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Syzygy: The Alignment of Three Celestial
Bodies

Gerald circumnavigated Earth, unseen from below
except on the screen of high-gain radars. For twenty years, more
than one hundred thousand orbits, his face had plunged into
darkness and then been lit by the blaze of the rising sun. In the
first few hours of those twenty years, Gerald saw enough to last an
eternity. He glided over the jagged peaks of the Himalayas, the
verdant forests of India foundering against their flanks; the
Pacific bowl of deep-green water on which white clouds appeared as
thousand-mile-long lines of foam; the burst boil of a volcano in
Chile spilling red mantle puss down its flanks. Every few weeks,
his course took him over Utah, where the sun scorched and wind
blasted an ancient lakebed millions of years dry.

Now, his mirrored visor and every previously smooth
metal surface were pitted and cloudy from countless encounters with
orbital dust, and his suit had been repeatedly pierced by thousands
of micro meteors and minute debris from previous launches and
satellite destructions. All body fluids had long ago evaporated,
leaving a desiccated corpse embalmed by the cold and vacuum, and
the unforgettable sights of Earth below and the heavens above
passed unseen before Gerald’s set of open, dry orbs.

Twenty years of the infinitesimal push of solar
radiation and chance meetings with extreme-upper-atmospheric air
molecules that wandered as lost travelers had brought Gerald much
closer to the ground than his initial two hundred mile height. The
fingers of one hand moved, and could have been mistaken for a
reflexive twitch or a nervous tic, both of which were impossible,
of course, because his life had floated away long before his dead
air had escaped, but though Earth held no marker on Gerald’s soul,
it did on his body, and the flick of his fingers was the first sign
that the debt was soon to be settled. Now, only a half dozen
circuits remained before he, revenant that he was, would finally
return home, tracing a fiery path beginning over the Bering Sea,
running across the northwest of the United States, and ending over
the red sands of eastern Utah, falling as a star that has lost its
place in the heavens.

***

Gerry drove under the virgas with the top down on
his modified Mustang, a Shelby Cobra limited edition. He
occasionally looked up at the violet-colored mist of rain that
evaporated before reaching the ground. And from a hundred miles
above, he wondered, What do the frustrated clouds look like from
there?

For years, he had imagined his father’s re-entry. He
had forgotten what Gerald looked like, and only by comparing old
photos to what he saw in the mirror could he call up the face of
the man destined to be re-united with the earth, if not his son.
But while the old Polaroid prints and Web images provided a
two-dimensional picture of his father, Gerry didn’t really see a
“face” as much as he saw the encapsulation of the pressurized
feelings—many as noxious as carbon dioxide waste—he had for his
father. Memory triggers were everywhere: the bourbon on a friend’s
breath was his father’s as he leaned down to help him hold a bat;
seeing a kid fall on a bike recalled hard hands on his arm when he
cried after a spill, and even harder words telling him to “toughen
up”; contrails overhead brought forth the dizzying motion of the
flights his father took him on, and being admonished to stay low in
the jet cockpit so nobody saw him. The memories weren’t vents for
the pressure as much as they were the occasional wiping of the
dirty face of a gauge showing the needle hovering near the red
limit mark.

Even with the thermometer on the dash showing over
100 degrees, Gerry welcomed the blast-furnace heat that
relentlessly sucked moisture out of his body, causing his shriveled
lips to shed thin pieces of tissue like onion skin, and drying his
mouth and tongue until they felt coated with cotton. The dust of
eastern Utah, fine as emery, settled on his teeth, grinding a few
minutes of life off the enamel every time he slid his jaw sideways.
Only by absolute necessity had he stopped in Topeka, Kansas to buy
two cases of Arrowhead water, and by the time he had crossed the
western border of Colorado, empties lay on the unoccupied
passenger’s seat and floor where they danced a jig in the swirling
crosscurrents. Every now and then one of the plastic containers
would take flight, hover for a moment as if deciding, then leap
over the back and flutter in the slipstream for a few seconds
before tumbling onto the rust-colored berm along the shoulder of
the highway or into the sagebrush beyond.

He made no attempt to prevent littering. It was
almost a game: How long before a bottle was sucked out? Which
one? Which side of the road will it fly to?

The green, rolling hills of Virginia receded from
his rear view mirror on Sunday. Had he made this trip a year
earlier, he would have left Georgia behind. And before that, the
technology centers of California. At twenty-seven, he had already
gone to more schools, held more jobs, and lived in more apartments
than most people did in a lifetime. Now, it was late Tuesday and he
was on a southern course heading toward Moab, Utah. The six peaks
of the La Sals, a mountain range southeast of the town, anchored
the eleven o-clock position off the left front bumper of his car.
Even in the summer, their twelve thousand foot towers were snow
covered, the whiteness a startling contrast to the sky’s untainted
blue and the land’s burnt ochre.

Gerry craned his head upwards again,
searching—though he knew it was pointless—for a tiny silver star
traveling through the sky that would soon relinquish its junior
position among the solar giants and descend back to its home.
Will he make it over the mountains or will he come to ground in
Moab? He checked his watch. Plenty of time.

***

Anatoley Karpov reached under his cramped and
well-worn bus seat, found his bag, felt around, and pulled out a
bottle of Kalashnikov. He thought it ironic that the inventor of
the famous assault rifle had sold his name to a Russian vodka
maker. He poured a finger or two of the clear liquid into the coke
cup he had bought at the last bus stop four hours ago. By now, its
rim had gone soft. Indeed, the whole cup was soggy, its firmness
left behind many miles and many drinks ago. He couldn’t help
thinking that it felt like his pynes between his fleshy
thighs: soft and weak. His little man mirrored the whole man;
strength had long since departed; and his whole man mirrored the
once-dominant world power, the Soviet Union. Well, that was what
alcohol was for: to ease the loss. Or, at least, to ease caring
about the loss. Karpov had long since left behind feeling
embarrassed, disappointed, and disgusted over the collapse of the
Soviet empire, leaving only its major province, Russia, as the sole
surviving banner carrier of what had been a power strong enough to
stand nose to nose with the United States of America. Even our
pride has disappeared along with our might, both wafting off into
space like oxygen from a cabin leak.

A week ago, Karpov had left Volgograd and begun to
travel westwards. As he journeyed, numbers constantly ran through
his mind: trajectories, burn rates, rotational and gravitational
forces. Orbiting the earth in a thin skin of metal meant giving
yourself up to the engineers, mathematicians, logicians, and even
to the actuaries who calculated the odds of dying while taking a
ride on a controlled explosion. We were always captive to the
numbers. They made us, broke us, and even killed us. In his
left inner coat pocket a map was tucked away. On it he had written
many numbers, and drawn a diagonal line in red that terminated
northeast of Moab. In its simplest form, the destination was merely
coordinates, the result of a difficult calculation he had made. In
its more complex form, it was not just the end of this journey, but
also the terminus of a two decade long travel of heart and soul; it
was a physical and temporal ending.

Karpov leaned his head into his reflection held in
the heavily tinted windows. Only a few eights of an inch of glass
separated him from the dry sauna heat outside. He had spent much
time behind mirrored glass before, where death’s hand pressed
against the other side.


Absence of Leverage

The U.S.-Russia Joint Space Station II spread its
two golden solar panels like the metal wings of the Tlanuwa, a
giant hawk of Cherokee legend, as it flew around the earth at over
eighteen thousand miles per hour. When the station was in its
planning stage, there was talk of naming it the International Space
Station II, but only the United States and what was left of the
Soviet Union contributed people and money, and any pretense that it
was a global mission was soon dropped. Its acronym of USRJSSII had
come to be pronounced “Yoursirjis2.” Two figures, their white suits
the same pure-white as the clouds two hundred miles below, hung on
the side.

“Karpov! What’s going on?” Gerald asked his crewmate
who was midway out on the starboard wing. Gerald was off to the
side of the solar panel, keeping Karpov’s umbilical cord untangled,
much as a topside attendant straightens the air, communication, and
tether lines for a deep sea diver.

Karpov struggled with the panel, trying to fold the
one hundred fifty-foot segmented array of photovoltaic cells back
into its storage box so it could be disconnected and then replaced.
There had been a jam somewhere among the wing’s complex web of
high-tensile support rods—perhaps caused by the thundering launch,
or by a loose nut, or simply by chance—and he had no recourse but
to creep along the accordion-like extended member, inspecting each
joint individually. After two hours, he had isolated the problem to
a hinge for the main truss.

“It’s still stuck,” he radioed to Gerald

“You’re sure that’s where it’s hanging up?” Damn
it! We’re gonna blow our schedule.

Karpov nodded, his gloved hand on a joint at the
junction of two metal pieces of the span.

“You can’t force it back?”

“No leverage. Every time I press on it I move
away.”

Then, a voice spoke out of their earpieces. “Uh,
Life Support tells us that the situation is tight.”

“How tight?” Gerald asked.

“Uh, well, your numbers are within guidelines,
O’Brian, but Karpov will redline his oxygen in less than thirty
minutes.”
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