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READING: MEANING NEGOTIATION

Now read the following text. The reading notes on the right margin may be of help to
you in your reading process. If you prefer reading the text straight through without re-
ferring to these notes, just ignore them. Or you may want to turn to them for better
reading comprehension in your re-readings.

TEXT

pouch %
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stow H #&

galley
# £ E
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- mouth to make sure the pouches wouldn’t float away. But

%% Home %7

Chris Jones

The coffee, he thinks. The coffee’s a concern. ¢ Whois “he”?
Only one hundred single-serving pouches of instant Why does coffee

matter so much

 were allotted for him on Expedition Six, stowed in the | ohin?

~ galley in a metal drawer with a black net stretched over its

~ for all the care in the universe, it’s been more than two

1
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months since the shuttle Endeavour delivered him and
his coffee to the International Space Station, and there
aren’t one hundred pouches in that drawer anymore.

Looking out his window at the orbital sunrise, Don-
ald Pettit, the mission’s science officer, puts on his glass-
es, pulls himself out of the sleeping bag that he’s an-
chored to the wall,
quarters—about the size of a phone booth, in Destiny,
the last link in the station’s chain of modules—and finds
his center of gravity. With it, he propels himself in clean,
practiced movements, like a swimmer who’s found his
stroke, toward the other end of the station, a couple of
modules and a little less than 150 feet away. There, his
commander, Captain Kenneth Bowersox, and the Russian
flight engineer, Nikolai Budarin, are still asleep. Pettit
opens the metal drawer and takes out a pouch, a silver bag
with powder packed hard into the bottom of it. He fills it
with hot water and begins hunting for a straw.

Pettit takes a sip and watches the sun rise for the sec-

pushes his way out of his private

ond time. It comes and goes every forty-five minutes,
good for sixteen dawns and dusks a day. Even after ten
weeks in space, it’s the sort of thing that draws you close
to the window. There are the vapor trails, too, laid on top
of the United States each day like a Quilt, New York to
Los Angeles, Boston to San Francisco; they’re Pettit’s
way of catching a glimpse of home even when it’s
shrouded in storms. But today the horizon is clear and the
sun is bright, so bright that he won’t notice the finger of
white smoke in the wide Texas sky.

Each Saturday,

noon, Greenwich mean time—the official time zone of

at about two o’clock in the after-

the station-there’s a ground conference with Houston to
plan the upcoming week. Usually, the voice coming out of
the radio tells the crew what they already know, and they
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float around, puttering, keeping their ears half open for
news or drama. This time is different. This time, the voice
tells Expedition Six to stand by.

Inside Mission Control, where the space station’s or-
bit is tracked on a giant screen at the front of the room and
technicians sit behind consoles and a dozen other things, a
debate is unfolding. No one is sure how to tell the crew
that Columbia, a shuttle that Bowersox has twice piloted,
just came apart in the thin blue-green envelope beneath
them. No one is sure how to tell them that seven friends—
including Ilan Ramon, who only a few days earlier told
Bowersox that he’d give his three children a hug for him,
and Willie McCool, with whom Pettit had been playing
e-mail chess—are probably gone, too.

Jefferson Howell, the plainspoken director of the
Johnson Space Center, ends the debate when he sits down
at the radio, considers his words, and bounces his voice
off a satellite into the space station’s dry, recycled air.

“I have some bad news,” Howell says, and because
it’s Howell who’s delivering it, Pettit and Bowersox
know exactly how bad before he gets it out: “We’ve lost
the vehicle.”

Nine words. That’s all. Everything else is left unspo-
ken, and in the quiet, the blanks are left for each of them
to fill in on his own. In the way the parents of missing
children hang on to the faintest hope that their loved ones
are just lost, not lost for good, Pettit and Bowersox won-
der whether any of Columbia’s evacuation systems trig-
gered, and whether any of their friends are floating down
to a cloudless earth under parachutes.

Discovery of the crew’s remains and a helmet on
the grass later in the afternoon will push aside that faint
hope for sadness.

Every so often on station, you’re allowed to call
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home on the satellite phone, on closed channels, with the
tape recorders turned off. These conversations keep you
grounded. When no one is home—when it’s time for her
to get the groceries or for the kids to go to soccer prac-
tice—you have to leave a message on the machine: “Hey,
honey, it’s me, in space.” Sometimes these messages are
saved and listened to in the still of the night, again and
again. Nowadays, these messages are almost always
saved, because she never knows when they might become
all she has left.

In that way, your family has finally caught up. You’ve
learned already that the everyday interactions of life on
earth—the messages left on machines, but also the smiles
and waves from school buses and the notes left on fridges
and pillows—are the things you need to carry. You make
room for them in your memory’s permanent collection,
just as you learn to forget about the things that maybe you
used to keep too close: what’s on TV tonight, who’s go-
ing to win the American League West. You come to un-
derstand the true order of things, because you know how
the universe works. Some astronauts become the first men
to walk on the moon, and others burn to death sitting on
the launch pad, or seventy-three seconds after leaving it,
or sixteen minutes from returning to it.

After the Columbia memorial service is piped in
from the ground—after you hear President Bush say,
“Their mission was almost complete, and we lost them so
close to home,” and you can’t help thinking that they
weren’t very close at all—you ring the ship’s bell,
mounted on a bracket in Destiny, seven times for seven
astronauts. The ringing still echoing in your ears, each of
you finds a corner in which to try to come out the other
side of your grief. A few of the things you usually do are
left undone. In the meantime, your new reality begins to
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sink in: You remember Challenger, almost twenty years
ago now, and you know, in your heart, that your ride
home isn’t coming anytime soon.

You tell Mission Control that you’re all right, that
you’ ve trained a lifetime for this, that you can hold on to
your memories for another year. Maybe longer if you have
to. Part of you might even believe it.

As the days pass, you can feel yourself changing. Not
so much in the density of your bones or the fiber of your
muscles—although those are deteriorating, you have al-
ready proved that, physically, men can last long enough to

make it to Mars—but more in the wearing away of the

calluses life has given you. It’s as though all your skin
has been stripped off and replaced with a fresh pink layer,
except it runs deeper than that.

You decide to watch a movie. You’ ve resisted until
now, because there was always something better on out-
side your window, but sunrises and sunsets can get old af-
ter a few thousand ups and downs, and frankly, there just
isn’t much new to do anymore. Movie night it is. There
are a bunch of DVDs on station. On this night, the three of

you decide to flip on Tank Girl, a cult hit among women

astronauts, who have told you that if you do nothing else
in space, you must watch this.

It might as well be playing in fast-forward. A man
walks across broken glass, and the idea of it makes your
fresh pink skin crawl. There are explosions that make you
jump. There are nauseatingly bright colors and painful
flashes of light; people shout too loud and fight too hard.

You look down at your hands, and they are shaking.
Your mouth has gone dry. Your heart rate is galloping.
Even after you’ve shut off the movie and pulled yourself
into your sleeping bag, you tremble, like kids who’ve been
told ghost stories around a campfire before lights-out.
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