Chapter Two


2468


Kennedy Space Center


Mercury Seven Club, 1730 Hour





	The flight crew of the Galileo arrived at the space center's medical facility at 0600. They spent the day getting poked and prodded by the same doctors they had seen only a week before.


	After completing the physicals, which took all day, they gathered as they had for the past four months at The Mercury Seven Club for a few beers and an evening of light-hearted fun.


	Lieutenant Commander Marguerite Hamilton, MD, USN, walked into the club and glanced over at the bar where several people were watching the World Series on the Holo-Wall. She paused briefly to catch the score, then scanned the room, looking for a familiar face. She spotted another crewmember and stormed over to the table, complaining as she approached.


	"Can you imagine the damn flight surgeon threatening to ground me? I've been an astronaut since I was a j.g. and a doctor long before he was even out of diapers. I was patching people up even when I posed nude for that Holo-d centerfold. I may only be five-three, but I was ready to punch that SOB between the running lights. Telling me my blood pressure was a bit high. Hell, I had just finished the treadmill stress test for crying out loud. Where in the hell do they get these jerks? Now, who's buying? "


	Chief Warrant Officer Ben Wilford, Communications Officer was sitting in his usual spot at their table. "Got ya a little perturbed, did he Margie?"


	"Look you! Just because you're the oldest member of this crew..."


	"Now, Commander."


	"Don't Commander me. You've been in the Navy nearly thirty years and you know how some of these so-called medical officers are."


	"Yeah and that's one of the many reasons why I'm retiring after this mission. The new studs coming in don't have a lick of sense. You posed for a centerfold? What issue?"


	"None of your business! Ah hell, May issue, 2421."


	Lieutenant Commander Hamilton dropped her purse in the vacant chair. Surveying the room again she saw other members of the crew coming towards her, discussing something she couldn't quite hear. Commander John Hicks and, tall and on the slim side and , Dr. Marguerite Katcher with here flaming red hair, were always discussing something.


	"God, the way those trainers act, you'd think it's their money paying for this mission. Personally John, I think they're trying to make our lives as miserable as they can. "


	"Hey! It's been tough on all of us. You know as well as I do, there were major modifications made to the ship. The Galileo was launched only two years ago and other than routine maintenance, the ship is in the same condition as when it was launched."


"Hi gang."


	"Ah, Commander Hicks I see you've withstood the rigors of the physical. I do believe, Commander, if memory serves me correctly, it was your turn to buy."


	"Now wait a minute, Mr. Wilford! I clearly remember you saying it was the Colonel's turn to buy."


	"Hi Maggie, heard you had a tough time with the flight surgeon. What's his problem?"


	"Oh hi, Jane. I don't know. He said my blood pressure was a bit high. Hell, I'd just finished the treadmill stress test. Hell yes, it's going to be elevated. I guess me being a M.D. didn't count. Christ, I was patching up people long before he was a glimmer in his old man's eye. Hey! I'm going to grab a couple of pitchers while these gentlemen figure out who's doing what. I'll be back in a minute." Grabbing her purse Maggie trotted off to the bar.


	"Did somebody mention my name?" Sporting freshly trimmed hair, cut in the traditional high-n-tight style of the Marine Corps, six-five Colonel Mark St. James stepped up to the table. 


	"If your name is beer, yes. If not, then it's about time you showed up. Mr. Wilford and I were just discussing whose obligation it had become to purchase the next round. We decided it was yours."


	"Oh really! Well, Commander Hicks, as I remember it, you were the one spouting off at the last meeting that our money wasn't any good and you would buy the first round the next time we got together. So put your money on the table."


	"Oh yeah. I sort of forgot about that. Good thing you remembered."


	"Stuff it, Commander. The bar's that way."


	"Ah-haaa! There you jokers are. I do believe Commander, it's your turn and don't say it isn't. It says so right here in the minutes of the last meeting." Dr. Meeks glanced down at the small notebook he always carried as he walked up to the table. 


	"OK, OK, it's my turn. Do you astrophysicist types write everything down? Why don't we gang up on a poor defenseless old man?"


	"Only the important things, Commander. Like whose turn it is to buy!"


	"You poor... I seriously doubt that. Besides, last time we were here, you were also running off at the mouth, saying 'Gee Dr. Katcher, I'll even buy you a steak dinner.' You owe me, so come on. The dining room's that way."


	"Oh, oh, I forgot about that. Guess I'll have to owe it to you. I would rather owe you than cheat you out of it."


	"Oh no you don't! The dining room is open and I'm hungry, so let's go mister."


	Doctor Katcher took hold of Commander Hicks' arm and began dragging him towards the dining room.


	"Now hold on just a minute, it's his turn to buy, so before you go dragging that supposed poor man off, at least let him provide us with something to wet our whistle."


	Doctor Katcher opened her purse, withdrew a twenty-dollar bill and placed it on the table. "Drink up Dr. Meeks, guys. We'll be back." Reattaching herself to Commander Hicks' arm, she headed toward the dining room.


	It was Common knowledge that the Commander and Dr. Hamilton had been dating and would probably be married when they returned to Earth.


	"I swear I'll buy a round when I return. Really I will."


	"You damn right you will, you freeloader. And wait till I get you alone tonight. You'll be sorry that you even thought about taking another woman out to dinner." Dr. Hamilton returned to the table carrying a tray of glasses and two pitchers of beer and set it on the table as Dr. Katcher was leading the Commander away.


	"You going to let your fiancée be drug off by another woman?"


	"Yeah. Besides, this is something that John promised her many months ago, Mark."


	Colonel St. James, C.W.O. Wilford, Dr. Hamilton and Dr. Meeks resigned themselves to a table in the corner of the lounge.


	"Well Maggie, haven't heard from you in a couple of days. So, what's new? Heard you had a little tussle with that new flight surgeon," Dr. Meeks Commented.


	"If he's still here when we get back, I'm going to kick--"


	"Calm down Maggie. Captain Hairington has the finale word when it comes to the physicals and I know for sure that you're on the mission. In fact everyone's physical was clean. We're all going."


	"How'd you find that out? I thought that sort of thing was confidential, Mark?"


	"The actual findings are confidential, but there's nothing about keeping the outcome secret. It's a simple pass or fail thing there. Besides, it isn't hard to figure out, when all of our names were on the crew roster."


	"Well then in that case, I'll be happy to buy the first round. You know, to congratulate us."


	"Why, thank you dear lady. Here let me pour."


	"So here's to a successful mission," Dr. Meeks said, raising his glass. "Now, tell us Dr. Katcher, all about what you've been up to."


	"Well, I've been looking into the history of the mission's setup. Did you know Kevin, the USS Galileo was launched on its maiden voyage in 2466, the same ship that's being prepared for this mission?"


	"I knew the Galileo was a fairly new ship, but I didn't know it was that new."


	"Also, did you know, several noted scholars back when this mission was being conceived, argued since the universe is still expanding, the spacecraft would never reach its goal. It would require technology that hadn't been invented yet, they said. The technology that would send a ship past the one barrier stopping man from exploring the deep regions of the universe--light speeds."


	"It sure surprised those very same scholars, Jane when in 2389 the first experimental ship disappeared into the realm of faster than light speed. Ever since that breakthrough hundreds of civilizations have been encountered, new technologies exchanged and one war fought."


	"By the way Colonel, has any one checked on the equipment packages, since I baby sat the loaders? You would think the support people could secure the packages in the designated locker in the science bay, without having me there to watch over them like a mother hen."


	"Yeah, I checked on that when I was out on the launch pad before coming here; I was watching the fueling vehicles getting set up to begin the fueling process. Should take up the next thirty-six hours."


	"Oh really! I didn't know they let anyone get close during the fueling process, Colonel."


	"They hadn't started the actual fueling and I was with the mission director at the time. We were going over some of the last minute details of the mission. He had a scheduled meeting with the ground safety officer and I was invited to come along. Here, fill me up again. If you hadn't shepherded these fat-fisted ground crew types, you'd be kicking yourself in the butt if something happened to the gear."


	"True enough there, Colonel. True enough."


	"So, Mr. Wilford. I hear you're getting some new type of Comm equipment. Supposed to be able to keep us in touch with NASA flight control, even while we're in non-space."


	"That's what they tell me, Maggie. Haven't seen it yet though. Hope it comes with a good instruction manual."


	"Now since when did you start working with instruction manuals? Christ, I've known you for fifteen years and I've not ever seen you so much as glance at an instruction manual."


	"Well Colonel, sir, that's because I wrote most of the manuals. Including the one you're using to fly that thing with."


	"I should have guessed. Counted at least five hundred misspelled words in that manual. You know, you're the only guy I know who can misspell 'I'."


	"Hey what I'd do to be picked on?"


	"Nothing. It's your turn," Commander Hicks answered, as he and Dr. Katcher walked up to the table, returning from the dining room after discovering it would be at least an hour's wait.


	"Jesus H. Christ. Not only am I harassed by a Jarhead, but now a smart-ass Commander as well, who should be on my side by the way. We are Navy here after all you know."


	"Now Gunner, you know I'm in the Navy too, it's just the better half."


	"Oh brother! Talk about a swelled head."


	"Actually my dear, the Colonel is right. The Marine Corps is a Department of the Navy. In fact the Corps was founded in Tun's Tavern, on November 10th, 1775. The Continental Navy was officially founded on October 13th of 1775, but was disbanded in 1794. It wasn't until April 30th, 1798, the U.S. Navy was authorized by an act of Congress. So you see, with a four year gap or thereabouts, the Marine Corps is older than the Navy, therefore making them the senior military organization in the United States."


	"Thank you Commander Know-it-All. Your history lesson can stand down now. There are more important things to confront us. Like your turn to buy this Colonel that promised drink."


	"But Colonel, Doctor Katcher here just--"


	"As far as I could tell, she took that money out of her purse. Therefore I suspect that she was being gracious enough to see to it that her friends and comrades were being taken care of. Pony up you deadbeat."


	"Now I'm a deadbeat."


	"It's better than the other names we have for you."


	"Thanks a lot, Maggie."


. 	The bantering went back and forth until 2200. Dr. Hamilton and Commander Hicks excused themselves from the party and headed off to the Commander's bungalow. Dr. Meeks left a short time later, followed by Colonel St. James and Dr. Katcher. Chief Warrant Officer Wilford had departed at 2100 with a young lady firmly holding onto his arm, wearing a smile.


