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Starry, Starry Night
Astronaut school. You either love it or you hate it, and I hate it. Here’s the top ten things that are wrong with this place:-

1. You’re sick a lot, from loads of nauseating, weightless spinning about.

2. The last four hundred wearers of your space suit have also been sick a lot, and haven’t cleaned up after themselves properly.

3. You have to drink your food out of a cat food pouch, only the contents aren’t as tasty.

4. The vacuum toilet sometimes blows when it should be sucking, or when it should be sucking starts super-sucking until you feel you could be sucked completely inside out. 

5. There aren’t any hot Martian chicks here, clad in skyscraper stilettos and tinfoil bikinis, like on the front cover of the prospectus.

6. As a matter of fact, there aren’t any hot Martian chicks anywhere.  Apparently chicks can’t live on Mars because it’s about a zillion degrees down there and full of poisonous gas. Downright dishonest if you ask me, having a load of scantily clad Martian birds splashed all over the front cover, like some sort of intergalactic porn mag, then not telling you til the second term that they’re just your plain Earth women sprayed green and wearing antenna headbands.

7. You must be thin and fit to be an astronaut.  They never said that in the prospectus, either. If you’re floating around weightless then you wouldn’t think it would matter how much you weighed because you’d be… weightless.  But, it’s five mile runs before breakfast and weekly weigh ins (that’s in normal gravity, not zero) and no chocolate.

8. If you try to break into the chocolate machine, it sets off an earsplitting alarm so you have to run away before Security turn up.

9. If you try to break into the chocolate machine again by switching off the power at the fuse box, you trigger a full scale alien invasion alert and it will be four days before you’re off duty long enough to get some sleep.

10. There aren’t any Klingons.  NO KLINGONS.  What’s the point of hanging around in space, weightless and nauseous, unless you get to shoot photon torpedoes at Klingons?  Only, our space ships don’t have torpedoes - they’ve got boring stuff like probes and scientific equipment - and even if they did have torpedoes, they probably wouldn’t work.  If the toilet, which is hardly more than a badly modified Dyson, doesn’t work, what hope is there for a torpedo?

I told Dad that I wanted to be an astronaut, outer space being about as far from his carpet manufacture business as you could get.  I hoped to fail the entrance exam a few times first, while I thought of a better plan, only I didn’t fail as there were carpet-requiring Masons on the entrance board.  So, I was bought a trunkful of uniforms and another of textbooks, and was washed up here on a tidal wave of fatherly pride.

Once I was here, I decided that I might as well make the best of it - how hard could it be? Only I mentioned to someone on my first day that it wasn’t as if it was rocket science, and he replied that it was, actually. And as it turns out, he was right.

I couldn’t wait to get my space suit.  I hoped it would be grey like Spock’s when he dies at the end of Star Trek Two.  My suit was grey all right, but more because it had seen a great many years of service without seeing the inside of a washing machine, and because its joints had been repaired with duct tape.  The manufacturers of duct tape claimed that it was airtight; although I wondered how stringently it had been tested in deep space.  Or in shallow space, for that matter.

The lessons are disappointing.  I’d been looking forward to astronomy as it could be quite useful learning how to read people’s horoscopes and would make an easier alternative to carpet manufacture if I ever needed a job.  But I found out that it’s astrology that’s all to do with horoscopes- astronomy’s to do with reading the stars to find out where you are, and if you’re going to miss the Earth or not on your way back home from a mission.  
And the languages. I’d hoped we’d be studying Vulcan so I could find out what Spock’s saying to the Vulcan Council when it isn’t subtitled, or Klingon, but was hoping to avoid Romulan as I figured that it’d probably be a lot like Latin, and I never really understood that. 

We only get to study Russian - which is tricky because their letters are all backwards - and Morse code.  Why Morse code when we can communicate by satellite?  Apparently it’s a safety backup in case there’s an emergency.  That doesn’t make sense because if there was an emergency then it would be bound to involve the toilet, and you’d be better off trying to duct tape the lid shut than telling Earth about it in a load of dots and dashes.  By the time you’d looked up all the letters for ‘plumbing explosion imminent’ and had transmitted them to Earth, you’d already have landed and you’d be able to use the toilet in the refectory. 

I can’t back out now though. One thing my dad’s absolutely firm on is that if I back out, I have to refund all the money the government’s paid in fees for me while I’ve been here. So far, that’s two hundred and ninety thousand pounds.  I might not be able to work out how far it is from here to Saturn, but I can work out that if I got a job in a burger bar and worked a forty hour week, fifty two weeks a year, it would take me thirty three point two years to make that money.  So it looks as if I’m here to stay.
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