began to paddle back to the shore, he understood what she’d done. All of it had been deliberate, all of it planned – the soothing mud, the clear water, these healing jellies.
Aquarius had once done a lousy, dirty, cowardly thing, and Joan had banished him for it. But now she’d brought him here, and he realised that he did, after all, have a word to describe the sensation of the moon jellies against his feet. That word was: forgiveness. If he did this thing for Joan, then she would forgive him. That was the bargain.
And here was the greater glory: if her husband on the Moon could speak for all mankind, then Joan on the Earth could speak for all women. When she forgave him, Aquarius the wife-knifer would disappear, and in his place would arise something new, vital and free.






CHAPTER 22
NEIL’S DREAM
Mike was ready. He’d loaded Program 47 into the Columbia’s computer and entered the data it needed to carry out the Trans-Earth Injection burn. Orbital dynamics required engine ignition to take place on the far side of the Moon, with no help from Houston, but it was a simple procedure. At exactly 12.10 am, the computer would flash ‘99’ in its primary register for five seconds, and Mike would press the ‘proceed’ button. The engine would then fire for precisely two minutes and twenty-six seconds, burning ten thousand pounds of propellant and adding two thousand miles per hour to the spacecraft’s velocity. That would be enough to escape the Moon’s gravity and begin the three-day freefall to Earth.
‘Freefall?’
This word, used during a pre-mission press conference, had caught the particular attention of a reporter. Mike remembered him as a little guy in a neat suit who’d held up his hand as if he were in class.
‘Yes,’ Mike had confirmed. ‘Freefall.’


He was correcting a misunderstanding that many people had about Apollo’s return journey: that the command module would fly back to Earth with rockets roaring all the way, like a jet plane crossing the Atlantic.
‘The rocket will fire only for a couple of minutes,’ he’d explained, ‘to push the spacecraft out of lunar orbit. After that, it’ll just fall back to Earth by gravity alone. By the time it arrives three days later it’ll be travelling at twenty-five thousand miles an hour. The only way it can slow down again is by using its ablative heat shield, which burns away during re-entry and converts all that kinetic energy into fire and flames.’
The reporter, who’d been listening carefully, had then said an odd thing. ‘It sounds to me just like Satan falling from Heaven into the fires of Hell.’
The man meant no harm, but the comment had upset Mike. Earlier, journalists had been quizzing him about whether he’d be prepared to leave Neil and Buzz behind, like Judas betraying Christ, and now he was being compared to Satan.
Afterwards, the reporter’s words had played on his mind enough for him to look up the full story of Satan’s fall. He’d learned that Satan, living in Heaven, had become proud and defied God, and so God had thrown him out. ‘For nine days he fell,’ Mike had read, ‘and confounded Chaos roared.’
And now, as he orbited the Moon and prepared to abandon his friends, he found himself thinking again of Satan. Had he and Neil and Buzz, in their pride, defied God? Must they now pay for trespassing in Heaven – his two friends with their lives, and himself by being cast into Hell?
For Earth would be Hell, he knew, when he returned. He was not yet on the far side, so when he looked out of his window he could still see her beautiful blue orb floating high in the starry sky. It looked, for now, like Eden. But as he flew onwards, and the planet sank beneath the horizon behind him, he began to imagine the inferno he’d see outside his window on re-entry – the burning shreds of ablative material beating against the glass, blazing red and searing orange. Hellish Earth would receive him whole, and he’d he spend the rest of his days in fire unquenchable.
When the Columbia swung around to the far side, and midnight came, he thought how appropriate it was that he would carry out his shameful deed on this hidden, disfigured side of the Moon where no one could see him. It was dishonourable, but he was resolved: he would press the button. He must. He’d been ordered to do it. The Protocol demanded it.
‘Sometimes the best beauty lies in brutal things,’ his mother had once said.
And now the computer display began to flash its insistent 99s. It was time to light the motor. All he need do was reach forward and press the button and his long fall would begin.
 
The chatter of Mission Control had been in Buzz’s head for six days, so when he took off his comms cap and placed it on the engine cover, he found the resulting quiet unsettling. But then, as he stood and listened, he registered something even more disturbing – a deeper silence, more subtle and ominous.
‘The glycol pump has stopped,’ he announced.
The pump’s reassuring rhythm was gone. The cooling circuit must have run out of water, which meant the sublimator was no longer able to eject heat into space.
Neil, standing at his station, tilted his head left and right.


‘So it has,’ he said. ‘I thought we had a couple more hours.’
Buzz glanced at the mission clock. It was just after midnight in Houston. They’d expected the water to last until 2 am.
‘It’s the missing insulation panel. The tank’s absorbing full sun, so the ECS has been working harder than usual. It’s used up all the water.’
‘Yes,’ said Neil. ‘I think you’re right.’
There was now nothing to stop the Eagle’s slow drift towards thermal equilibrium with the outside world. The cabin gauge showed seventy-six degrees. By one o’clock it would be at eighty, with no breeze or shade to cool them, only the blazing sun climbing ever higher. The temperature would rise relentlessly – to ninety, then a hundred, then two hundred.
‘We can’t just sit here like lobsters in a pot,’ said Buzz. ‘We need to do something. Anything.’
But what could they do?
Neil didn’t look at him or reply. Instead, he turned to the instrument panels on his left and began studying the circuit-breaker positions. His fingers wandered over switches for flight display, stability and control, environmental control, communications, explosive devices and audio. From time to time he’d close his eyes.
Months earlier, a journalist had procured Neil’s high-school yearbook, and the entry for Neil – written by his classmates – had read, ‘He thinks, he acts, ’tis done.’ The question for everyone was, of course, what does Neil think? At press conferences, Buzz had watched journalists struggle in vain to find out. He’d seen them puzzle over the Apollo commander’s odd, halting language, and heard them wonder what dimensions of meaning might exist in the large gaps between his words. In the end, the journalists had been able to write only what Buzz already knew: that there was something very special in those gaps, something as mysterious and ineffable as those irrational numbers that lurk between the fractions and cannot be expressed even with an infinity of digits.
Was it in those spaces that Neil was now searching for an answer? Might he yet find a way out? Only hours earlier they’d agreed that, without oxidiser, nothing could be done. The math was the math; two plus two must always equal four. But now the expression on Neil’s face made Buzz think that things might not be so immutable. After all, two plus two doesn’t always equal four. In base-three math, two and two add up to eleven. Nor do the interior angles of a triangle always sum to one-eighty degrees. In triangles laid out on spheres – such as the Earth or Moon – they add up to more. The math is the math, but if you push your thinking hard enough, sometimes new answers come.
Neil had cheated death many times. Might he do so once again? When his Panther jet lost six feet of its wing over enemy territory, by some miracle he’d flown back to safety. When his B-29 lost an engine and aileron control, he’d still put the plane down softly on the runway. When his Gemini 8 spacecraft began to tumble violently and develop enormous g-forces, he’d remained calm and flicked all the right switches. And when the jet-powered lunar module simulator had tried its best to spear him into the dirt, he’d ejected with two-fifths of a second to spare.
Only once had Neil ever hit the ground. The whole world knew the story: as a little boy he’d fallen fifteen feet from a tree and nearly died. It had been traumatic, but Neil’s subconscious had compensated him with a special gift: a recurring dream in which he could hover in the air merely by holding his breath. What a beautiful dream it was, the newspapers and magazines had written, for a little boy to have – a boy who would one day fly to the Moon.


Now was the moment, Buzz thought, for Neil to dream his dream again, and this time Buzz would join him. Together, they’d have the power to make the dream real, and if they held their breath long enough, they’d be able not only to hover but to ascend, wheeling and flying in space, soaring ever higher, free at last.






CHAPTER 23
MEET MR GRUMMAN
‘When the men are dying, the wives must stay away.’
Was that what Mogie was thinking when, at half past midnight, he opened the rear door of Building 45 and saw Joan standing in the darkness outside? Aquarius had not mentioned Joan over the telephone; he was afraid that, from a distance, Mogie might have found the courage to say that he wouldn’t let her in. There were security guards all around, and Mogie would certainly be fired if he were discovered granting unauthorised entry to astrowives. But what was the boy to do now, with one of them standing only a yard away?
‘Thank you for agreeing to help me,’ Joan said, perhaps by way of trying to help him.
Mogie seemed puzzled. Could it be that, seeing clearly that Joan was not proud, thrilled and happy, he did not know what else she could be? Had she come, for instance, to accuse him?
He turned to Aquarius, who said simply, ‘Let us in.’
Mogie led them to an internal fire escape, explaining that they must take the stairs because there were guards at the elevators. Upwards they went, and Aquarius, feeling the weight of his belly and pain in his knees, found himself hoping that NASA would keep its promise of building hospices for the elderly on the Moon. Only with age had he begun fully to understand the true savagery of Earth’s gravity. How relentlessly it pulled at every ounce of fat and bone! By the time they reached the fourth-floor landing, and exited into a long, white corridor, he was gasping.
‘The canoe and now the stairs,’ said Joan. ‘We’ll make a healthy man of you yet, Mr Aquarius.’
When they arrived at the small, windowless room in which Aquarius and Mogie had had their earlier meetings, Joan walked around the perimeter, lifting the telephone receiver, opening a filing cabinet, and running her finger across the top of the silent squawk box. When she picked up Mogie’s plastic replica of the lunar module from its shelf, he let out a little cry as if he thought she might crush it.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s just that it’s a bit fragile.’ Perhaps he felt foolish, because he quickly added, ‘But of course you can hold it.’
‘That’s all right,’ said Joan, replacing it. ‘I can see how special it is.’
She sat at the table, rested her head on the tips of her fingers and closed her eyes. This stillness seemed to panic Mogie, and he burst forth with a torrent of information about the work that had taken place that afternoon here at the space centre – in the Mission Control Room, the Spacecraft Analysis Room and the Mission Evaluation Room – and all around America, too, at all the subcontractors.
‘We’ve done everything we can,’ he said.
Joan’s response was fast. ‘“Done”?’ She opened her eyes to look at him. ‘Past tense?’
‘There’s no oxidiser.’
‘So nothing at all has been proposed?’


‘The closest we came was trying to use the reaction control system, which has its own fuel and oxidiser supply, but we couldn’t make it work.’
He took the model from the shelf and placed it on the table in front of her.
‘The RCS is these little rockets here.’ He pointed out four clusters of tiny jets. ‘They’re used for manoeuvring in space. You can see that one rocket in each cluster points downwards. But they don’t have enough thrust for take-off.’
‘This idea – the RCS idea – was not radioed up to them?’
‘No. There was no point. All it would do is give them false hope.’
‘But hope, all the same?’
‘False hope.’
Aquarius heard a note of impatience. Perhaps the boy was thinking, ‘This is why the wives should stay away.’
Joan went on. ‘How long do they have?’
‘It’s hard to tell. Eight hours. Not much more.’
‘And I’m told that, during these hours, the heat and carbon dioxide will increase?’
‘Yes.’
‘And that this will be unpleasant?’
‘Yes.’
Joan suddenly seemed very tired. It was time, Aquarius decided, to bring the meeting to its point.
‘We are here,’ he said, ‘because Joan wants you to restore radio contact with the spacecraft.’
‘That can’t be done,’ said Mogie. ‘We have to follow The Protocol.’
‘But, putting aside The Protocol, is it technically possible?’
‘The lem’s aerials and transmitters have all been disabled.’
That, Aquarius noticed, was not quite an answer to his question.


‘I ask again, is it technically possible?’
‘I can’t override The Protocol.’
There was enough emphasis on the word ‘I’ to make Aquarius ask, ‘Can someone else?’
Mogie looked for a while at his feet, but then lifted his eyes to meet Joan’s.
‘Will you wait here?’
‘For as long as it takes.’
Mogie left the room and Joan sat quietly for a while. She then moved to the filing cabinets and began leafing through documents, perhaps imagining that she might find a solution in those technical pages that others had missed. The way she stood – in profile, close, looking up – reminded Aquarius of how he’d seen her an hour ago on the shores of Clear Lake. There, beneath God’s soft starlight, he’d thought her to be as tough as marble. But the fluorescent light of this airless room seemed especially corrosive, and, like acid thrown at a limestone statue, he thought it might make even Joan crumble. He felt an urge to take her away from this horrible place, where men did math and electricity hummed. His car was parked outside. They could leave now and drive north, endlessly north, until they found a place of high latitude where the air was pure and the light gentle.
But, of course, they must stay. On Clear Lake, with God’s stars as witness, he’d given his promise to reconnect her with the lunar module. He would use his full power, and they would not leave until Joan had told her husband one last time how much she loved him. That would be the gift of Aquarius.
 
It was almost one o’clock when Aquarius heard a tentative knocking, and he was surprised to see, when he opened the door, Mogie holding the arm of an immaculately dressed, stoop-shouldered old man who wore a white chrysanthemum in the buttonhole of his lapel. He was perhaps in his mid-seventies. Aquarius quickly recognised him as Leroy Grumman, founder and director of Grumman Aerospace Corporation, builders of the lunar module.
Joan, standing behind Aquarius, must have recognised him too, for she stepped forward to take his hand.
‘Thank you for coming,’ she said, lifting the old man’s palm to her cheek and holding it there for several seconds.
Her odd gesture reminded Aquarius of a fact he’d forgotten: Mr Grumman was blind.
‘Let me take you to my office,’ Mr Grumman said, with the hesitant voice of someone who did not much enjoy talking. ‘It’s larger and more comfortable.’
With his arm always in Mogie’s, he led them – via the public elevator this time – to a large room on the top floor of the building. There were high windows, an impressive desk, and a sitting area with chairs around a coffee table.
Mr Grumman explained that this was only a temporary space – his permanent office was at the company’s main headquarters on Long Island – but he nonetheless had some of his own things here. He gestured vaguely to photographs of airplanes on the walls and a row of aircraft models on the table. Aquarius recognised many of them – the Wildcat, the Hellcat, the Tigercat, the Bearcat, the Avenger – and thought it only right that this man of aviation should be, at this time of crisis, surrounded by his planes. They had destroyed almost two thirds of all enemy aircraft in the Pacific during the war. Mr Grumman was perhaps saying to Joan, ‘My company may have made a tomb for your husband, but it also made these, and these saved America.’


As Mogie guided them to their seats, Aquarius thought: all around is the glory of math. In this room answers were right or they were wrong, and in this room Mr Grumman would say yes or he would say no.
‘I am sorry,’ the old man began, his eyes wandering left and right, ‘about what has happened.’
‘Thank you,’ said Joan.
For a while no one spoke, and Aquarius studied Mr Grumman’s face for clues to his thoughts. The flesh was pink and pleasant, but its perimeter was so perfectly rectangular that Aquarius found himself thinking of diagonal bisectors and Pythagoras’s theorem. In this man’s head was a relentless engine of calculation, so Joan had better prepare herself.
‘We should have taken more care with the tanks,’ Mr Grumman continued. ‘Titanium is a treacherous metal. There were leaks and ruptures during development. We changed suppliers and we inspected, tested and retested.’
His words came in separate, tight clusters, as if he were taking the time carefully to assemble each sentence before saying it. Like all good aircraft designers, Aquarius supposed, he had to be certain his creations would fly before sending them out.
‘We thought we’d solved the problem.’
Joan’s response had its own simple aerodynamics. ‘But you hadn’t.’
‘No,’ Mr Grumman said. ‘We hadn’t.’
This quiet confession, to Aquarius’s ear, sounded light as a breeze, but for Mogie it must have fallen heavy as a hammer, because his whole body appeared to stiffen. Aquarius wouldn’t have been surprised had the boy cried out in pain, but instead he calmed himself by fiddling with the model planes. He adjusted and readjusted their positions until they were in perfect alignment, and Aquarius did not think he was the only one who noticed that they all now pointed at Joan.
‘As Mogie may have told you,’ Aquarius said, feeling the need to move things along, ‘we have come here because Joan wishes to speak again to her husband. We wonder whether it’s possible to re-establish radio contact with your spacecraft.’
‘NASA forbids it.’
‘Yes,’ said Aquarius, ‘we’ve been told that.’
He waited. Mr Grumman would not have brought them here to this room, in this building, at this hour, just to tell them again what Mogie had already said.
‘Even if they did not,’ Mr Grumman eventually went on, ‘we can no longer speak to anyone inside the lem. Her aerials and radios are gone.’
Again Aquarius waited. He knew that the elderly engineer who sat before him was America’s best genius in aeronautics; that he’d invented the retractable undercarriage, the foldable wing and other things; that the stamp of his name on an airplane was like the stamp of sterling on silver; that his design motto was Build it Strong, Keep it Simple, Make it Work. So how would he now feel to have created a craft that was weak, complex and broken? Such a person must be given time to adjust his thinking.
‘But there might be something we can do.’ Blind Mr Grumman was at last pushing himself into new territory. ‘There is still one link to the lem that has an antenna. It’s the data link. It sends down biomedical telemetry, and allows instructions to be sent up to the computer.’
Joan needed to speak to her husband, not to a computer. Aquarius knew it, and he knew that Mr Grumman knew it.


For a while the old man rubbed between his fingers the flower of his lapel, searching, perhaps, for hard answers in its soft petals.
‘But I think there is a way we can make a voice connection.’
‘You can?’ Joan asked.
‘Yes.’
‘But will you?’
Mr Grumman turned his searching eyes towards her. ‘If you ask me, I will do it.’
He paused, and Aquarius sensed that he was constructing his next sentence as carefully as any plane he’d ever built. When it came, its syntax combined strange fragility with perfect balance.
‘But I ask you not to ask me.’
Joan stood up from her seat and walked to the window. The room’s brightness made the outside world a perfect blackness, so Aquarius knew she was seeing nothing in the glass except the reflection of three men waiting for her to make her move.
Nothing came from her, so Mr Grumman kept going.
‘Every action in Apollo has a procedure. But the most important of them all is the one we’re working through now. It’s been very carefully designed, not just by engineers, but by psychologists, too. They are the ones who say: communications must be severed cleanly and irreversibly, for the sake of the astronauts.’
When Aquarius first came into this room of bright electricity and sharp angles, he’d assumed all its answers would be either yes or no. But now he was not so sure. Mr Grumman had seemingly found a way to say both.
‘You say you wish me to re-establish those communications,’ Mr Grumman continued, with new animation. ‘That is precisely what The Protocol forbids. To speak one last time to your husband would be destabilising. It may be kind to you, but it would be cruel to him.’


Aquarius thought it bold of Mr Grumman to accuse Joan of selfishness, and unfair, but Joan showed no reaction. Her thinking had gone to somewhere very distant, Aquarius suspected, and Mr Grumman’s words become so faint that she could hardly hear them.
‘But if I ask, you will do it?’
Mr Grumman turned to Mogie, perhaps hoping that he might help. But what could a boy do against Joan?
‘If you insist, I will do it,’ Mr Grumman answered, surrendering. ‘It will take perhaps half an hour. Once the connection is made, you will be able to sit here, in this office, at my desk, and use that telephone to speak to your husband. But now I have to ask you directly: do you, against all advice, insist?’
What would Joan say?
She turned away from the window, looked at the telephone and then at Aquarius. He’d seen in her before the grey tones of the housewife – never a happy colour for an actress – but the chemical light of this room bleached even that from her. As she held his gaze, she seemed suddenly uncertain.
Earlier, when she’d told him how her conversation with her husband had been cut short, he’d thought that she had some special last words she’d wanted to say. She knew the power of final scenes and final words, he’d told himself. But now he was forming a new idea: she feared that, when the time came, she might have no words at all.
That new idea led to another: that she’d reached out to him to help not only with the engineering of her farewell, but also with the art of it. He was a novelist. His words won prizes. That was why she’d called him late at his motel; that was why she’d met him at the lake; that was why she was with him here now; and that was why, when the connection with the lunar module was made, she would turn to him and ask, ‘What should I say?’


Now he felt a touch of his own panic. How do you say goodbye to the person you love most? He thought of the great novels, the plays of Shakespeare and the sad goodbyes of his own life. None of it would do. For Joan, he’d have to come up with something wholly new.
But for the time being, Joan used her own words, straight and simple.
‘I do insist, Mr Grumman,’ she said. ‘With all my heart.’






CHAPTER 24
THE ORDEAL OF BUZZ
The Apollo 11 flight plan anticipated that the command module, after re-entering the Earth’s atmosphere, would open its parachutes and splash down at the precise point in the Pacific where the US Navy was waiting. But if something went wrong, the capsule might land thousands of miles off course, possibly in a remote, inhospitable part of the world. NASA therefore decreed: its astronauts must receive survival training. Thus Mike, five years before Apollo 11, found himself deep inside the Panamanian rainforest learning how to hike, set up camp and hunt for food.
Beasts of the jungle, it turned out, were difficult to catch, so when news came on the second day that the local guide had captured some iguanas – an excellent source of protein – Mike was pleased. He was hungry, and now he’d be able to eat. But as soon as he saw the poor creatures, he lost his appetite. There were two of them – beautiful, brightly coloured lizards, each about a foot long – lying on the grass, still alive. They wriggled and struggled but they could not run away. The skin at the extremities of their legs had been cut, and the tendons pulled through the incisions and tied together in neat knots. In this way, the guide explained, the reptiles would remain alive for days, keeping their meat fresh.
Mike walked away, but later was compelled to return and stare in fascinated horror. The tiny forelimb hands of each iguana, long-fingered and supple, hung loosely by shreds of skin, palm outwards, as if in supplication. ‘Please help us,’ these creatures were saying. Their eyes were as large as dimes, with radiant irises of golden brown. In those eyes Mike saw centres of consciousness trapped in mutilated bodies they no longer understood. Every now and then an eyelid would slowly close and open, and the eye, newly washed, would look outwards in puzzled agony. The animals might be small, but Mike imagined he could hear their cries radiating through the entire cosmos.
That night, one of the iguanas was found to have been biting its tongue. There was blood all around its mouth. The guide said it was a reflexive action – involuntary spasms – but Mike knew better. The animal was trying to die.
‘Some brutalities in this world,’ he whispered to himself, ‘cannot be abided.’
The following morning, both lizards were found dead, their throats cut. Who had done it? No one knew and no one asked.
Mike wished he’d never seen those mutilated iguanas. Ever since, visions of them had come to him in full colour and full horror, like the flare-up of an ongoing infection. Some fragile part of his being had been forever ruined.
Years later, when he read in some novel that the American eagle was ‘the cruellest beast in all the field’ because it would pluck out the eyes of dying animals, Mike disagreed. There was only one beast, he knew, that could ever hold that title.
 


Buzz was listening carefully to the static coming from his comms-cap earphones, which lay close behind him on the engine cover. He was hoping to hear from Joan. Even though all comms had been disabled, his wife was clever and resourceful. For now, all he could hear were loud and irregular pulses – long short, short long; long short, short long – but Joan’s voice might come through at any time. He had to be patient.
In the meantime, the Eagle was unwell. The master alarm glowed bright and could not be extinguished, and smaller lights warned of high cabin temperature, empty water tanks, low power and low oxygen. A grinding noise came from somewhere below the cabin floor, and an unusual click-clicking built up then fell away again. It sounded to Buzz as if a motor somewhere was trying to start, but he could not think what motor it would be.
Neil, sitting next to him with his eyes closed and head cocked to one side, also seemed to be paying close attention to these noises, as if trying to decipher some secret signal. Or perhaps he was dreaming his special dream. For a while Buzz closed his own eyes, holding his breath and imagining himself flying up into a clear black sky.
When he opened them again, he was surprised to find Neil standing above him, gently shaking him by the shoulder.
‘Let’s depressurise,’ Neil said. ‘I’m going outside.’
Buzz did not know what invisible force it was that stopped him asking, ‘Why?’, but it must have been powerful. Only hours earlier he and Neil had promised each other that whatever they did, they’d do together. He’d wondered at the time about the value of that promise – infinite or zero? – and now he had his answer.
He helped Neil don his backpack, helmet and gloves, and connected his own suit to the lem’s oxygen supply. Once he’d fitted his helmet and gloves, he reached up to open the dump valve.


‘Once I’m outside,’ said Neil as the cabin pressure neared zero, ‘don’t repressurise. Let’s save our oxygen. Keep the hatch open.’
‘Right,’ said Buzz.
‘You can go ahead and open up now. I’m going to disconnect my comms umbilical and we won’t be able to talk after that.’
‘Roger.’ Buzz knelt on the floor, rotated the latch and pulled the door inwards.
‘Okay,’ said Neil, ‘I won’t be long.’ He unplugged his comms, lowered himself onto his hands and knees, and crawled backwards onto the porch. A moment later he was down the ladder and on the surface.
Buzz, on all fours on the cabin floor, crawled out onto the porch as far as his umbilicals would allow. It was enough to give him a good view of his friend standing in the heavily footprinted area between the ladder and the American flag. Neil appeared uncertain, as if something about the flag was confusing him. Was he thinking that, given what had happened, it ought to be pulled down?
For a minute or so Neil stood still, staring north towards the far shore of Mare Tranquillitatis, beyond which lay Mare Crisium, the sea of crises. Perhaps he was imagining the compressed mass of that sea’s hard, flat rock, the gravity stronger there than anywhere else. Or maybe he was looking beyond even that, to the bleak darkness of the far north, to the black Plato crater and Mare Frigoris, the sea of deathly cold. But whatever he was seeing mattered no longer, for now he turned eastward and disappeared in the direction of the slowly rising sun.
Neil had been thinking hard. What, Buzz wondered, had he discovered? Had he worked out that it was, in fact, possible to walk the distance to the Aristarchus crater, in search of oxygen vents and pools of water? Had there been some secret message that the Soviets had landed nearby?


Buzz felt himself drifting into delirium, but when he breathed deeply to try to restore clarity, anxious vibrations came instead, as if he’d drunk too much coffee. He soon realised why. It was after 2 am; Neil’s calculations had shown that the lithium hydroxide canister would have stopped working about an hour ago. The carbon dioxide level would have been rising ever since, and with his every outward breath it would rise further.
Was that why Neil had left the lem? To halve the rate of that rise, and thereby double Buzz’s remaining time alive? Or had he, breathing the carbon dioxide himself, simply fled to the open spaces of the lunar desert in fear? And, once there, had he taken off his helmet so that he could rid his lungs once and for all of that poisonous gas?
Either way – self-sacrifice or panic – Neil was gone and Buzz was alone.
He tried to slide a little further out onto the porch, but the umbilicals held him tight. A conviction came to him that he was a bear in a trap – a bear that could see open country all around but had its paw caught firmly in jagged, steel jaws. How might he free himself?
He looked left and right inside the polycarbonate dome of his helmet. In his line of sight was one of the manoeuvring-rocket clusters, shining brilliantly in the sun. It would not be difficult, he thought, to detach a rocket and hold it in his arms. Might he then somehow ignite the residual propellants in its lines and ride it upwards? Or could he climb the external structure of the lem, as he’d done earlier that afternoon, and dislodge one of the helium tanks? Those tanks were pressurised to three thousand pounds per square inch. If he strapped himself to it and punctured it with a rock, it would explode upwards with easily enough velocity to get him into orbit. He’d done more free flying in space than any other astronaut, and he’d practised all sorts of manoeuvres in swimming pools and on ice rinks. Besides, he was Dr Rendezvous – his doctoral thesis had proved that it was possible to ascend, intercept and dock by eye. No computers needed.
But soon his thinking stabilised and such fantasies passed. Thrusters could never be detached and tanks could never be used as rockets. He was a bear in a trap – a trap so tightly shut that all he could do was relax and await the arrival of the trapper with his gun.
It was time to go back inside.
 
‘Since I am coming to that holy room, I must tune my instrument, here, at the door.’
Buzz remembered these words from his mother as clearly as he did the nursery rhymes she’d taught him. Perhaps they came from a hymn she’d sung, or a psalm she’d memorised. Whatever their origin, he knew, even as a young child, that the idea of entering God’s kingdom had brought his mother a special joy. She’d taught Buzz about the porch of Heaven – that place where a person must wait before going through the door to paradise. There, she’d said, when the time came, Buzz would tune his soul and wash his body clean. And the glory was that God would help him do it. For his soul, an angel would hum the note; for his body, there would be a basin filled with holy water so miraculous that it would grow more pure with every grain of dirt it washed away. God’s grace was prevenient, she’d explained, cleansing all people before they entered Heaven, so that by the time they walked through that door – ah! – how bright they’d shine!
So Buzz knew, now that the end was near, that he must make himself shine. He’d done all the math he could do, traced all the schematics he could trace, and checked all the checklists he could check. It was time to leave aside the lunar module and focus on himself. His soul would be his final work on this strange night.


The cabin remained unpressurised, so movement in his suit was stiff and awkward, and his umbilicals were a nuisance, but soon he found in a storage compartment what he was looking for: a package labelled ‘Item 30’. It contained a pouch of blue liquid germicide, a sealed packet of moist tissue wipes, and a transparent plastic bag fitted at one end with a rubberised rim.
He had a dilemma. To use Item 30 he must remove his suit, but to do that he must first repressurise the cabin, and that was what Neil had asked him not to do. ‘I won’t be long,’ Neil had said, and Buzz could not shut the hatch on his commander.
His other option was to use what was listed in the stowage plan as the ‘containment system’. This was, in fact, nothing more than the absorbent underpants he and Neil wore. It could be used while still wearing the pressure suit, and was intended as a last resort, to be employed only if an urgent need to defecate arose while walking on the Moon. It was, in effect, a nappy. But to use it now would mean spending his final hours encased in his own waste. This he could not do. So he had to wait for Neil’s return.
But as the minutes went by and the temperature rose, and increasing carbon dioxide levels made him ever more anxious, he could think of nothing other than his biological need. And the more uncomfortable he became, the more certain he was that Neil was not coming back. He’d forgotten to set a timer, but by his judgment, Neil’s oxygen and cooling water must by now be exhausted.
Buzz knew the lem’s transmitting antennas were disabled, but he pushed his microphone button anyway.
‘Neil? Neil?’
Once again he dropped to all fours and crawled out the open hatch as far as his umbilicals allowed. He saw the flag, the dust, the shadow of the lem, but not Neil.


‘I am just going outside and may be some time’ had been the words of Captain Oates in Antarctica, and Neil had said they were beautiful. Why beautiful? Because they were the words of a gentleman, Neil had said, who’d sacrificed himself to help his friends. Buzz was now convinced: Neil had done the same.
So this time, when he crawled back inside, he swung the hatch door closed behind him and repressurised the cabin. He doffed his helmet and gloves in the usual way, but then went further: he removed his suit, liquid cooling garment and the containment system too. Apart from his biomedical belt, he was naked.
He took his time with Item 30. There was such care and precision in its design that he felt as if he were carrying out a sacred ceremony. The rubber rim sealed perfectly, and the finger cots in the side of the plastic bag allowed manipulation without contact. When he was finished – such relief! – he cleaned himself with the tissue wipes, which were infused with a soothing, disinfecting ointment. He used the remaining wipes to wash his whole body, then dropped all the soiled wipes into the bag along with the pouch of liquid germicide. He then sealed the bag and massaged it so as to break the pouch and mix through its chemicals. As the contents of the bag became sterilised and purified, they turned a vibrant, Earth-like blue. In this final cleansing, even base matter was transformed into something radiant and wonderful.
By the time he folded the bag upon itself, sealed it in its pristine white container and stowed it away forever, he’d begun to cry. These hours had been a time of last things – a last walk, a last meal, a last drink – but this farewell seemed saddest of all. A primitive, foundational part of himself – a through-line all the way back to his infancy – had now come to an end.
The cabin oxygen was humid, so his tears did not evaporate. They gathered in his eyes and on his cheeks, washing his face as beautifully as if they were the reviving waters of God’s grace.
He was clean. His instrument was tuned. He was ready.
 
Buzz told himself that he did not fear death. How could he, as an astronaut? His profession was one of fatal velocities and deadly vacuums. Death always lurked on the other side of thin metal. In his early days, an older astronaut had told him it was best to think of being dead as his natural state, and each day alive as a temporary abeyance. Only then would he be able to relax and get on with things.
So if death came, it came. But what about suffering? All his fellow astronauts who’d died had died quickly, in crashes or fires. This situation was different. It would stretch on for hours.
On the panel in front of him the ‘cabin’ warning light burned bright. The temperature gauge showed ninety degrees, but worse, the carbon dioxide gauge was already showing a partial pressure of thirteen millimetres of mercury. Fifteen was the IDLH level – ‘Immediately Dangerous to Life and Health’ – and beyond that would come a headache, a racing heart and a desperate gasping for air. Even now, any deep breath he took brought with it a pulse of anxiety, and he needed his very best effort of will to keep his breathing regular and shallow.
‘Beware high CO2!’ a NASA doctor had warned during his medical training. ‘Overactive Respiratory Stimulation – the very opposite of hypoxia. You want to avoid it at all costs. It’s hellish.’
The doctor had explained why: in human beings, the urge to breathe was stimulated not by the absence of oxygen but by the presence of carbon dioxide. It was a matter of evolutionary efficiency: it was easier to detect high carbon dioxide than low oxygen. So in an enclosed spacecraft, if the carbon dioxide was not filtered out, the urge to breathe would steadily grow.
‘The result is ever-increasing panic. And you’ll still be getting all the oxygen you need, so you won’t die. You’ll live on and on, with no way out.’
The good doctor had not been quite right about this final point. In space, there was always a way out. And now, Buzz slowly uncurled the fingers of his left hand to reveal a tiny ceramic box he’d found earlier in Neil’s personal preference kit. Inside, he knew, were three white pills. For years NASA had denied such pills existed, and only a few hours ago Neil had denied it too, but here they were, in Buzz’s hand.
He opened the box, took one out, and held it up to the light. It was not much larger than a grain of rice, so he could easily swallow it without water. He studied it for a while, fascinated, but then returned it to the box, as he knew he must. His faith told him that life was God’s most precious gift, and not even one minute of it was permitted to be thrown away. The Sixth Commandment was absolute – thou shalt not kill – and the Presbyterian catechism insisted that the prohibition applied as much to the self as to others. Even in suffering, life was holy. Buzz, newly clean on the porch of Heaven, was determined: he could not now, only hours from God, defile himself with sin.
He lay for a while on the floor, where he imagined it was cooler. He sensed a light breeze across his wet skin and closed his eyes to rest. In time, he was surprised to hear the loving voice of his mother. Thinking he’d fallen asleep and was dreaming, he opened his eyes again, yet still the voice came. He thought it might be an aural hallucination brought on by exhaustion, but when his mother said, ‘What I did was not a sin,’ the words were so vivid and clear they could not be an illusion.


He then realised he was still wearing his comms cap, with its earphones pressed tight against his ears. A recording of his mother’s voice was being played to him. Houston must be doing it. Of course! He understood: to persuade him to take the pill must be the last step in The Protocol. They did not want him to suffer.
‘There’s no God’s glory in struggle,’ his mother was saying. ‘The real defilement is to lie in agony on the porch of Heaven, not to do what I did.’
Buzz reached a hand to his head. No, he was not wearing his comms cap. He could see it on the engine cover, exactly where he’d left it. Houston was not playing a recording. They had no means of contacting him. The voice was a hallucination.
Yet still it came. ‘What is a sin,’ he heard his mother say, ‘is gluttony. We must not be greedy with life, demanding more and more, clinging to every minute. When the time is right, when your work is done, life should be surrendered with grace. My father did, I did, and now you must. Come home, my dear son. Come home.’
Buzz stood up. The heat, he was sure, had brought on delirium, and delirium had made him vulnerable. He had to be careful. It may have been his mother speaking to him, or it may have been the Devil, who could take on pleasing forms and speak in honeyed tones. When he took a deep breath to try to rid his mind of these seductive whisperings, he regretted it immediately. The lungful of oxygen, thick with carbon dioxide, brought him at once to the edge of panic. He gasped, and breathed deeper.
Fighting to keep control, he closed his eyes and began counting primes from where he and Neil had left off, allowing only a shallow breath between each. ‘One thousand and nine’ – breathe – ‘one thousand and thirteen’ – breathe – ‘one thousand and nineteen.’


The terror rose to a peak and then fell away, and gradually he was able to calm himself.
Again he took out a pill from Neil’s ceramic box, and this time it caught the vivid green of the instrument displays so that it looked like a vibrant emerald, beautiful and alive. He’d heard rumours that these pills were designed to destroy all worry, even carbon dioxide panic, and bring on a drowsy happiness. By the end, someone had told him, the astronaut, like the poet Keats, falls half in love with easeful death.
Buzz wanted to take it; he felt himself only an impulse away from placing it in his mouth. An instant later it would be swallowed.
‘Oh God,’ he asked, ‘what should I do?’
Faith was mysterious. He could not expect to hear the answer to his prayer in a clear and booming voice. Buzz hoped only for a subtle resonance or vibration, a delicate intuition that the Kingdom of Heaven was close and that his suffering would soon end. But he heard and felt nothing. The stillness was profound.
How strange it was that, at the exact moment of his prayer, the lem should become so wholly quiet. There was no throbbing of pumps, no beeping of alarms, no radio static. It was as if the lem wanted to clear away all noise so that he could know, finally and certainly, that he would hear not one syllable from his beloved God.
‘Why have you forsaken me?’ he asked.
Outside, the terrain had begun to show sharper contrasts. In the day and a half Buzz had been on the surface, the sun had risen twenty degrees higher, intensifying the blacks and hardening the whites. He noticed for the first time, in the distance, a line of bright boulders protruding from grey dunes in such a way that they looked like a set of crooked teeth between dusty lips. The lunar ground was smiling.
Lady Moon was mocking him. ‘Where is your God,’ her silence was asking, ‘in all this stony rubbish?’ When Buzz gave no reply, she answered for him. ‘Nowhere. He’s as dead as I am.’
She was right. There could be no place more dead than this. If he panicked and fled to the surface, he’d die at the bottom of the ladder and lie there forever, uncovered and undecayed. There was no soft soil in which to rot, no cool compost to soothe his bones, only a sizzling, radioactive regolith that would reject his body for all time.
When Jesus was dying on the cross, his tormentors had asked him the same question. ‘Where is your God?’ Jesus, in return, had loved them. ‘Forgive them,’ he’d said. ‘They know not what they do.’
Could Buzz forgive Lady Moon? Could he love this spiteful, cratered, barren, clutching, greedy thing? These irradiated pebbles, this dry and airless ground?
He could not.
‘I despise you,’ he said, with all the venom of the damned.
 
Buzz still held the pill in his left hand.
Where was Houston? Where was Neil? Where was God? Where, even, was his mother, whose voice had now fallen silent?
Buzz did not know. All he did know was that there was one person whose love for him was so unconditional, so absolute, that she would never abandon him. There was one person better, stronger and more loyal than all the rest. Her voice would not remain silent. She would speak; she would help him.
On the ascent engine cover lay his communications cap, still connected by its umbilical to the power supply. He placed it on his head and spoke into its microphone, hoping that some receiver on Earth might yet hear him.
‘Joan?’ he called. ‘Joan?’






CHAPTER 25
SUMMER AFTERNOON
How wrong Aquarius had been to think that Joan wanted to speak to her husband on the Moon. She’d had an altogether different plan in mind. As usual, he’d underestimated her. He’d thought she’d been bleached white by the fluorescent lights of the space centre and made weak, but in fact they’d made her stronger, and by the end of her time with Mr Grumman she’d displayed colours richer than he could have imagined. She’d been not tired but radiant, not anxious but serene, and she’d not needed his words because, of course, she had her own.
Now all that was left to do was wait. She was good at it – waiting was, after all, the first and best role of all astrowives – but she insisted that it be done outside.
‘I can’t sit for hours inside the house watching television,’ she’d said when Aquarius had brought her back from the space centre. ‘I just can’t.’
So even though it was three o’clock in the morning, she’d set up a small table and two picnic chairs on an elevated patch of lawn in her backyard.
‘I want to have my mother around me,’ she explained as she set down a tray containing tea things and her lucky candle. ‘She loved garden parties. This crockery was hers.’
Aquarius settled into one of the chairs and Joan poured the tea. He relaxed. The night was calm and warm, and at this hour there was no Moon to cast spells and plague his thoughts.
‘It’s English,’ Joan went on, taking her own seat. ‘The very finest bone china. Do you know why it’s called bone china? Because it’s made from the ash of animal bones. When the ash is mixed with minerals and heated, it becomes translucent.’
In the breezeless air Joan’s lucky candle burned steady and bright, and Aquarius lifted his cup close to the flame. The porcelain glowed; its gold accents glimmered.
‘The design is beautiful,’ he said, studying the glaze. ‘What birds are these?’
‘This one is a peacock,’ she replied, holding up her saucer, which had the same design but in larger size, ‘and this one is a bird of paradise. Look at these glorious feathers. They’re the colour of fire. When Europeans first saw this bird in the jungles of the Far East, they thought they’d found the mythical phoenix.’
Was Joan finding symbols and metaphors in these images? Was she imagining her husband’s spacecraft rising from its ashes on the Moon? It was impossible to know what concepts danced in this woman’s mind.
Aquarius was about to ask more, but he was distracted by the emergence of a slender figure from the back door of the house. It was Jeannie the widow, whose halo of dark, backlit hair made her look like Jackie Kennedy. The resemblance was uncanny. Could it be, wondered Aquarius, that women whose husbands have been violently destroyed share a particular way of walking?
Jeannie arrived with a tray of sandwiches cut into perfect triangles. ‘I made them myself,’ she announced. ‘They have no crusts.’
Carefully positioning the tray on the table, she turned to Joan.
‘Would you like me to call the children now?’
‘No, Jeannie, not yet. They need at least a little light.’
‘Okay, Joan. Let me know when you want them.’
Then, with a quick smile at Aquarius, she walked back to the house.
Joan poured more tea.
‘I have my mother to thank for all of this,’ she said with a sweep of her arm, ‘because – as I think I told you – it was she who introduced me to my husband.’
Aquarius wondered what the ‘this’ was. This house? This darkness? This waiting?
‘She met him at a cocktail party and afterwards invited him for dinner. She was matchmaking, you understand. He came along and was very charming, but there was no chemistry between us. There was no ignition. We weren’t . . .’
She hesitated, searching for the word.
‘Hypergolic?’ Aquarius offered.
Joan laughed. ‘Thank you. I was going to say “compatible”, but “hypergolic” is better. We weren’t hypergolic. In fact, we were the opposite of hypergolic. Can you give me a word for that, Mr Aquarius?’
He thought awhile.
‘Inert? Unreactive? Or sometimes chemicals that don’t react are called “noble”.’
‘“Noble” will do. He was polite and respectful, with lovely manners. During dinner he spoke of ethics and honour codes and fighting for what’s right. It was noble. But I remember thinking he was all at the surface. I couldn’t see anything beneath. But my mother saw great depths. “Be patient,” she said, and she was right to say it, because years later, after he’d gone to the Air Force and I was in New York, he called me. Within a few months we were married.’
She sipped her tea. The bird of paradise touched her lips and glittered in the candlelight.
‘But by then, of course, my mother was dead. She never did get to see just how special my astronaut husband was.’
An ugly word came to Aquarius that could not be pushed away: ‘incinerated’.
‘Now I want the whole world to see it.’ Here Joan paused, seeming to arrive at a conclusion which surprised her. ‘That’s why I’ve decided that in fact I do want you to write his story.’
‘By which I understand,’ he replied, feeling entitled to more, ‘that you want me to write yours, too?’
‘Oh yes,’ she said, as if to write her story was a thing of no consequence. ‘If that would please you. I think I already said you may. Although I do have one condition. Your narrator – in your book – has to keep his distance. I don’t want him taking up a position inside my head and looking outwards. You mustn’t give me interior monologues, or voice my inner thoughts, or have me ask myself profound questions. I’ll get into your shimmering box if you like, but only to be observed, not occupied. It’s one thing to be looked at, but quite another to be invaded.’
What specific demands this woman had! Still, it was permission enough for Aquarius. He could take it to Life and say, ‘I have her.’
‘Do you agree to my condition?’ Joan pressed.
His answer was easily given. ‘Yes.’
Aquarius was pleased, and now, perhaps as his reward, a tentative lightening of the black sky allowed him to survey anew the little world of Joan: the dense turf and crafted hedges, the black outlines of tall oaks, the low table on which she’d served tea, and Jeannie’s silver tray of perfect, untouched sandwiches.
‘It’s a lovely scene, don’t you think?’ she asked. ‘My mother would have approved. It’s like an English garden party in a Henry James novel, and she loved Henry James. Do you know what Mr James said were the two most beautiful words in the English language?’
Aquarius had read James at Harvard, but he did not know the beautiful words.
‘“Summer afternoon”,’ Joan said.
Was it possible for a backyard in pre-dawn Houston to resemble a summer afternoon in England? Aquarius decided that it was. Proper morning twilight would not arrive for at least an hour, but the timid light that had already come was of the finest and rarest quality. Nearby, the swimming pool whispered and gurgled, soothing sounds that Aquarius could easily imagine to be those of a stream lapping at its grassy banks. The scene possessed what he understood to be the chief characteristic of a late English afternoon: that gentle sense that it would last forever.
But as Joan sipped her tea and seemed, almost, to be happy, a darker vision unexpectedly came. It was a brief waft of chlorine that broke the spell, making Aquarius think that a swimming pool in the flat suburbs of a petroleum city was not really at all like a pretty English river. And once that thought had come to him, he could not stop the arrival of another: Popo the monkey had died in that swimming pool.
Poor Popo! It was easy for Aquarius to imagine a babbling brook, but it was just as easy for him to imagine that monkey’s matted, sodden body lying dead in the sun.
What peculiar things were in this yard: Jackie Kennedy widows, teacups made of ash, incinerated mothers, drowned monkeys – and, queen of it all, Joan.


These visions were interrupted by Joan’s father, who emerged from the house and walked to them with an urgent, purposeful step. He wore a jacket and tie – unusual clothes for such an hour.
‘Joannie,’ he said, ‘we’ve just heard some news from the television.’
Joan looked surprised, and Aquarius knew why. The news she awaited would not come from the television – nor the telephone, nor the squawk box, nor even the NASA officials gathered inside. It would come from Mr Grumman, who’d promised to bring it personally. So what could her father have learned?
‘It’s Mike,’ her father went on. ‘NASA is saying that he hasn’t fired his rocket to come home. He’s still in orbit.’
This, Aquarius knew, was information Joan already had. Mr Grumman had told her hours ago: Mike had defied The Protocol.
‘Yes, Dad,’ Joan replied, in a tone that suggested she was a little annoyed. ‘I know that.’
‘But don’t you see?’ her father pressed, seeming to think his daughter had missed his meaning. ‘While Mike’s in orbit, there’s still hope.’
Joan stood up from her chair and looked towards the east. The sky there was no longer black enough to keep all its stars; the weak ones had already begun to vanish.
‘Oh, there’s always hope,’ she said, as if hope were a thing of no value at all.






CHAPTER 26
THE PHOENIX
Buzz was lying naked on the cabin floor, trying to sleep atop the soft tubing of his liquid cooling garment, when he heard a loud, violent thumping. He thought at first that the lem was suffering structural failure – a sequential rupturing of pressurised tanks, or a telescoping collapse of a landing strut – but when he saw that the hatch door was deforming inwards with each thump, it was clear that someone was striking it from the outside. Had rescue come, against all odds? Had the Soviets arrived from a secret base nearby? Or had the US military sent a mission from Earth?
These were, of course, ridiculous ideas, and when he stood up and looked through the window, he saw that the person outside was the only person it could logically be.
Neil was on the porch, and how odd it was that Buzz did not know how he felt about it. ‘Whatever we do, we do together,’ Neil had promised, but then he’d gone away. Buzz had felt betrayed. A promise from Neil, it turned out, had been worth nothing. But then, as he’d worked hard to prepare himself to stand before God, he’d realised he’d prefer to do it alone anyway. For Neil was an atheist, and Buzz did not want his first moments in the new kingdom to be darkened by his friend’s defiance of the almighty.
‘Oh Lord,’ he cried, ‘why have you now, just as I was coming to your holy room, brought him back?’
But the commander was knocking, and so Buzz of course must let him in. It took only a few minutes to don his suit, connect his umbilicals and depressurise the cabin, and as soon as he pulled open the hatch, in came Neil, standing quickly to shake Buzz’s hand. Neil’s relief that the door had been opened was obvious, but was there also a hint of anger that it had been closed in the first place?
‘I’m sorry,’ Buzz said, after they’d repressurised the cabin, removed their helmets and stowed Neil’s backpack. ‘I thought you’d gone for good.’
Neil was breathing deeply. He’d not expected, Buzz knew, to be delayed on the lem’s porch, and his backpack’s oxygen must have run very low.
Buzz took his own deep breaths. Depressurising to let in Neil had cost a cabin-full of oxygen, but it had also temporarily purged the lem of carbon dioxide. That deadly gas would be back soon enough, but for now the atmosphere was fresh and pure.
Neil had so far said nothing, but when at last he spoke his words were so simple and unexpected that all other things – accusations, apologies, regrets, justifications – were swept away.
‘I’ve been talking to Grumman at Mission Control.’
Buzz did not know how this could be true. While on the surface, Neil’s only means of speaking to Earth was to use the lem as a relay, and all the lem’s comms had been permanently, irrevocably disabled.


‘Mike relayed the signal,’ Neil explained.
‘But Mike’s gone.’
‘He ignored The Protocol. He stayed.’
Buzz did his best to understand. ‘Mike’s still in orbit?’
‘He is. And better: the engineers at Grumman have come up with a procedure – not a sequence, or protocol, but a procedure. It’s a long shot, but it just might work.’
What could they possibly have come up with? Buzz was worried that Neil was not getting enough oxygen, or perhaps getting too much.
‘They heard us talking about trying to use the reaction control system to take off,’ Neil continued, ‘and that gave them an idea.’
‘We’ve been through this already. We agreed: the RCS thrusters are too small.’
‘Their idea isn’t to use the thrusters. It’s to use their oxidiser – but in the main engine.’
Was Neil teasing him? The RCS and main propulsion were entirely separate systems. One provided fine manoeuvring, the other raw power.
Neil reached into a locker to retrieve the operations manual.
‘There,’ he said, pointing to a diagram. ‘There’s a crossover pipe just here – see? – the “RCS interconnect”.’
Buzz knew about the interconnect. It allowed the main engine propellants to be used in the RCS thrusters during ascent so as to conserve RCS propellants for docking.
‘That’s a one-way system,’ he said. ‘It goes from main propulsion to the thrusters, not the other way round.’
‘Grumman says it can go the other way if we persuade it to. If we close the thruster valves and open the interconnect line, then RCS propellants will flow into the main engine rather than the thrusters.’


Buzz traced the piping diagram with his pen, identifying the key valve clusters. He took his time to think. The system was never designed to be used in the way Neil was suggesting, and he could see at once a problem if they tried. He drew a circle around the ruptured oxidiser tank.
‘If we open the interconnect,’ he said, ‘with the thruster valves closed, the RCS oxidiser will flow upstream to the empty, ruptured tank, not downstream to the engine.’
‘Grumman thought of that. Their instructions are to open the ascent helium just before launch. It’ll flow downstream under pressure, create a venturi suction at the crossfeed, and draw the RCS propellants down with it. Once the propellants are in the engine they’ll ignite, and up we’ll go.’
Buzz was still sceptical. ‘Even if the mechanics of it work, there’s nowhere near enough RCS oxidiser to get us to orbit. We can get off the ground, maybe, but we won’t be able to dock with Mike.’
‘We don’t need to get into orbit. Mike will come low. He had eighteen scenarios, and now he’s worked out a nineteenth. He calls it the “top of the lob”. He’ll come down and use his engine to slow and hover just as we reach our maximum altitude. We won’t have time to dock, but we can easily transfer by EVA.’
‘We’ll go across in our suits?’
‘That’s the plan.’
‘Hovering will use a lot of fuel.’
‘He’s calculated it. He can get down to twenty miles – his absolute minimum – so that’s how high we’ll need to get.’
‘It’s risky. For him, I mean.’
‘He insists on doing it. He says he’s got a bottle of French wine that he won’t drink without us, so he has to come down and pick us up one way or another.’


‘You really think this could work?’
‘I do,’ said Neil without the slightest hesitation. ‘Mike’ll come down for us at the next T-time, which is T-21, just after half past four. So we’ve got one and a half hours. I can work up a launch sequence if you can do the weight calculations. We need to be as light as possible.’
It made sense for Neil to do the mechanics while Buzz did the math. Buzz was, after all, NASA’s best numbers man. He took out his beloved slide rule, his notepad, and – from the operations manual – the lem’s primary data card, setting them down on the small, fold-away table beneath the abort guidance computer.
His first numbers were simple ones. Before it had escaped, there’d been three thousand pounds of main-propulsion oxidiser. In the RCS there were four hundred – only thirteen per cent of the nominal amount. This meant the ascent engine would fire for one minute instead of seven, and a quick multiplication told him that this would get them to an altitude of just under eight miles. Mike’s lowest was twenty, Neil had said. So at their current weight they’d get less than halfway. They needed to make the lem a lot lighter.
But how? Grumman had already shaved every ounce they could off the lem’s weight. They’d made the windows tiny because glass was heavy; they’d not included seats because in low gravity the astronauts could stand; they’d chemically milled the hull down to one-twelfth of an inch – the equivalent of three sheets of kitchen foil. Grumman’s process had taken years, but now Buzz had to reduce the lem’s weight by a further fifty per cent in one hour. It was impossible.
‘Start with the big stuff,’ suggested Neil. ‘We’ve already dumped two boxes of moonrocks. That’s eighty pounds. The main oxidiser’s gone too. That’s three thousand. And we can dump the remaining main fuel, because it’s useless without its oxidiser. You can work down from there.’
In his notebook Buzz set up two columns. In one he listed all the things that had been or could be jettisoned, and in the other, that item’s weight. He began with the rocks and main propellants, then added his and Neil’s liquid cooling garments and backpacks, and finally the manuals, binders, Hasselblad camera magazines and all other storage compartment contents.
‘Are you happy to throw out your kit?’ he asked. He was thinking of the pills he’d seen earlier. If the Grumman plan didn’t work, Neil might still want to use them.
‘Throw it out.’
‘Including the pills?’
Neil had been writing in his own notebook, but now stopped his work and looked up.
‘You mean my motion-sickness tablets?’
Buzz was confused. The pills he’d seen did not look like motion-sickness tablets. And Neil was famous for never getting sick in spacecraft. Besides, why would Neil put such pills in his private kit, rather than the general medical bag?
Neil was watching him closely, and not for the first time Buzz had the distinct sense that the commander knew exactly what he was thinking.
‘I use them after splashdown,’ Neil explained, ‘back on Earth. I don’t get spacesick, but I do get seasick. Remember Gemini 8? I vomited all over the place after splashdown.’
But if the pills were for seasickness, Buzz wondered, why bring them from the command module down to the surface?
‘The doctors,’ Neil went on, ‘told me that the Moon’s weak gravity and sloping horizon might have the same effect on my brain as being on the ocean. That’s why I brought the pills. But as we were suiting up I felt just fine, so I decided not to take them. They make me drowsy, and I didn’t want that.’
Neil’s face was now close enough for Buzz to feel the cool breeze of his breath, and he had the odd idea that Neil might be the only human being who exhaled more oxygen than he inhaled. How could Buzz distrust such a man? So when Neil said, ‘Let’s get back to work,’ Buzz dutifully added the tiny weight of Neil’s special pills to his tally of things to be thrown away.
 
It took Buzz only twenty minutes to come up with three pages of items to jettison. He summed their weights, deducted that sum from the lem’s gross weight, and then began the long calculation of their new achievable altitude.
The numbers would not yield. They showed him over and again that the lem could never reach the command module.
‘We’re four miles too low,’ he announced, ‘no matter which way I work it.’
‘Then we have to dump more,’ said Neil. ‘These crash bars can go, and the alignment scope, and any instrument panels we don’t need. And once we depressurise, we can pull the quick-release pins of the hatch door and throw that out, too.’
‘I still think we’ll be too heavy.’
‘Then let’s get rid of the navigation and guidance equipment – the inertial unit and both computers. They’re heavier than the moonrocks.’
Buzz laughed. ‘You think we can fly without the computers?’
‘You wrote a whole PhD thesis saying that we can.’
Working at his small table, Buzz added all of these things to his list. He calculated and recalculated, but still came up short. The math was insistent: even with a super-light lem, they couldn’t make it.
‘At the very top,’ he announced, pushing his pen away, ‘we’ll still be two miles below the command module.’
‘Two miles isn’t much,’ said Neil. ‘I’m sure that when the time comes, there’ll be something we can do to close the gap.’
Buzz couldn’t think what that might be, but for the first time in hours he felt hope, and at a moment like this, hope was a thing of infinite value.
 
At 3.30 am Houston time, with T-21 just over an hour away, Neil announced that he’d worked out a detailed procedure for the launch. Buzz listened carefully, writing down every step and switch setting on a new checklist card.
The plan was simple enough. They’d pressurise the RCS, purge the main fuel tank of its fuel, and when Neil called ‘initiate’ Buzz would flick the switch to open the crossfeed line. If all went well, the RCS propellants would then flow into the engine and ignite.
There was only one complication. ‘On the way up,’ Neil said, ‘we won’t have the manoeuvring thrusters, so we’ll have to steer by adjusting our centre of gravity. If you stand at the window and call out “left”, “right”, “forward” or “back”, I’ll move as you say. That should give us enough control of the lem’s attitude and direction. The attitude indicators won’t be working, so you’ll have to keep a close eye on the horizon. You happy with that?’
Buzz nodded. The thrust direction of the ascent engine was fixed, so without the RCS manoeuvring thrusters it was the only way to steer.


‘As soon as you see the command module,’ Neil went on, ‘we’ll tether our suits together and exit the lem. We can use microbursts from our suit relief valves as guidance thrusters, and once we’re at the Columbia we grab the hatch rail and swing ourselves in. Mike then closes the door and repressurises.’
‘And then we head home,’ said Buzz.
‘Yes, my friend, we do.’
‘Okay. Let’s hurry. We’ve got less than an hour.’
Buzz was exhausted, but in the same way that a negative number multiplied by a negative becomes positive again, he felt his fatigue intensifying into an exhilarating alertness. He discovered that the small, flat switches of the instrument panel, when snapped off, served as excellent screwdrivers, and in quick time he disconnected components of the electrical and guidance subsystems, took out the storage compartments, and unscrewed both computers and their keyboards. He then dismantled the cooling assembly and water module in the forward part of the cabin, and removed half of the control and display panels.
It was time to jettison. He and Neil put on their comms caps and connected their comms umbilicals to the lem so they could still talk to each other after depressurisation. They then donned their gloves and helmets and connected their oxygen umbilicals to the environmental control system.
‘Ready?’ Buzz asked.
‘Ready,’ said Neil.
Buzz pulled open both dump valves to depressurise the cabin for the last time. There was not enough oxygen for any more repressurisations. From now on, they’d be breathing unscrubbed oxygen directly from the lem’s ECS. In such a small volume, the carbon dioxide would rise fast. They had to work quickly.


They ejected all loose items and then moved on to the larger equipment. Finally, Buzz pulled the quick-release pins on the hatch door, lifted it off its hinges, and hurled it outwards. He then stood with Neil to survey their work. He was pleased. They’d removed all possible weight. The lem could not be lighter.
It was half past four, Houston time, seven minutes before T-21. Mike would now be coming above their eastern horizon and would have already begun his descent.
‘It’s time to get you tethered,’ said Neil.
Buzz felt a tugging on his suit as Neil, standing behind him, connected and adjusted the restraining cables securing him to the floor, and looped a tether through a ceiling bracket for extra support. If the lem became unstable during ascent it was essential he stay in one position and watch the horizon carefully so he could give accurate movement instructions to Neil. Precise control of the lem’s centre of gravity would be critical.
‘How does that feel?’ Neil asked.
‘Snug,’ replied Buzz.
He moved his body forward and back, left and right, up and down, ensuring he could feel tension in each axis of movement. If, after launch, there were confusing g-forces, the tethers would keep him orientated.
‘You can feel positive X-axis tension?’
‘Yes.’
‘And lateral resistance? In Y and Z?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good,’ said Neil. ‘Then let’s pressurise the RCS.’
Buzz confirmed the thruster quads were switched to ‘disable’ and then reached forward to open the ascent feed valves. Neil reached down to the ‘explosive devices’ panel and flicked the RCS switch to detonate the isolation valve squibs.


‘RCS pressurised,’ Neil announced, taking up his launch position behind Buzz. ‘We’ve got two minutes until main fuel-tank purge. Is there anything you can think of we’ve left undone?’
Perhaps a better question, Buzz thought, surveying the bare interior frames of the once-proud Eagle, was: had they done too much? It was as if Grumman had spent seven years crafting the finest and most elegant Swiss watch ever made, only for him and Neil to redesign it in one hour with a mallet.
Poor lem! Through the gaping hole of her doorless hatch he could see her discarded equipment scattered in the Moon’s dirty dust. She was no longer an eagle. She was a seagull in a junkyard of trash.
Would she forgive them for what they’d done? At first Buzz did not think so, but as his eyes lingered longer on the debris field, small scraps of metal and glass began to reflect the golden foil of the lem’s descent stage, so that they appeared to ripple with fire. The lunar surface seemed no longer to be grey dust but glowing embers, and the lunar module not a scavenging gull or cruel eagle but a phoenix – a glorious bird with red and orange feathers who would soon rise from her ashes atop a flame of brilliant blue. She’d be reborn, her crest would shine anew with the sun’s light, and she’d be lighter, faster and better than ever before.
How he loved the lem! He became certain: she would yet save them.
Neil’s voice brought him back to himself. ‘I ask again. Can you think of anything we’ve missed?’
‘No,’ he replied. ‘I can’t think of a single thing.’
‘Good. Then I’ll begin the main-fuel purge.’
Neil flicked open the ascent propulsion system’s helium, fuel and engine inlet valves, and Buzz felt a low rumbling as fuel thundered out under pressure through the main engine. Their main fuel – useless without main oxidiser – disappeared into the lunar vacuum, and it took only a few seconds for the lem to become a thousand pounds lighter.
‘Stand by for launch,’ said Neil, watching the mission clock. ‘Four, three, two, one. Initiate!’
Buzz flicked open the crossfeed switch. Within seconds the RCS propellants would flow through the interconnect line and down into the combustion chamber of the main engine, where, at long last, there would occur a true miracle of rare device: the glorious, hypergolic mixing of hydrazine and nitrogen tetroxide.






CHAPTER 27
IS THIS ALL?
Joan, watching her children play as she waited for news of her husband, decided that she would, after all, ask herself Betty Friedan’s famous question.
‘Is this all?’
From her flat ground she could not see beyond the high panels of the perimeter fence, so the ‘this’ in her case was easy to identify. It was her house, her sons, her daughter. There was no profundity in the vision, only playing and talking. From their well-behaved games and quiet voices she deduced that her children knew that this day was to be a difficult one, and that they should be kind to their mother. Already her youngest boy had presented her with a flower picked from the garden, her eldest had brought out more tea just as carefully as he could, and her daughter had whispered in her ear that everything was going to be ‘copacetic’.
‘That’s the word Daddy uses, isn’t it?’ asked the daughter.
‘Yes, it is,’ replied the mother.
Should Joan resent everything that had led to this? That her career in New York had been lost because she’d come home to look after a father and marry a husband? That NASA had cancelled her radio program, and pregnancy had forced her to leave the stage? That for years she’d hardly seen anything of her husband because he’d been away so often? She’d already sacrificed so much for him to go to the Moon, and now she must sacrifice more.
After all of that, was this enough?
She knew that the man sitting next to her, searching for metaphors in her mother’s teacups, thought that she should resent it. Over the past day or so she’d secretly looked inside his notebook from time to time, while he was drunk or dozing, and had seen that he believed she was a woman trapped in a cage. She’d read that she was hemmed in by the calculated curve of her suburban streets, that she was being asphyxiated in a box, and that her struggles were miracles of strength and cunning. And she’d learned that while women like her are content to be captured, men like him must always be free. ‘If you lock Aquarius up,’ she’d read, ‘he will die!’
That’s what he’d written, but wasn’t the truth of the matter that it was the men who were in the cage, and the women who were free? Wasn’t it she who’d been watching him and admiring his miracles? That’s what the feminists had said about him – Germaine, Kate and the others. They’d said he was a prisoner of the cult of masculinity, and that his own imprisonment was the one thing invisible to his critical author’s eye. He was inside without knowing he was inside.
Poor men. They could never be free. No wonder Mr Aquarius poured endless bourbon into his tea.
‘More?’ she asked, lifting the teapot towards his cup.
‘Thank you,’ he said, accepting the tea then taking his bottle from beneath his picnic chair. ‘And I think I’ll add another drop of blood. The third brings befuddlement, but the fourth, clarity.’


He’d had, Joan knew, a good deal more than four.
‘And the tenth?’ she asked. ‘What does that bring?’
Her companion did not hesitate. ‘Freedom,’ he said.
This surprised her. How curious that he should offer that word just as she was imagining him confined and constricted. It made her worry that by some mysterious process he could see her thoughts. There was an invasion here of sorts, a forced occupation of her mental territory. Oh well. Let him see what he wants to see. She was ashamed of nothing.
And what was she thinking about during this tense time? Her children, of course.
Look at them! Observe how they flow in and around each other with enchanting, chaotic beauty. Now they study an insect in the grass; now they set a sailboat adrift in the pool; now they climb a ladder to the treehouse. So varied were their natures, and so rich and subtle their interactions, that she felt a profound joy come upon her. She loved them; they were mysterious.
‘Is this all?’ she asked again.
It was true that she could not see beyond the fence of this yard, and nor, in this sky, could she see the sun or Moon. But did she need to? Was the universe beyond her home so very special? Her husband had told her that simple Newtonian equations govern the motion of heavenly bodies and that their precise position in the sky could be calculated years in advance. He’d said it with wonder, but poor Moon, she’d thought, to be so predictable! And now, as she sat in this garden amid the perfume of wildflowers, she could not help but remember exactly what her husband had said of the Moon during their final telephone call: ‘It’s just white and black, Joan. I can’t even see the stars.’
All the magic of the universe was here before her, inside her fence. Her children moved around each other in orbits that Sir Isaac Newton could never predict. Men might know the time of moonrise a century in advance, but she did not know what her children would do thirty seconds from now. Here before her was the true glory and mystery of the universe, so why go outwards?
‘Inward lies the treasure,’ Joan whispered to herself.
Her children were the brightest lights in the universe, and if one were to go, the darkness would be absolute. She began to imagine that darkness but stopped herself. She could permit herself to see her mother as a ghost roaming among the trees, but not one of her children.
And yet that was what Janet, wife of Neil, had to endure every day. As that wonderful woman watched her two boys play in the rooms and gardens of her beautiful home at El Lago, she must also see her lost daughter as a ghost among them, laughing as they laugh, loving as they love, growing up as they grow up.
And, as Joan thought more about the tragedy of it, she became convinced that there was some cosmic ledger at work here, recording all debits and credits, ensuring that nothing comes for free. In this universe, to get a lot you must pay a lot, and she had the sudden conviction that, for Neil to have walked first on the Moon, the payment had been his daughter.
Joan had unexpectedly arrived at what it truly meant to be a Lindbergh. Her husband, in his simple way, had thought it meant being an excellent pilot, brave and true, but Joan now knew it meant so much more. Fly across the Atlantic if he must, but that flight had cost Mr Lindbergh his baby. To be a Lindbergh meant paying an enormous price, beyond all reckoning.
Because of the strangeness of this moment – these pressurised, distorted minutes of unbearable waiting – Joan allowed her thinking to fly outwards even further: to some distant realm where she saw the face of God himself. To save mankind he’d had to give up his only son. By what cosmic ledger could that loss be measured?
What price the Atlantic, if you must lose your baby to fly it?
What price the Moon, if you must lose your daughter to walk it?
What price humanity, if you must sacrifice your son to save it?
Dawn was close, but before it came Joan knew she must ask herself Betty’s question one final time.
‘Is this all?’
And at last, casting her eyes across all that was hers, she was able to answer it.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But this is everything!’






CHAPTER 28
POSITIVE X-TRANSLATION
‘Crossfeed switch open,’ confirmed Buzz, standing at the lunar module pilot’s station in his pressurised suit, looking out his window towards the horizon.
‘Roger,’ came Neil’s voice in his earphones, calm and clear.
Neil was standing behind him, untethered, ready to move his body weight as needed.
‘Feel anything?’ Buzz asked.
‘Not yet. Stand by.’
Three seconds passed, then four, then five. There was a low rumbling in the cabin floor but he felt no upward force in his legs.
‘Vibration’s increasing,’ said Neil.
But still Buzz could detect no movement. Through the doorless hatchway he could see that the ground was not receding.
‘Wait for it,’ came Neil’s voice again, and then, soon after: ‘There it is. Positive X-translation. Feel that pressure? It’s subtle, but it’s there.’


Buzz now sensed a tingling in his legs, which gradually grew into a firm compression. The cabin floor began to swing and sway.
Neil spoke again, more emphatically this time. ‘Ascent confirmed.’
Neil was right. Buzz felt his weight increasing: they were accelerating. He was exhilarated – the Eagle was flying! – but knew he must concentrate. Their flight was unstable. ‘Careful,’ he said to himself, keeping his breathing steady. ‘We don’t want to go over.’ Already the spacecraft had begun to pitch forward, bringing into view in his window more and more of the Moon’s bright surface.
‘Z-axis,’ he spoke into his microphone. ‘One step rearward, please.’
‘Roger,’ came the reply.
Buzz reached his gloved hand behind him to check that Neil had stepped back. He had, but Buzz sensed the pitch-over was continuing. If it went much further, they’d not achieve the altitude they needed. Or, worse, they’d spear into the ground.
‘Z-axis,’ he said again, more urgently. ‘Another step.’
Still the craft rotated forward and Buzz, losing his balance a little, struck his helmet on the window. But he was immediately tugged back upright, either by the ceiling tether or by Neil, and the spacecraft began to stabilise. The window was no longer filled only with the Moon’s white surface: the black sky reappeared and the horizon slowly centred itself in the window frame. They were vertical once again, and he could distinctly feel himself being lifted bodily into the sky.
‘Perfect flying, Buzz,’ said Neil.
Buzz’s suit, though pressurised, had flexibility enough to let him turn a little to his left. Framed by his white helmet, the commander’s face was close, and Buzz could see that he was smiling. How beautiful was Neil, and how perfect had been his faith that they would make it.


Turning forward again, he saw darkness in his window as the lem rose away from the Moon. The g-force in his legs was increasing. They’d reached the phase of maximum acceleration.
‘Velocity good, altitude good, RCS propellants good,’ Neil said. ‘Lunar surface receding fast.’
Farewell, Lady Moon! Buzz leaned closer to the open hatch to look out. From this altitude the white of her dusty ground was softer and her greys more subtle, and he thought he could even see olive greens amid the darkness of her plains, and smudges of blue in the shadows of her craters. He suddenly felt ashamed of all the unkind ways he’d thought of her – as a temptress trying to lure him to eternal death, as a smiling demon mocking his faith in God – for as he and Neil flew upwards and away, he knew in his heart that she’d never hated them. She’d loved them all along, and that’s why, in the end, she’d let them go.
As their altitude increased, the sweating discomfort of an overheated cabin and the gasping panic of excessive carbon dioxide faded away. The ascending lem was now far above the hot lunar surface, and her environmental control system, perhaps sensing they were flying at last, had entered a purge mode, pushing all its remaining oxygen through his suit to flush out the carbon dioxide.
‘Breathe deep and you will find your freedom,’ his wife had once said to him, and now Buzz breathed as deeply as he could. He never did hear from Joan again over the radio, but it didn’t matter now. He’d see her in person soon enough.
Where was the command module? He could not yet see any sign of it through his window. And now there was a problem: he could feel the thrust of the ascent engine reducing. A few seconds later, it stopped altogether. Just as the math had predicted, they’d run out of RCS propellant before reaching the Columbia. They were at the top of the lob, but they were not high enough.


Now weightless, he looked again out of the window. He saw nothing. Where was Mike? In a few seconds, the lem would begin her slow fall back to the ground. Instinctively, he flicked the crossfeed switch up and down a few times, hoping that opening and closing the valve might encourage more propellant into the engine. Nothing happened.
‘Neil,’ he said into his microphone, ‘can you see Mike?’
When he heard no reply, he turned to mid-cabin. He was surprised to see Neil standing perfectly still, his eyes closed and head bowed inside his helmet. At first, Buzz thought he was dreaming his special dream, but then he realised: Neil was praying.
‘God in Heaven,’ he heard in his earphones, ‘lift us up from this place.’
This time, Buzz knew his friend wasn’t teasing or mocking him. Neil meant his prayers. At the top of their ascent, Apollo’s commander was asking for God’s help.
How wrong Madalyn had been! Neil was not an atheist, but a Christian shining bright in the Lord’s light, excellent and fair. The math was the math, but the math had ended. The rest was faith. These final yards would be God’s work. God bless Neil, Buzz thought, closing his own eyes to join the commander in prayer.
‘Dear Lord,’ he whispered, ‘lift us up!’
It took only a second for him to feel again the pressure of upward acceleration in his legs. The ascent engine must have found some final, wispy vapours of propellant, and was providing its last, best burst of thrust.
He heard Neil’s voice. ‘Can you feel that? We’re rising again, Buzz, we’re rising. We’re nearly there.’
He first saw the command module only as a small, white light drifting down into the darkness of his window, like some distant planet, but as it grew closer he began to make out the shiny, conic aluminium hull rotating in the sunlight. Mike must already have depressurised his cabin, for the hatch door was wide open, ready to receive them. At the base of the command module was the large cylinder of the service module, at the bottom of which was the elegant, curved nozzle of the service propulsion engine – the rocket that would take them home.
A plume of clear blue flame erupted from the nozzle. Just as planned, the command module had begun its hover. Mike’s nineteenth scenario was working.
It was time to leave the Eagle. The procedure took only a few seconds. Cables, tethers and umbilicals were released, and Buzz tethered his suit to Neil’s. He then crawled out through the hatch frame and Neil followed. There was no hatch door and they wore no backpacks so their exit was simple and quick.
Using a burst from the pressure relief valve on his wrist, Buzz gave himself a small velocity in the direction of the command module. To preserve oxygen, he used the relief valve only sparingly, but he allowed himself a quick turn so he could take one final look at the lem.
She was falling away, drawn downwards by the Moon’s gravity. In a few minutes she’d impact the surface, but for now her polished hull shone bright, and her struts, antennae and tanks glittered happily in the sunlight. She began to catch some earthlight too, and bright and varied colours twinkled within her structure, so that she appeared to him as a silver brooch embedded with jewels.
‘Emeralds, sapphires and diamonds,’ Buzz said, thinking that, as she fell, she was the most beautiful object in all of Heaven. ‘Bless you, Eagle. You’ve served us well.’
With another burst from his wrist valve, he turned back towards the command module. The machine was now close and immense. When he and Neil passed into her shadow, all the stars of the universe became visible, like an explosion of fireworks. In one direction he could see straight into the throbbing white heart of the Milky Way; in another he saw uncountable galaxies flying away from him, their light Doppler-shifted to red so that they looked like a vast scattering of rubies.
So immense was God’s creation, and so small were he and Neil, that Buzz feared God might not be able to find them amid the stars. But a moment later, he felt himself and Neil being steered towards the command module, and then guided lovingly through the open hatchway into the cabin. At last, he saw Mike. His friend was floating in a spacesuit untouched by black moondust – a suit so white that it seemed to be a vestment aglow with holy light. The displays of the instrument panels shone like candles; he’d never seen the Columbia look so heavenly. God’s glory was in his galaxies, but it was in this spacecraft, too.
Oh how great was the blessing to be saved! Oh how sweet was the taste of freedom! Oh how blissful was the thought of going home!






CHAPTER 29
FAREWELL
Joan now saw, as she waited for the sun, two men come through the gate in the fence on the far side of her yard and make their way towards her. One was old and blind, the other young and pretty. In this contrast, Joan thought, was a simple yet brutal truth: time is cruel.
She stood up, and her children came to stand behind her. She was pleased: they were young, but wise enough to know that they were her best support. The old man came close and held out his hand, and just as she had before, she placed it against her cheek. She held it there while she studied his face awhile. Delicate wrinkles led down from the corners of his eyes as if they were permanent channels for tears. How tender, how loving, how searching were those eyes! Time was not so cruel after all, she decided, for in his age Mr Grumman was just as beautiful as Mogie was in his youth.
What, she wondered, did he see of her? Soft summer pastels, Mr Aquarius might write in his notebook, but she thought it more likely that all he saw was a dark silhouette against a brightening sky.


‘It’s done,’ Mr Grumman said.
‘Thank you,’ she replied.
Mogie seemed nervous and unsettled. Did he expect that she’d respond to this news with something more elaborate? What else could she say? The boy seemed about to ask something, but instead walked away to a nearby patch of long grass and wildflowers.
‘May I pick this?’ he asked, pointing to a blossom with pale petals wound tight around a centre of vibrant blue. Had he selected it, Joan wondered, because it resembled the cool, hypergolic flame of the lem’s ascent engine?
‘Of course you may,’ Joan said.
She feared he might present it to her, but, of course, he returned to Mr Grumman. There, working slowly and methodically, he removed the old flower from the man’s lapel and affixed the new.
In the east, vapoury cirrus high in the stratosphere had become flecked with gold, and beneath such a sky Mogie’s upturned face appeared, to Joan, to be that of an angel ascending.
Standing as straight as he could, the boy gave a quick, stiff salute.
‘God bless Mr Grumman!’
 
At high school, Neil’s favourite mathematical equation had been Y equals one divided by X – the reciprocal function – because, although Y becomes smaller as X increases, it never actually reaches zero. When graphed, it shows a curve sinking ever more slowly towards the horizontal axis, meeting it only at infinity.
For Neil the young aviator it was the ideal symbol of the perfect landing. Such a touchdown would be imperceptible, with a vertical velocity of zero, although it would require a runway of infinite length. In the real world there are no such runways, so there is always a bump on arrival, but still, Neil came closer to perfection than most. In the Navy he would settle his plane on the deck of an aircraft carrier as lightly as a petal on a pond, and he soon became known as the master of the soft landing.
The descent to the lunar surface was his climactic triumph: the lem’s impact had been so slight that he and Buzz hadn’t realised they were on the ground. It was Houston who’d told them: ‘Eagle, we copy you down.’ By this delicate contact Neil had established a rule for all mankind: when you first touch a new world, you should do it so gently that no one notices.
And now, stranded in the Eagle on the surface of the Moon, Neil knew his biggest challenge was yet to come. On this morning, he must achieve his softest landing yet.
So far, with the help of the restraint securing Buzz to the ceiling, he’d been able to support him from behind to keep him stable. But as Buzz’s suit lost pressure and became more flexible, he tended to fall forward. He’d already lost balance once and struck his helmet on the window, after which Neil further tightened the tether to try to keep him upright.
Just below Buzz’s right shoulder blade was the suit repair Neil had carried out the previous day as Buzz lay unconscious in the lunar dirt. The patch – fibreglass tape and Teflon-covered Beta cloth – had made a perfect seal over the torn area, but during the past minutes Neil had been gradually pulling the patch away, disguising his tugging amid the readjusting of restraints. Now, as he loosened it further, Buzz’s suit became ever more pliable, like a deflating air mattress.
‘Perfect flying, Buzz,’ Neil said.
Suggestibility: one of hypoxia’s most useful symptoms. Neil knew his voice would be sounding deep in Buzz’s brain, so he carefully calibrated every word to persuade and reassure.


‘Velocity good, altitude good, RCS propellants good. Lunar surface receding fast.’
And when Buzz unexpectedly turned his head to face him, Neil smiled his warmest smile – a smile that said: the ascent was proceeding perfectly.
But then Buzz began to breathe irregularly, as if he’d become anxious. Perhaps he thought something was wrong, that their ascent had somehow faltered.
‘Can you see Mike?’ he was asking. ‘Can you see Mike?’
Feeling Buzz’s eyes upon him, Neil closed his own and pressed together the palms of his gloves in prayer.
‘God in Heaven,’ he said, ‘lift us up from this place.’
The strategy worked. Buzz closed his own eyes and mouthed words that Neil assumed were also prayer. Buzz’s breathing then steadied and his body relaxed further, until eventually his legs gave way and his entire weight was supported by the ceiling tether.
Neil moved behind him, disconnected the tether and restraining cables, and eased him down to the cabin floor. Neil’s own suit was still fully pressurised and stiff, but he was able also to sit down, with his legs resting partially out of the hatchway and his back up against the bare hull of the commander’s station. Buzz lay on his back with his knees drawn up and his head in Neil’s lap.
‘Can you feel that?’ Neil said. ‘We’re rising again, Buzz, we’re rising. We’re nearly there.’
He waited patiently. There was no hurry, no hurry at all.
Was it wrong, Neil wondered, to kill his friend in this way? All he knew – and it was a fact so strong that it seemed to form its own morality – was that Joan had asked him to do it.
He’d known that there could be no escape for him and Buzz. He’d known it as soon as he saw the ruptured oxidiser tank, and after communications were cut with Houston all that remained for them both was to contemplate the hours of suffering and panic that must now come. But then, as soon as he heard the irregular pulses of static coming from his comms cap, he’d realised they were Morse code. The lem’s one remaining antenna, the S-band omni used for data, was picking up a signal on the emergency frequency. The repeated long-short, short-long pulses were his own initials, ‘N-A’, and soon afterwards he heard ‘C-M-O’ for ‘commander only’ and ‘E-V-A’ for ‘extra-vehicular activity’. He was being asked to step outside.
He’d done what he was told, and once on the surface he’d been surprised to hear Mike’s voice in his earphones, asking him to stand by for Joan.
Her words, when they came, had been calm and direct.
‘I’m told that my husband must either suffer or suicide. He will never suicide, and I don’t want him to suffer. Will you help?’
‘It would be the greatest honour of my life,’ he’d said.
It was Joan who’d suggested euphoric hypoxia as the kindest method, and she told him that the Grumman people had come up with a way to do it. He needed to persuade her husband that the lem could yet fly.
‘His life should end in action, not suffering,’ she’d said. ‘He must be in movement, thinking and doing. These are the things that make him happy.’
Neil’s next surprise had been to hear the voice of old Mr Grumman himself, who described a procedure using the RCS propellants in the ascent engine via the crossfeed. A young engineer, he’d said, had come up with the idea. Could it actually succeed? No. The crossfeed system was strictly one-way. But it might just be plausible enough to persuade an exhausted, desperate, overheated, carbon-dioxide-poisoned Buzz. And then, at the end of it all, Mr Grumman had said, it would be a simple matter of inducing hypoxia by secretly depressurising Buzz’s suit using the pressure relief valve on his wrist.
Neil had his own way of secretly depressurising Buzz’s suit – by removing the repair patch – but the end result would be the same: hypoxia activates hope and disables doubt.
Joan’s plan had worked. Her husband’s final hours had been filled with action and movement and hope, calculating weight and stripping the lem. There’d been no more anxious counting of prime numbers, and he’d not even noticed that the temperature and carbon dioxide had reached critical levels. At ‘Initiate!’ Buzz had flicked his switches, but no oxidiser entered the engine, and the lem never did rise from the ground, not even one inch.
 
Buzz was unconscious now, whispering words in his dreams. Neil heard him speak of emeralds, sapphires and diamonds, a universe filled with rubies, vestments aglow with holy light. His face was blissful and serene. The hypoxia was doing excellent work.
A minute passed, and then another, yet life still flickered in his friend. His eyelids twitched and his lips trembled, and Neil wondered what wonderful things he was seeing and thinking. Millions of neurons, in the final throes of oxygen starvation, would be releasing their neurotransmitters all at once and creating a feeling of bliss.
At last, Neil felt Buzz’s limbs extend and stiffen. Death had come, and Neil was pleased. For his fellow moonwalker, he’d achieved the softest landing he could.
 


‘You can have someone else, you know.’
Deke, head of flight-crew operations, had made this offer to Neil after Buzz had annoyed everyone with his endless lobbying to be first out.
‘No,’ had been Neil’s immediate answer. Buzz was Dr Rendezvous. His was the finest mathematical and scientific mind ever to have been sent into space. He was the perfect astronaut, meticulous in his preparation and exquisitely calm under pressure. Neil had insisted: Buzz stays.
And he’d been proven right. On this mission, and in these final hours, Buzz had Thought for himself, Done for himself and Answered for himself better than any atheist ever could. Replace him? Never. Not in an infinity of human beings could Neil have found someone more capable, more loyal, or more true.
Neil closed his eyes and sat quietly for a while with his friend. Perhaps he fell asleep. But eventually the heat and carbon dioxide roused him to action, and he used the lem’s pulley system to lift Buzz’s body from the floor, swing it out the hatch and lower it to the surface. He then secured the oxygen purge system emergency supply to his own suit’s chest mount and disconnected the lem’s umbilicals. The OPS would give him about thirty minutes of oxygen, which he hoped would be enough. Finally, he crawled out onto the porch and down the ladder.
It was not difficult, in the weak gravity, to drag Buzz’s body out of the shadow of the lunar module and to the patch of flat ground where they’d erected the flagpole. He dug at the regolith with the toe of his boot. There was powdery dust for about an inch, but beneath that was hard, dry gravel in which no body could ever be buried. So he took down the flag, brought it to where Buzz lay, and placed it neatly over him. Now when curious observers gazed up at the Moon with their telescopes, they’d see not death but the magnificent Stars and Stripes, ablaze with red, white and blue.
Neil stood at the foot of the grave and saluted.
‘Farewell, my dear friend,’ he said. ‘You were first out after all.’
 
‘Just a little while longer, Michael,’ Joan called to her eldest child, ‘and then you know what we must do.’
Mogie and Mr Grumman had departed, the tea things had been cleared, and the sun was not far away. Jeannie – dear, loyal Jeannie! – had retired to her room to try to sleep, and now Mr Aquarius, too, was talking about leaving. He must get back to the Satin to rest, he was saying, and to organise his flight back to New York.
‘You have someone waiting for you at the motel, I think?’ said Joan. She was remembering the female voice who’d answered the telephone.
‘I doubt very much that she’s still there.’
‘Then stay a little longer.’ She stood from her chair. ‘The children and I are taking a walk to the lake. You should come with us. The exercise will do you good.’
‘I’d like that.’
She wandered with him to the garden shed, where her three children had gathered around the vivarium. Inside, Apollo the boa constrictor writhed and gyrated, raising its head and pushing the bulk of its body against the glass walls. Its glossy red and gold scales were being stroked lovingly by her children.
‘It’s time to go,’ she announced, nodding to her eldest son.
Taking her signal, he produced a canvas sack that he’d wet with a hose. He held it open and his younger brother, in one swift motion, placed the snake inside. The creature, Joan noticed, immediately became still. She hoped it was happy in its new, cool darkness.


She led the way through the rear gate, across the yard of her friend’s house and up the side path to Point Lookout Drive. The road’s wide sidewalk took them on a long curve northeast towards the lake. She saw no press or NASA men, and at this early hour there were very few cars, so she let the children run ahead.
‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ said the writer after they’d walked for a while.
‘Thank you,’ she replied, annoyed by the blandness of the sentiment. She did not want the short time they had left together to be filled with empty platitudes. She expected more from him.
‘It is a loss, of course,’ she went on. ‘A very great loss. But I’ll be able to get along without my husband, Mr Aquarius. If there’s one thing being an astrowife teaches you, it’s that. Ask me, ask Janet, ask Jeannie, ask any of the widows and they’ll tell you: even when they were alive, our husbands were not really with us. They were with NASA – down at the Cape, visiting contractors, working in the simulators, flying their T-38s. When Gus died in the Apollo 1 fire, his wife Betty told me that she felt he was finally hers. Up until then she’d never known where he was. All she’d really had of him were his telephone calls. And afterwards, you know, she had her teeth capped, bought herself a piano and went on a world trip.’
Was she speaking too frankly? Was she coming across as callous? Perhaps, but in her exhaustion all that mattered was honesty.
‘So last night, when Rusty told me that I’d never see my husband again, I knew that I’d be able to cope, and that in time I’d get on with my life, just as Jeannie and Betty and all the others have. I was surprised by how calm I was. I think it was because I’d been half expecting it for so long that when it finally came I was – well, not relieved, but accepting. I said to myself, “Others have gone through this. Now it’s my turn.”’


She shouted instructions ahead to the children: they should turn right here, down the laneway, then left. Soon they were strolling down a broad avenue of grand houses and trimmed lawns. These were the calculated, curved streets that the writer had described in his notes, so she was pleased to be able to show him, up close, their subtle beauty. The crowded chaos of New York was one way to live a life; this was another.
‘But what I couldn’t accept,’ she went on, ‘was that my husband was going to suffer. Gus and the others died quickly. In that way, they were lucky. It was all over in a flash. But my husband was facing hours – or even days – of agony, and NASA wasn’t going to do a thing about it. Rusty told me they expected the men to suicide. There are pills, apparently. But I knew my husband would never do that. Never. His mother had done it, his grandfather had done it, and so he never would. He thought it a sin. I knew that, and that’s why I wanted to be kept in the loop. But NASA shut me out. They told me nothing about their precious Protocol because they thought it was all too brutal for me to bear. The irony is, Mr Aquarius, that it wasn’t brutal enough. It was incomplete. It needed one final step, and in the end it was I who carried out that step – with your help, and Mr Grumman’s, and Mogie’s. And, of course, Neil’s.’
As she drifted along, her companion strayed from her side a little, and she wondered whether he was listening. She hoped he was, and that later he’d write down her words, for she was speaking not only for herself and for him, but for history.
‘Are you all right, Mr Aquarius? You appear to have laid waste your powers.’
‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘But don’t worry. I’ll regain them soon enough.’
She guided him across the main road, which ran along the shore of the lake, and they soon arrived at a place of low palms where the children were waiting. They seemed subdued, and Joan worried a little for them. Last night they’d said goodbye to their father, but had they really understood? They’d farewelled him many times before and he’d always returned. Did they know that this time was different?
From here, Michael led the way. He took them south along a narrow trail into territory Joan had never seen before, where exotic trees oozed odorous gums and ripe fruits grew all around. Soon the trail opened onto a wide glade of dewy grass, through which ran a crystal stream. The children, rushing to its banks, gave excited cries: they could see turtles, trout and redfish. Joan was pleased. Her son had done well. He’d led them to God’s Garden, a paradise on Earth.
‘Apollo will be happy here,’ she said, lifting her face to the newly risen sun. She then recited some lines from a favourite poem of her husband’s. ‘And for all this, nature is never spent. There!’ – she looked to the vibrant forest left and right – ‘lives the dearest freshness deep down things.’
And now, at last, she was crying. Of course she was. Her husband, whom she’d loved most dearly, had died.
 
Mike, floating weightless in the empty space between Buzz’s couch on the right and Neil’s on the left, watched the electroluminescent display insistently flashing bright green 99s. The guidance computer, still running Program 47, was making its offer yet again.
‘All you have to do is press “proceed”,’ the computer was saying, ‘and I will fire the service propulsion rocket and take you home.’
‘Thank you,’ Mike said aloud, ‘but not yet.’
He would press it – perhaps during the next orbit, or the one after that – and he would go home. But, for now, he instead pulled out the circuit breaker for the communications electronics, temporarily disabling the Columbia’s radios.
Silence came to the cathedral.
Mike was tired. He’d had enough thinking and talking. Now there was something he wanted to do.
As the Columbia once again rose above Tranquility’s horizon, her engine unlit, Mike took the bottle of Chambertin from its storage compartment. The wine was too precious to return to Earth, so it must remain in the heavens. But it was too large to eject into space using the waste jettison chute, and depressurising the cabin and opening the hatch by himself would be a complex and risky procedure. Luckily, there was another way.
From the wine box he took a corkscrew and removed the cork. In the weightlessness of the cabin, the wine remained in the bottle no matter its orientation in space, so Mike inserted a thin, flexible tube, long enough to reach the bottom. Into this he gently blew, causing a slowly expanding bulb of wine to appear at the bottle’s opening. When it reached the size of a golf ball, it detached itself and drifted into the cabin. It wobbled and quivered, but eventually formed a perfect sphere.
In the blazing sunlight, the wine shone with all the vibrancy of a red diamond. Or – better – with the rare, mysterious luminescence of the red spinel, the jewel of royalty. As Monsieur Ardan proclaimed in Verne’s novel, Chambertin was the king of wines. But as Mike looked longer, he began to see colours richer even than royalty. The interior of the sphere was not static like a gem, but alive. He fancied he could see cytoplasms and ribosomes and hemoglobes, and he realised it glistened like blood – the blood of all the soldiers who’d died in the French fields that gave this wine life. Chambertin was a wine of sacrifice, and the sacrifice having been made, the wine must be drunk.


He moved his mouth to the sphere and touched it lightly with his lips. The surface tension broke, the liquid ran inwards, and in an instant his mouth was full of all the rich flavours of Earth. He produced another sphere and drank it, and then another.
The light in the command module began to fade. The sun set behind him and the cabin filled with the dark purple of earthlight. Mike drank more, and as the Columbia flew onwards over cliffs and canyons of Neptunian blue, he found that he’d finished the bottle.
Soon enough, the Earth disappeared and he was in darkness. This was the part of the orbit in which the Columbia could be her most perfect self: a glorious cathedral, lit from within by her instrument lights glowing like candles, and from without by a splendid array of starlight. Below him the stars were blotted out by the Moon, black and brooding, but above they burned like a celestial furnace. There were, the scientists said, two trillion galaxies, each containing a hundred billion stars.
The time had come for his final act. From a stowage compartment he took a cylindrical container. He unscrewed a cap from one end and connected a thin, flexible hose to the other. He then secured the hose to the waste-management panel behind him and rotated the overboard-valve switch to the ‘dump’ position.
Mike urinated into the container. As he did so, the liquid flowed via the hose to the panel and from there was vented directly outside. The instant it met the vacuum of space, it crystallised into tiny, sparkling particles. A thousand new points of light drifted into the blackness. The Chambertin, via Mike’s body and the Columbia’s waste management system, was now free. It had been made celestial, and it would remain in space forever.
Mike watched the beautiful crystals slowly spread, and soon he could no longer tell which points of light were the stars and which were his own urine.


Ah! he thought. That was what it meant to be the command module pilot: to be able to see the entire universe in your own piss.
 
‘It’s time,’ said Joan to her son.
Michael took the boa constrictor from the canvas bag and held it high so that his brother and sister could stroke its silky scales one last time. Joan could see how much her children loved Apollo, but she could also see that they understood what needed to be done.
The children turned to Mr Aquarius, and young Michael spoke on their behalf.
‘Thank you, Mr Aquarius, for giving us Apollo. We had him only a day, but we loved him. Our mother says we must let him go, and we want to let him go, but we will miss him.’
Joan expected the writer to say something wonderful in reply. But he hesitated. Did he disapprove of her instructions that the snake be released? When he at last spoke, she was both surprised and annoyed.
‘I’m not sure that it matters,’ he said, addressing them all, ‘but Apollo is in fact a “she”, not a “he”. I was told at the pet store that she’s a female – a very lovely specimen.’
Joan suspected Mr Aquarius of sneaky tricks. Hadn’t he been referring to the snake as ‘he’ all along? And wasn’t it Mr Aquarius who’d suggested the name Apollo? She couldn’t remember. Her attention had been on other things. Had she now, subtly, been taught a lesson?
Her son held the snake away from him as if he did not now know what to do with it.
‘It’s a girl?’ he asked.
‘Yes,’ confirmed Mr Aquarius. ‘She is.’


‘Do we still have to let her go?’
Joan thought about it. It was a good question. She did not know why, but the boa being female made a difference. She could imagine the creature being happy in her cage, nesting in the straw, raising her own young. ‘Inward lies the treasure!’ But before she could reply, Mr Aquarius answered for her.
‘Even more so,’ he said. ‘She must be free.’
‘In which case,’ said Joan, ‘before we release her, we will give her a new name.’
The children agreed, but could not easily think of one. Her boys offered one silly suggestion after another until Jan, her daughter, spoke.
‘Artemis.’
The boys were puzzled.
‘She was sister to Apollo,’ Jan explained. ‘She was a hunter, but best of all, she was goddess of the Moon.’
Joan thought her daughter’s idea a good one.
‘Artemis it is,’ she said, giving a quick nod to her son, who placed Artemis gently on the ground.
The snake lingered awhile on the green earth, then lifted her head high, swaying and sniffing. She flicked out her tongue to taste the new air and then – surging, rippling, undulating – slipped away.
So what now?
It was time for Joan and her children to return to the house, but she did not want to go just yet. Returning would mark the end of her old life and the beginning of the new, and she’d not quite summoned the energy she needed. She would rest in this Eden for just a little longer and watch her children play.
She sat down on the grass and Mr Aquarius joined her.
‘What will you do now?’ he asked.


‘First, the wives will present me with a golden whistle. Second, I’ll throw it in the lake. Third, I’ll start looking for somewhere new to live.’
‘Where?’
‘Jeannie is in California. Perhaps I’ll go there. The Pacific. Hollywood. I may become a film star yet.’
‘That would be nice.’
Another bland offering from the writer. ‘Nice’! She must try to extract him from himself.
‘And you?’ she asked. ‘Where will you go?’
‘To my house in Provincetown – tomorrow – to write my book.’
‘About Mary Jo?’
‘About the Moon.’
‘I thought you’d lost the contract.’
‘I’ll write it anyway.’
‘And will it take you all summer?’
‘Yes. And the winter too.’
‘I could visit you there.’
It was a ridiculous thing to say, and she didn’t know why she’d said it. But her companion must not have thought it so very ridiculous.
‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do come.’
Joan’s exhaustion now brought on a pulse of insanity. Could she travel as far as Provincetown to visit this person? It was an absurd idea. Who would take care of her children? What would people say? And he was married.
Still, might she go? Betty, when Gus died, had journeyed around the world. Why shouldn’t she, Joan, go to Provincetown? She sat quietly for a while, staring mostly out over the lake, but turning every now and then to the man next to her.
Did she like him?


She did not like the way he walked with a John Wayne swagger, as if trying to impress people with his manliness, or how he sat with his legs crossed and one hand on his knee, oddly reversed, so that his elbow pointed outwards like a stag’s antler warning off enemies, or how he wrinkled his nose into a snarl whenever someone disagreed with him.
And yet, in her backyard just now, he’d sat quiet as a lamb in her picnic chairs, drinking from her mother’s teacups. Let Kate and Germaine and the others say what they wanted – he might escape his macho prison after all. It would certainly be entertaining to watch him try. Who knew what miracles of strength and cunning she might witness?
And now that she thought about it, although he was married, she did also recall him saying, at some point during the past two days, the word ‘divorce’.
So, did she like him?
Whether she did or didn’t, he was now leaving.
‘I’d better go,’ he said. ‘It’s my time.’
She watched him roll over onto his belly, push himself backwards onto his knees, then to his feet. The motion was awkward, and he seemed to be in pain.
‘Gravity is strong here,’ she said as a joke, meaning to be kind but wondering whether she’d been cruel.
She stood up too and took a final look at Mr Aquarius. He was a squat man, weirdly shaped, almost impish. But his short legs were thick and strong, and the dense curls of his hair, although grey, looked like machinery you might see at a power station. They were compressed steel coils, filled with electricity. Beware the voltage! But with her husband gone, this new and dangerous energy might be just what she needed.


For some reason, at this moment of departure, she thought about the writer’s famous orgone boxes. Dodie had told her about them – how they were made, how he’d invite people along to parties to inspect them, and how he’d ask women to get inside with him. If he asked her, would she say yes? And if she did, once inside, would she shimmer?
‘Goodbye, Joan,’ he said, leaning in close. She felt he was about to kiss her, but instead he put his arms around her.
‘Goodbye, Mr Aquarius,’ she said, returning his tender hug.
‘You know,’ he said as they separated, ‘after all that’s happened, you might simply call me “Aquarius”.’
‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I will.’
Now he walked away, disappearing down the same narrow trail by which they’d come. In a few minutes he’d emerge from the jungle into the bright streets and happy houses of Nassau Bay, and his Moon adventure would be over.
Farewell, Aquarius!
Did Joan love her husband? More than the whole world. Now that he was gone, could she love again? Yes, she could.
 
Neil, on the lunar surface without his backpack, was relying on the oxygen purge system canister mounted on the front of his suit to give him the oxygen he needed, not only to breathe but to keep him cool. The OPS had no water to circulate: instead, it ejected heat by pushing oxygen through the suit and venting it into space. The system was designed for emergencies; it would not last long. Neil guessed he had about twenty minutes of oxygen left – perhaps a little more, but not much. He had to work quickly.
From the equipment bay just to the right of the lem’s ladder he took a narrow, three-foot-long cylinder and carried it to the place where he’d set up the television camera during the moonwalk, about sixty feet northwest of the lem. Here he removed the cylinder’s cap and withdrew a long, spindly device. He opened out one end to form the three legs of a supporting tripod and the other to make a large, circular antenna that resembled an inverted umbrella. Its central pole – the transmitter – pointed heavenward, and by rotating the flexible cable crank he was able to aim it precisely at Earth. Finally, he connected the device’s cable to the TV camera.
When he stood back to survey his work, he was pleased. He’d erected a fully functional, parabolic-dish antenna. It had been designed to transmit high-quality TV images of the moonwalk, but Mission Control, worried about time, had instead used the smaller antenna on the lem. But now, even with so little oxygen left, Neil knew the five minutes taken to erect the antenna was time well spent. The dish, ten feet across, would send a signal strong and focused enough to be received by every household on Earth. The signal could not be blocked by Mission Control, so not even The Protocol could stop the world seeing exactly what Neil wanted them to see. Such was the power of the parabola.
He swivelled the camera to the right, away from the lem and flag upon which it had been trained, and switched it on. A small, green light told him the camera was now transmitting. In its near field of view would be the flat ground of Tranquility, beyond that the rolling lunar hills, and in the far distance the higher peaks of the western horizon. Buzz would have been happy. This was the ‘one last long shot’ that he’d spoken about during their final feast – the Lone Ranger riding off to the horizon, becoming smaller and smaller, searching for a new place to do his good work. That’s what he’d wanted. To head off to that horizon.
On the ground just forward of the lem’s ladder, about halfway between the lem and where Neil now stood, he could see the bright colours of the American flag covering the body of his friend. Nowhere could be more quiet or more peaceful.
His oxygen was almost gone, so he turned and began his trek west. Ahead lay the low ditches of Double crater, but to their right was a clear path through a series of boulder fields that led to open territory. He had no horse to ride, nor Tonto to keep him company, but he was not alone. The whole world would be watching.
He walked on, and the ground rose steadily towards a distant ridge that he suspected would give a commanding view of the valleys beyond. With each step he kicked up dust, and he watched with fascination, just as he had during his first moonwalk, the peculiar movement of the particles. Without air to suspend them in billowing, lingering clouds, each speck, no matter what size or shape, returned to the ground at exactly the same instant, following a perfect parabolic trajectory.
Oh Moon! How glorious was its mathematics. In this place, Neil thought, numbers win.
As he climbed higher, the landscape became bland white, so that beneath the black sky he began to have a pervading sense of emptiness. But it was an emptiness in which he felt grandeur, not despair.
Some words came to him from a distant school lesson: ‘The quality of Nothing hath not such need to hide itself.’ On Earth, the quality of Nothing did hide itself, anywhere and everywhere, as if it were ashamed. Human beings spent entire lifetimes vowing they must never become Nothing; that they must become spirits or souls or angels instead. But up here, Nothing was proud. It was in the sky, on the ground, and lying behind him under the American flag. Where was his two-year-old daughter, who’d died of cancer? Being up here gave him courage to answer. She was Nowhere. Where were Gus, and Ed, and Roger, and Charlie – and John Kennedy and Shakespeare and all the others? They were Nothing, along with the infinity of other creatures who’d come and gone during the three billion years of life on Earth.
His awareness of Nothing became so powerful that he began to feel dizzy, and he wondered whether he was becoming hypoxic. But when he checked his oxygen pressure he saw that it was still good, and so deduced the cause of his unsteadiness only to be the overwhelming blackness, whiteness and deadness all around.
Over centuries humanity had imbued the Moon with sentience and wonder: it was an eye in the night, carefully watching; a giver of shamanic powers; an evil twin of the sun; a virgin goddess; an eater of men; a resting place on the way to eternity; a light made by God to rule the night. But for Neil, trudging in the place itself rather than gazing at it from afar, he was utterly certain: the Moon was not a sentient being, nor was it the creation of one. It was a kingdom of dust.
No, not even a kingdom, for true kingdoms have kings who care, who defend their territory with the guns and blood of soldiers. But this kingdom of dust had no king at all. Its borderless landscape neither knew nor cared about invasion. It was open to all comers. In its dust was not only perfect mathematics, but perfect indifference.
And that, Neil now thought, had been the real danger of the lunar dust all along: not that it might swallow him up, or explode, or give him cancer, but that it did not care. That was its most frightening weapon. The indifference of the universe had driven entire civilisations mad; reality was, for humanity, a form of savage, psychiatric terrorism. How easily it destroyed the ordinary mind!
Was Neil’s an ordinary mind?
He’d expected, when he set off on this final moonwalk, that as his oxygen pressure fell, hypoxic euphoria might deliver to his dying brain an exhilarating encounter with the divine; that the blazing hard light of the surface might turn soft and celestial; and that there, in its luminous folds and mystical shadows, he might see the face of God. But now, as he walked the final few yards to the ridge, he realised he’d been only partly right. He was euphoric, but it was the indifference that made him so. From this high ground he could see no sign of God whatsoever, only a Vast Nothing, but what wonderful freedom that was! In these last minutes there would be no final judgment, no grand measuring of his life, no last reckoning, just . . . freedom.
He climbed a final section of bare rock to stand at last atop the high ridge. Turning back, he saw that he was still in the line of sight of the television camera. In its lens he’d be only a tiny figure far off in the distance, but the camera was of excellent quality and would show his suit blazing white against the black backdrop, with the sun shining full upon him as if it were a giant spotlight slung from the rafters of a galactic theatre. He was small, but his stage was cosmic.
Like the Lone Ranger, he’d made it to the horizon. But unlike the Ranger, who always rode on to some new place, this was as far as Neil would go. It would be up to others to go further.
He turned once again to the west and beheld the vast, black sky. It had cost his nation twenty-five billion dollars to put him where he was, but it was worth it. To be this close to the blankness – to stare into it without seeing gods and angels, to see it as the Nothing it truly was – made him and humanity strong. And to leap into it? Ah! That really would be a giant leap for mankind.
‘Outward lies the treasure,’ Neil whispered to himself.
He knew there would be people watching on television and asking, ‘But how do we give meaning to that meaningless void?’ Well, Neil knew of only one way.


Now his hard work in erecting the parabolic-dish antenna would pay off, for it would transmit with resolution fine enough to show clearly what he did next.
Standing straight, he slowly lifted his right hand until it was fully extended towards the western sky. Such was the miraculous design of his pressure gloves that he could individually move each finger, and now the whole world would see that he was pointing – unmistakably, finally, lovingly – at dark and distant space. It was First Man’s emphatic instruction to humanity: ‘Go there!’
While he pointed at the blankness, into his brain came a simple question.
‘Is this all?’
And a moment later came its answer, equally as simple.
‘Yes. But this is everything!’






EPILOGUE
‘So in the end, on the Moon, Neil gets to proclaim a final victory for mathematics. “Numbers win!” he says. But he only does it with words I gave him, so here in this room I say, “Art wins!”’
There was applause, but it was tepid. Aquarius would have to work harder.
‘Of course, in the real world, the astronauts returned to Earth and gave themselves to history. But in my world, they stayed on the Moon and gave themselves to me. Poor astronauts! They’re trapped inside my shimmering box, looking about, wondering what’s going on.’ He pushed his open hands outwards with the exaggerated gestures of a mime artist feeling invisible walls. ‘I can do what I want inside that box. I can make true things false, and false things true. Better than that: I can make living people dead, and dead people live.’
He stepped out from behind the lectern and gazed into the body of the auditorium.


‘And isn’t that why we authors write novels? So that we can play God?’
The applause was louder this time. In California, calling yourself God resonates.
He began to think his visit to Los Angeles might be a success after all. He’d been invited to the city to receive an award for his lifetime contribution to American letters, and to promote the upcoming re-release of This Kingdom of Dust, his Pulitzer Prize–winning novel of the 1970s. His publishers were excited: the new edition would include not only spectacular Hasselblad photographs from the Apollo missions but also an elegant new epilogue written by Aquarius himself. What would the epilogue contain? No one knew. The rumours were only that it would be . . . noble! In any event, the new edition promised to sell well. Even though he was old, all of America awaited his latest offering.
He hadn’t wanted to come. It was 2003, he was eighty years old, and already the new millennium had worn him out. His nation had started another war, this time in Iraq, but the greater obscenity was time’s vicious onslaught on his body. He’d had a hip and both knees replaced, a heart-bypass operation, and cataracts removed from his eyes. Men in such condition should not be forced to travel, he’d complained to his wife. But she’d insisted he go. He had a duty to America, she said, and being old did not give him permission to spend the rest of his days at home eating oysters and guzzling Italian brandy.
‘I drink the brandy in honour of Hemingway,’ he’d said.
‘You’re better than Hemingway. You should collect your award.’
‘I hate Los Angeles.’
‘I love it. I’ve got friends there. We’re going.’
And now that he was here, finishing off his speech in this outrageous folly of an art museum perched atop the Santa Monica Mountains, he had to admit that he was enjoying himself. That morning he’d gazed at van Gogh’s Irises, admired a fossilised boa constrictor’s coil, and laughed at an outrageous portrait of Louis XIV. What a dandy! Those shoes!
For lunch he’d been served a dozen oysters and a gallon of brandy. His talk, as a result, had been generous and grand, its concepts both literary and cosmic. From time to time, to emphasise a point, he’d turned to the giant projection of planet Earth on the screen behind him and said, ‘Es war doch gewaltig!’
But as his speech drew to a close, he had a problem. In his old age he’d found that he needed to urinate frequently and urgently. Only yesterday he’d been forced to relieve himself in a telephone booth on Sunset Boulevard, and when his wife complained, he’d raged at her like a mad king.
‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat take a piss whenever it likes, and I not piss at all?’
And now, on stage, he was becoming desperate. When he called up his host, she asked if he could hold on just a little longer, as there was to be a short question-and-answer session. It would only take a few minutes.
The questioning began easily enough. How long had it taken to write Dust? What was to be in the new epilogue? But as the minutes passed the tone hardened. Enemies began to emerge amid the fans. Didn’t he have a duty to tell the truth? Was it fair to invent things about real history and real people? Was it right to appropriate other people’s lives for his own entertainment? Wasn’t that a form of theft?
‘Dust is not real history and its characters are not real people,’ Aquarius insisted. ‘I made that clear in the novel. I’ve never met the real astronauts. NASA wouldn’t let me. So I took some things from the public record and the rest from my imagination.’
‘But you used their real names.’


‘No, I didn’t. At least, never their surnames. That was my signal to the reader: these are not formal portraits. They’re informal inventions – first-name-only creations that touch the truth lightly only here and there.’
‘Would you be happy if someone did that you, Mr Aquarius? If they put you into their shimmering box? If they played God with your good name and reputation?’
‘Ah! A young lady once asked me that question, forty years ago. I said then that it would be monstrous arrogance. But today I think: if it were good writing, I’d be flattered. If it were bad, I’d send a stern letter. Nothing beyond that. You know, these days, I’m old. I give my life, such as it was and is, to the world free of charge. I think that’s what all public figures who are old or dead should do.’
Now a person called out to make allegations of plagiarism, claiming he’d borrowed words and images from classic authors – to wit, Edgar Allan Poe, Herman Melville, John Milton, Henry James, DH Lawrence, and possibly others.
‘They’re all out of copyright,’ was his defence. ‘Their words belong to everyone. Besides, I admire those authors very much, and my little plagiarisms are my tribute to them.’
‘They’re all men.’
‘I don’t like to steal from women.’
On and on it went, and the mood darkened further. His audience now accused him of crimes much worse than plagiarism and telling lies. Didn’t Aquarius offend all Jewish people by quoting Hitler the way he did? Did he think it funny to write of the Moon being raped? Why were there so few Black people in his novel? Aquarius began to feel as if he’d stumbled into a New York street brawl, with questions coming at him like bare-knuckle punches.
‘Do you hate women?’


‘Of course not. I’ve been married six times. I love them.’
‘I don’t believe you,’ shouted the young questioner. ‘Men who love women don’t stab them.’
Aquarius had an inkling that this was where it was all heading, but still, he was surprised. All he could do was to say again what he’d said all those years ago.
‘I am very sorry about that. I did a lousy, dirty, cowardly thing.’
Of course, it was not enough, and when the shouting continued he turned away to get his breath and steady his thinking. What did these people want from him? There was a curious madness in the crowd – a subterranean hot spring looking for fissures. With his back to the audience, he stared at the glowing projection of Earth for inspiration, but found that the blue marble was no longer beautiful but ugly. All that water!
When he turned back to face the crowd, he knew that he’d gone as far as he could go. The line of questioners at the microphone had become longer, not shorter. He could try to wrestle them all to the ground, but what would be the point? Time was his real enemy, and it already had him laid out on the mat.
He had no more words. He leaned his two canes carefully on the lectern and walked unaided towards the middle of the stage. Each tottering step was an agony; he could move no more than a few inches at a time. He was looking down, but he could feel the audience’s eyes upon him. Perhaps they were willing him onwards, perhaps they were hoping he’d fall.
At centrestage he stood and faced his accusers, holding out his open hands.
The relief, when it came, was profound. He closed his eyes, and as the stream flowed, a vision appeared of a daylight scene from his childhood in Brooklyn: a crashed toy plane; his mother telling him to breathe; the warm, dark mark of shame spreading in his groin. But here in this crowded auditorium high in the mountains of California, the wet warmth was joyous, the freedom immense. That which humiliates the boy at eight ennobles the man at eighty.
The room remained quiet until one young woman, in a whisper that Aquarius could easily hear, said, ‘God has just pissed himself.’
 
At the foot of the stage stairs, Aquarius looked for his wife. He needed her. The afternoon was becoming too complex for him to comprehend alone.
With the help of his two walking canes, he hobbled the long route to the museum’s central garden, where he thought she might be waiting. His feet ached. They were hot and cramped in his new shoes, and at every step he felt the full weight of his two hundred and twenty pounds. Oh how relentless was Earth’s gravity! What ever happened to the lunar hospices that had been so boldly promised?
When he arrived at the garden, he saw fountains and azaleas, but not his wife. Where could she be? He wandered along a narrow lane that led to a small, private patch of lawn cloistered between high walls. Leaning on one cane, he used the other to pry off his shoes and socks so that he could stand barefoot in the lush grass. He pushed his feet in deep until he found the cool mud underneath. What delicious earth!
‘My time is coming,’ he said aloud, ‘and when it does, I want to be buried in soil as soft and sweet as this.’
Even now he imagined he could feel the eager caresses of worms between his toes. For now they nibbled only at loose skin, but they’d have the full meal soon enough.
‘We fat ourselves for maggots,’ says Hamlet, and Aquarius had done it better than most.


‘Hello, Aquarius.’
The voice came from behind, and when he turned slowly on his canes he saw an elderly, large-faced woman approaching him. As she came closer, visions arose from decades ago: a queen of magical forests; a mermaid under water; an actress in the rain.
But what was his vision of her now? He no longer carried a notebook, but if he did, what could he write in it other than that she’d grown old?
‘Joan,’ he said.
‘Let me guess,’ she replied. ‘In your mind, you’re attempting a description.’
‘I am, but I find it’s beyond me.’
‘“Big eyes, big hair, big teeth.” You could perhaps start with that.’
He laughed. ‘So you did read Dust.’
‘Of course I did. I have the lead role.’
‘But you never answered my letter asking what you thought.’
‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t.’
She led him a little way along the lawn to a waist-high stone wall. From here there were majestic views towards the south – the city straight ahead, the San Gabriel Mountains to the left, the Pacific Ocean to the right. As he stood and looked, Joan spoke quietly of her divorce from her husband after he came back from the Moon, her move to Los Angeles and her career in television administration. She told him that her children had all grown up and that she was very proud of them.
‘And thrilled?’
‘And happy.’
After the Moon, then, it had been an ordinary life for this extraordinary woman.
They stood quietly for a minute or two. The afternoon light ripened; quiet voices drifted to them from nearby gardens.


‘Since you are are here, Joan – since you took the trouble to come – I wonder whether you could answer the question I asked in my letter. Did I succeed?’
‘Succeed?’
‘Yes, succeed. Did I succeed in showing with my pen how much you loved your husband?’
Now Joan was frowning. Perhaps she didn’t remember? It was decades ago; he must not expect too much of her. What had been important to him may not have been to her.
‘On the night of the landing,’ he explained, ‘we were standing by the swimming pool in your backyard. Do you remember? You said that I could never show how much you loved him.’
The sights and sounds of that night were vivid in his memory – Joan’s cigarette tip as red as Mars, the hoots of owls and clicking of bats – and he hoped they might be in Joan’s, too. Her frown, in any event, had eased.
‘That, to me, sounded like a challenge,’ Aquarius went on, ‘and I can’t resist a challenge. So the next day, in a bar overlooking the sea, while the world was waiting for your husband to lift off from the Moon, I sat down and figured out how to do it. At first, I thought I could do it with words of love – I tried various formulations – but in the end I decided that the only way to do it was with actions. What actions could I use? Well, it didn’t take me long to come up with a scenario. What would Joan do, I asked myself, if the lem became stuck? What would she do if her husband were stranded up there with no hope of survival and nothing but suffering ahead of him? The answer was clear: if she truly loved him, there was only one thing she could do.’
In this pale, rarefied light, when Joan turned to face him she seemed young again. Those eyes! That hair! Those teeth!


‘So you see,’ he concluded, ‘I owe it all to you.’
‘When I think about your book,’ she replied, ‘I’m not sure whether that means you owe me very much or very little.’
‘If we limit our philosophy to money, it’s very much.’
She laughed. ‘In which case, you don’t need me to say whether or not you succeeded. Your readers have already told you.’
Aquarius moved a little closer, so that his shoulder almost touched hers, and he watched, for a while, the haze thicken and the shadows deepen.
‘I find it quite amusing,’ she said presently, ‘that you claim you sought to show how much I loved my husband, and yet in your book he was only an hour dead when you had me fall in love with you.’
‘I think – if I remember – I suggested only the possibility that you might love again.’
‘Yes – while I was admiring the electricity in your hair, or some other ridiculous thing.’
He laughed, and was on the verge of asking, ‘Have you loved again?’ when he heard a rustling sound behind. Turning, he saw a woman in a red summer frock striding towards them. He didn’t recognise her, but as she approached, he saw that she had the broad-boned, happy face of Liberace.
‘Hello, Aquarius,’ she said, linking her arm through Joan’s.
Her eyes sparkled, but her voice was coarse as coal. When she glanced downwards he didn’t know whether she was looking at his bare feet or his wet groin.
‘Hello, Dodie,’ he replied.
Joan offered an explanation. Although her friend had retired to Rome, she came to America often, and whenever she did she always visited Joan. It had been, in fact, Dodie’s idea that they attend Aquarius’s talk.


‘I’m glad we saw you,’ Dodie said. ‘It was a wonderful performance.’
‘Thank you,’ said Aquarius. ‘How are the Etruscan pots? Have you written any more books about them?’
It was mild mockery, but she took it straight. ‘As a matter of fact, I have. And they’ve sold very nicely, thank you.’
What a talented writer she must be, thought Aquarius, to bring to life something so dead.
‘And let me tell you,’ Dodie went on, ‘that I’m not at all happy with what you did to me in your book.’
‘What did I do to you?’
‘You know what I mean. In Florida, when the Saturn rocket took off, I was on the VIP boat with Janet and all the others, drinking champagne and enjoying myself. But in your book you put me in the jungle and made me watch – you – piss!’ She stabbed her finger towards his groin to emphasise these last three words. ‘You even hinted that I deliberately lingered, as if I might have enjoyed watching. You wrote that I was there by some “invisible force”, but there was nothing invisible about it. It was you. Fat little you. I should have sued.’
Dodie might be old, but she fizzed with the indignation of a teenager.
‘And then,’ she continued, ‘I just dropped away. One minute I was in Joan’s kitchen, and then the next – gone! Sent away to Mandyville, or whatever that place is that characters in novels go to die. I had no farewell. You left me drunk on a couch and stole my canoe. I deserved better than that – some profound final words, at least.’
‘I’m sorry,’ was all he could say. ‘I was jealous. Remember: Life gave me the dusty Moon and the dry machines, and gave you the people. That was unfair. So I thought I’d have my little joke.’
‘But was it a joke for you to have my darling friend here forgive you for what you did to Adele – and not only that, to have her do it on behalf of all women? You said the stabbing was a pebble no prose could soften. But there you were, dissolving it altogether. Outrageous! No wonder the women up there’ – she waved vaguely towards the museum’s auditorium – ‘were angry.’
Aquarius turned to Joan. ‘So you don’t forgive me?’
‘Oh Aquarius,’ she sighed. ‘You give me too much power. I can’t forgive you. If you’re in a cage, you must get out of it yourself. You must use your own miracles of strength and cunning.’
Fair enough, he thought, but he no longer had the strength for miracles. He was an ape in a zoo, picking fleas in the sun, too weak to bend the bars of any cage. There can be grace in giving up, his mother had once said, and that’s what he planned to do.
Dodie, perhaps sensing his surrender, and feeling she should throw him a conciliatory peanut, said, ‘Nonetheless, I did enjoy your book.’
‘Thank you.’
It was time for the ladies to leave. They were cocktailing, Dodie explained, somewhere in Malibu. He was welcome to come along – although, she added, he did look very tired.
‘Thank you for the invitation,’ Aquarius said, ‘if it was one. But I must wait for my wife.’
The women began to wander away, but Joan had taken only a few steps before she turned back. She had something else to say, and Aquarius worried just a little about what it might be.
‘It’s funny, you know, but I don’t remember giving you that challenge – that you spoke about just now – to show with your pen how much I loved my husband.’
‘You don’t?’
‘Nor do I remember standing in the backyard with you near the pool. In fact, I don’t remember you ever coming inside my home.’


‘So many years have passed. It’s easy to forget these things.’
She did not seem satisfied with this. ‘But when I re-read your book – to prepare for your talk – I noticed that you described “a clever, fat little fellow with big ears and curly hair” standing outside my house, on the front lawn with all the other reporters. I think that fellow was you.’
Joan was pulling at threads, and Aquarius felt the need to stop her lest the whole thing unravel.
‘As I say, it was a long time ago. Who knows what happened?’
And by now, Dodie was easing her firmly away. Joan hesitated a moment longer, but then turned and strolled off, arm in arm with her friend.
 
His wife, at last, had found him. She’d been searching everywhere, she said, and was annoyed that he’d hidden himself away.
‘Did you hear my talk?’ he asked.
‘Of course.’
‘I didn’t see you there.’
‘I was up the back.’
Peering at his trousers, she reached forward to rub the damp wool between her fingers.
‘You’ve wet yourself,’ she said, bringing her fingers to her nose. ‘You couldn’t find a telephone booth?’
‘I was on stage. You’d have known that if you’d been there.’
‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t there. I was taking another look at the onyx sculptures of lions and leopards. The collection here really is remarkable.’
When Aquarius had first met Madalyn in his Houston motel in 1969, he’d thought of her as a horse rider. Now, watching her stand and sway and snort on this dense green grass, he thought of her as the horse. She was older than Aquarius but still thick with muscle, and he had the sense that if he moved unexpectedly she might raise a hoof to his guts. Her eyes, wide and brown, had in them all the deep mystery of animal consciousness, of cuds chewed and meadows roamed.
Her energies always had been of the earth, and late in her career she’d surprised America by putting aside her atheism and taking up the cause of animal welfare. When she appeared one night on a talk show with a pig she’d rescued from slaughter, Americans discovered they no longer hated her. What was the point? It was like trying to hate a supernova. You may as well just stand back and admire the strange light.
‘Are you ready to go?’ this magnificent woman now asked.
‘Are you?’
‘This is a nice place. We could stay a little longer, if you like.’
‘Let’s do that.’
‘Okay, but you’re looking distracted, so don’t forget: you promised me the final word.’
‘I won’t forget,’ he said.
Madalyn was right. This was a nice place. The evening was warm, the flowers fragrant and the view grand. Nonetheless, a gloom settled over him. The air was perfectly still, and he’d always found still air the most difficult to breathe. It was a question of momentum: one must suck harder to overcome the inertia of a gas not already in motion. It also meant the dampness of his trousers would linger longer. But, worst of all, the stillness drew this open place inward, and although he did not turn to look, the monolithic museum looming behind had begun to oppress him. Inside there’d been Rubens, van Gogh, Gauguin and illuminated medieval manuscripts, but now he thought it all stifling and stagnant. In this building, humanity was everywhere confined by concrete and aluminium. Even the leopards and lions so loved by Madalyn were rendered in stone. They neither leapt nor roared.
To lift his mood he lifted his eyes, but all he could see in the distant city were tall buildings and traffic haze. Beyond that lay the ocean liner Queen Mary, permanently cemented to her wharf, and the mighty Pacific, which, without waves or swell, was an infinity of flatness. Earlier he’d thought of himself as an ape lazily picking its fleas in the sun. Now he thought of the whole Earth that way.
There may be grace in giving up, but not when the entire world does it. Humanity had stopped, and nature too, and the one thing Aquarius knew was that they must try to start themselves again. In movement is God, in stillness, the Devil.
‘We should go,’ said Madalyn. ‘You’re drifting into nonsense.’
‘One moment more,’ said Aquarius, for all good novelists know that if they stare long enough at the horizon, inspiration will eventually come. And now he began to see, as he looked upwards, something new. He hadn’t noticed her before, although of course she’d been there all afternoon. One of the many unexpected things he’d learned when writing Dust was that she was in the sky as much during the day as at night. In fact, it was in daylight that you could see her at her most beautiful, for it was then that she adopted her palest, softest, subtlest forms.
As she hung there, silent and glowing, he began to feel sorry for all the things he’d called her. He’d written of her as a femme fatale holding a gun, as Sin raped by Satan, as a cunning temptress, as a diseased witch casting spells and laying curses. How cruel! How cruel! But worse: she’d been a gravel pit, a place of deadly heat, a barren landscape of starless black and dry glory, a wasteland of irradiated pebbles and stony rubbish, a regolith of ragged shards in which no human body could ever be buried.


Perhaps cruellest of all, he’d had his Neil – precious First Man, envoy of Earth – see her as a Vast Nothing of indifferent dust.
‘I’m sorry,’ Aquarius whispered, ‘but I will make it up to you.’
‘What are you muttering?’ asked Madalyn.
Aquarius laughed, for his mind was in the mood for metaphor, and he heard in her words a summary of his whole career, Pulitzers and all. What had he been muttering all these years? He held his wife closer, and leaned on her a little more.
In the sky, his gentle friend was aglow, and he felt entitled to allow himself one last personification. For now she seemed to him to be an elderly aunt, indulgent and loving, who, having had adolescent nephews unexpectedly drop in on her, now wondered where they’d all gone. It was long ago, so she couldn’t quite recall how many boys there’d been – was it eight, or ten, or twelve? – but whatever the number, she remembered them skipping and leaping and hopping like kids in a playground. They’d collected rocks, played golf, dropped feathers and hammers, and driven buggies. What fun they’d had. But what had become of them? They’d not returned. It bordered on the rude.
Where were her nephews now?
And where were her nieces?
His eyes fell back to his wife. It was true that he’d promised her the final words. But he’d promised them to Dodie too, and to Joan, and perhaps even to others, but in a book like this, there was only ever going to be one lady to speak last.
Aquarius looked again to the heavens. How lovely was the Moon! Not casting spells, but patiently waiting. Not ugly, but beautiful. Not a kingdom of dust, but a world of wonder.
He cupped a hand to his ear and heard her words come to him, clear and bright.
‘You visited once,’ she said. ‘Visit again.’






Author Note
Farewell, Aquarius!
Aquarius is the name Norman Mailer gave to himself in his wonderful book about the first Moon landing: Of a Fire on the Moon.
The Aquarius in my book, on the other hand, is my own invented writer-narrator, who in turn invents ‘Neil’, ‘Buzz’, ‘Joan’ and all the others. In this sense these characters are creations twice removed from the real historical figures. They are inventions of my invention.
Sometimes my characters speak the truth. My Joan says, for instance, ‘I don’t remember you ever coming inside my home,’ and she’s right. The real Aquarius – that is to say, Norman Mailer – never did go inside the real Joan’s house. He stayed outside on the lawn, a scene he describes beautifully in Fire. The real Aquarius is outside on the lawn – where, in the real world, he belongs – while my Aquarius is inside, in my house of fiction, creating mischief.
There was, of course, a real Apollo 11 mission, with real astronauts Armstrong, Aldrin and Collins. That true story, and those true people, have inspired me since I was a child. They’ve inspired the whole world. But that story and those people are not my story and my people. My characters are not them.
Thankfully the real lunar module – which for me is perhaps the true hero of the Moon landings – did not break down on the Moon. The Eagle and its later siblings carried their crews safely to and from the lunar surface six times without mishap. In one mission – famously – the lunar module exceeded all expectations by saving the lives of the three astronauts after a catastrophic failure of the service module. The Grumman ‘lem’ is, in my view, one of the greatest triumphs of human imagination and engineering.
Nothing in these pages is intended to be disrespectful or insulting to the people involved in the Apollo 11 mission. For me, the Apollo program is humanity’s most audacious achievement. The visits to the Moon took us outwards, beyond ourselves, and I think it a great shame that not one person has journeyed beyond low Earth orbit since the Apollo 17 mission of 1972. We need to go back. It’s time to follow my Neil’s finger, pointing outwards to space. ‘Go there!’
In his wonderful book Carrying the Fire, Mike Collins says that during his jungle training in Panama he learned that scorpions are a real pest because they like to hide in people’s clothing. Perhaps that’s what I’ve been doing in this novel – hiding in other people’s clothes. It’s been fun, but I suppose the time has come for me to hide no longer.
So, signing off for now,
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