MARS:  JOURNAL FROM A JOURNEY

Karen Piper, Mission Specialist
We are instructed to go to different areas of the ship for an hour to have some time to ourselves. Supposedly, this will help us stay mentally healthy. I feel a journal is the best way to spend my time alone. It is the night before takeoff, and I am upset that I haven’t written from the beginning of my experience because it has taken so much work to prepare. 

The selection of astronauts was one of the most stressful parts of the mission. It started out with a selection of 250 of the best astronauts NASA has. A 400-question test was given to every astronaut in the room. I finished the test without a problem. In about two days, I received a call to report to the same room again. When I arrived I found about 100 people in the room. We were told that we had achieved the best scores on the test about Mars. We would now be competing against each other for the chance to travel to Mars. Whoa! I was speechless. I had the chance to go to Mars and for the next three weeks I received a reprieve from my usual duties. I pushed my way through the rigorous tests. In the end, I was selected as one of seven females to go to Mars. Can you believe this, all females? An all female crew was thought of as improbable. 

Each crewmember has a different job. We are all different, yet we seem to mix well. I am the mission specialist, which means I know all about Mars, and I’ve done much of the research in preparation for our stay on Mars. Larissa Smith was given the job of engineer, which means she is in charge of all the electrical and technical details. Alyssa Wylde, our pilot (who is also a bit eccentric) is in charge of getting us to and from Mars. Without her, we could be stranded in space. Jennifer Young, our doctor, is important because she monitors our crew to treat illnesses and psychological problems that might occur. Anna Hill is our commander. She is the one who gives orders, contacts Houston, and takes care of the day-to-day details on board. Carolyn Hanover is the biologist. Her job is to study any life forms that we may uncover (which many believe is impossible). Sharona Dobbins is the mission’s geologist and will study the rock and ground samples. 

After the three weeks of tests, we went through six months of training. There was so much to do in order to complete the normal preparations for a trip to space in six months. We practiced in the pools that simulate zero gravity. We have to stay in great physical condition for the mission, so we worked out every day. Because humans experience low to zero gravity in space for prolonged periods of time, bone, muscle, and cardiovascular deterioration is a hazard. If we don’t work out on the ship, we will return extremely weak and in poor health. 

We also went through emergency drill training. The drills were daunting, but very important. Probably the most frightening drill was a loss of air. It was the most alarming thing I have ever experienced in my life, but I was able to react quickly. There was also the drill of what to do if someone on the crew went into a psychotic episode. I hope that never happens to me. But, Jennifer Young, our psychologist, did a wonderful job dealing with the problem. Therefore, I am not as apprehensive. The researchers conducted this drill with us because of their concern for the crew’s reactions when we are contained in a small ship with only time-delayed radio communication with anyone other than the crew. 

We have been packing food for months. We have plants that we will be growing on the ship. The plants will provide food for us when we run out of the stored food, which will not be quickly. The researchers want life on the ship to be as much like life on Earth as possible. Therefore, we were told to list the things we want to take with us on the trip, such as games, books, movies, etc. I decided this trip would be the perfect chance for me to read the books I have always wanted to read. On the ship, we will have access to computers where we will work puzzles and read current newspapers and magazines. 

A month before we were to leave Earth, we got two weeks for vacation. They suggested we spend time with family because we will not be able to talk person to person for a long time. I went home and my parents were so happy to see me. My mom, of course, was a nervous wreck about my mission to Mars. I decided to do the normal things I used to do. 
The last two weeks were the most difficult. We worked extra hard reviewing everything we had learned in the past five months. So, tonight, the night before takeoff, I believe we are ready for the trip.


Alyssa Wylde, Pilot
Piloting the spacecraft isn’t as much fun as piloting the fighter jets I have at home, but it is remarkably easy.  Remember how I always wanted a plane with a good enough autopilot so that I could have dinner in the sky with Colin (my husband)?  Well, this is the craft.  I simply enter our course, turn on the autopilot, and periodically check in to see if everything is working properly.  The best part was the delta-V from the earth’s orbit; it was incredible. I have learned that no matter how many times you go through the simulator, when it comes to spacecraft, the real thing is the best.  Even though I’ve been on space missions before, nothing compares to the power of our nuclear engine.  The vehicle handles beautifully, and I’d love to test its limits.  We have fuel waiting for us on Mars, and NASA did say before we took off that I could test the limits of the craft since I do have flight experience in Top Gun.  So I like to brag. Can you blame me?  It is only the top pilot job in the country!  

It has been a very long flight but, whenever I fly, I have fun.  My crewmates and I have gotten to know each other even better; all of us get along pretty well. My crewmates keep me in line and my feet on the ground, and I can always make them smile and laugh.  They know me so well now that they have even started to understand my somewhat wild and adventurous ways. The only conflict is between Carolyn and me, probably because we are so much alike.  We are the daredevils of the group and very competitive.  For example, the other day the whole crew was playing Monopoly (a specially made version for microgravity given to us by the engineers at NASA), and Carolyn and I were getting extremely competitive. We both quit the game and let the others play on peacefully.  There’s not much else to say about our flight so far; it’s much like the other missions--good food, plenty of sleep, and comfortable sleeping arrangements. The only difference is that this mission is going to Mars! It’s still hard to believe! I have to keep my wits, so… I think I’ll go beat Carolyn at chess.


Anna Hill, Commander

It is 6 a.m. on Friday, September 5, 2020, and we are only hours from landing on Mars.  The reddish, rusty glow reflecting off the surface is almost comforting.  
It was truly amazing to watch the mother ship slowly move away from us as our Mars Excursion Module (MEM) made its way toward the red planet.  After our craft had fully propelled its way to the surface, we had to wait several minutes for the dust that our engines had stirred to settle.  More later . . . .
I was the first to leave our ship; it was such an honor to be the first human to step on Mars.  The rusty red dust that began blowing as soon as our feet touched the ground was amazing.  Immediately our white suits became covered.  When we reached the bottom of the stairs, my eyes were amazed to see the ancient river channels; to the west there were three volcanoes. The landing site was in a canyon that looked to be 4 miles deep in some places and almost 125 miles wide.  Karen said that this was part of the Mariner’s Valley, the largest canyon on Mars. Its total length exceeds 2490 miles!  I would love to explore the entire planet.

After we all recovered from our first sights of the planet, we decided to explore.  Jenn remained on board to review NASA’s data on the availability of water on the planet.  Everyone else was excited to begin exploring the canyon.

Our goal was to search for and find the “unknown object,” an anomaly that NASA has instructed us to investigate, which was photographed by the most recent Mars Exploration Rover, the Trailseeker.  Each rover, beginning in 2005 at the Gusev Crater and next at the Meridiandi Planum, examined its landing site for geological evidence of past liquid water activity and environmental conditions hospitable for life. The Trailseeker photographs showed an unidentifiable object in our landing area. The object appeared almost as if it were a sort of cover.  The problem is that NASA has no idea how or why this object appeared on Mars.  

I felt bad about leaving Jenn behind while we prepared to explore. Uncertain of the exact location of the unknown object, I continued on in my search, map in hand.  I held the map close to keep it from blowing away.  (We were each given a copy of the “map” of the approximate location of the object. However, only Carolyn and I were organized enough to grab our copies before heading out.)  It was strange walking on this unknown planet.  I felt almost alone, although I knew Jenn was on the MEM and the other five crewmembers where right there alongside me.  Snapping back to reality I heard Karen calling me. I must have caught only the last few words of what she was saying, but it sounded like she said, “Carolyn and Alyssa are gone.” I knew I could not be hearing her correctly . . . there must be static in our communications devices.  But no, I heard her distinctly and in these exact words. Karen said, “I repeat, they are gone!”  I’d like to report that as commander I remained calm and took immediate action. But I panicked. Of all the irresponsible things those two could have done, to wander off alone together on a planet where the only known life form is the six other people on the crew. I’m afraid this is the most foolhardy thing they could have done!
Coming to my senses I wondered if Carolyn and Alyssa were trying to pull a prank and had gone back to the landing site! Hoping and praying, I walked back knowing only one thing  . . . Houston, WE HAVE A PROBLEM! What will Mission Control say when they find out?


Carolyn Hanover, Biologist
Exploring Mars is amazing. Everything is so different, but I absolutely love it here. I also love our crew. Our commander is good. Linda can fix anything and solve any problem, and Sharona has become my best friend. The only problem is Alyssa. She is the stereotype hotshot Navy pilot. We don’t always get along, and that’s why I was not with the rest of the crew as I should have been.  Here is my account of what happened.
“Hey Carolyn!” I heard through the communication device. “Want to check out the unknown object?” 
It’s Alyssa, just the person I wanted to see! “I thought you were with everyone else,” I quickly said, hoping she’d take the hint and leave. She didn’t!
“Oh, come on. What’s the worst that could happen?” Alyssa said.
“I don’t know, but I think that—“

 “What’s the matter? Scared?” That did it. It could be a challenge to jump off a cliff, but I’d probably take the challenge if someone called me chicken. Alyssa had already turned to leave, so I walked as fast as I could in my bulky spacesuit to catch up with her. Following the map, we quickly reached the “unknown object” and found . . . . a hole that was not covered.

We both peered over the edge. Alyssa picked up a small rock and dropped it in. When the clunk of the rock hitting the bottom finally came, it sounded very far away.

“Whoa. That’s deep,” I said.

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to fall in the” . . . then things started happening in fast forward. The area under Alyssa’s feet crumbled away and she fell into the hole. I tried to grab her arm and missed. She fell away out of sight. Then I did the only logical thing to do. I froze!

“Ok, ok,” I thought. “We’re alone on Mars and Alyssa fell down a hole. What do I do?”

Then my training kicked in and I grabbed the radio. But it didn’t work--there was too much static from electrical charges. I could have gone back to the MEM for assistance, but Alyssa might have needed help immediately. I take a deep breath and turned to start climbing down into the hole.
Surprisingly there was a ladder. Even more surprising, it wasn’t pitch black because of a glow from the walls of the tunnel.  It appeared that the tunnel had not been used for a long time. A strong urge rose in me to go back, but I fought it and kept going. Alyssa needed me.  I thought, “If she isn’t dead when I find her, I’ll kill her!”
The climb seemed to take forever. My arms ached. My legs could barely hold me up, and my back was screaming. Still I kept going. Then I reached the bottom.

“Alyssa? Alyssa? Where are you?” I could not find her anywhere. But even worse was the feeling that I was invading someone’s home. I couldn’t place it, but the feeling grew the farther I went. I started walking down the tunnel, which now sloped slightly upwards.  I spotted another ladder. My whole body groaned, but I climbed yet again.

At the top, I felt more confident, but scared at the same time. I started to continue down the next tunnel when I suddenly come to another ladder. Then it hit me. I shouldn’t be here. Something was watching me. I had to get out. IMMEDIATELY! I turned to run and then . . . darkness.

Later . . .

My head hurt and my ears were ringing. I slowly opened my eyes, and a bright light attacked them. I rubbed my eyes as I started to think things over in my head. The last thing I remembered was being on Mars. “But,” I thought, “how did I get here? And now I don’t have my spacesuit on?! Wait! Am I dead?!”
I sat bolt upright and looked around. I was in an underground cave. But like the tunnel, it was not dark. I was comfortable on a “table,” and, most importantly, I could breathe. I looked around the room and spotted Alyssa lying on a table next to me. I jumped down and hurried over to her.

“Alyssa! Alyssa!”  I started shaking her. “Wake up! Oh please wake up!” 

“Ow! Stop that!”

“Oh, thank goodness you’re alive.”

“Where are we?” she asked, still in a daze.

“I don’t know, but we have to get out of here.”

“Well first we need to find our spacesuits.”

“I think that we should take things one problem at a time.” I started to become tense—afraid that we would have an argument. 

“That won’t work,” she said, starting to scowl a little. “We have to . . .“

“Look Alyssa,” I interrupted. “Things between us have gone too far. This entire time we’ve been fighting and competing with each other. We need to stop.” There was a pause. “I’m sorry that I’ve been pushy and snobby and overbearing,” I added quickly, hoping it would help.

“I’m sorry too, and for a lot of the same things. Friends?” She extended her hand and we shook on it.
“Friends.”

Then Alyssa asked the ultimate question. “Now what?”

Before we could do anything, a hidden door opened and a form appeared in the doorway.

We both froze. Then we screamed and barricaded ourselves behind a table. After no attack came, we both peeked timidly over the table. I vaguely heard Alyssa whisper, “I feel like I’m in a cartoon.”

There was not just one form, but a group of beings. They had a short conference in a strange but beautiful language. Alyssa and I were so shocked at what we saw that we just stared. I had never before believed in aliens.

“Do not be afraid. We mean you no harm,” one being said, amazingly, in English.
“Then why did you knock me out and bring me here?” I shot back hotly.
“You invaded our home. We had to protect ourselves.” That made sense, but Alyssa and I were still skeptical.

“What do you want from us?” Alyssa questioned. She seemed to be afraid of the answer, and so was I. 

To explain, the aliens (Kumbians) described much of the history of the universe to us. Most of it went over my head, but what I did understand was that humans on Earth are very primitive. The Kumbians are the only ones in the universe who have studied us and that was only because our planet is so close to theirs. That’s why they can speak our language and know, among other things, that we breathe oxygen.

Gradually Alyssa and I came out of hiding. We sat in wonder for a long time just listening in fascination—like children at story time. But as we grew bolder, we started firing off questions. We wanted to know about everything—the foods Kumbians eat, their children’s schooling, and how the Kumbians interact with each other. Throughout the conversation their expressions and demeanor did not change. They all had the same kind, intelligent, but almost blank stare. We even started making fun of their voice tone and facial expression, but they didn’t seem to notice.

Suddenly another Kumbian walked up and said something to the group. The Kumbian who had done most of the talking turned to us and said, “We have found your friends.”


Jennifer Young, M.D.
When we learned that Carolyn and Alyssa were gone we panicked. Our minds went blank. No simulation or drill had prepared us for this unimaginable event. There was a look of hopelessness, first on the face of Commander Hill, then growing like a virus on everyone else’s. And then there was utter silence, not peaceful or tense, just silence. It was as if time suddenly stood still and everything and nothing mattered at the same time. 

Finally, as everyone awoke from a trance, common sense returned. Anna contacted Houston for help. Houston told us to find the women without making matters worse. We decided privately, as a crew, that we would not abandon our friends to an unknown doom.
We left the MEM to look for Carolyn and Alyssa. The feeling of not knowing what would happen next was exhilarating. The wind on the surface slowly died to reveal the unmistakable prints of our crewmembers’ boots. This came as a relief to most of my crewmates, but it did not relieve my stress. We followed the weaving footprints to a large break in the surface and decided Carolyn and Alyssa must have fallen in.  We had to follow!
Ladder-like stairs were a surprise, and we climbed down for what seemed a very long time. Then we climbed up, and down again. Karen, who was bringing up the rear, missed a step and fell, knocking all of us to the bottom of the tunnel.

There we found ourselves in an abyss near what appeared to be water. The underground seemed to be dust free. In the distance I thought I caught a glimpse of something lifelike, but I said nothing. We got to our feet and started walking. Suddenly, out of nowhere, we came across life forms. It is difficult to describe my reaction. To see another type of life form was the most astonishing thing I have ever experienced. The creatures had a light tan with a blue tint to their skin. They did not look anything like the conventional ideas of Martians. They had larger heads, and they looked somewhat like us. They all wore simple clothing made of a semi-transparent fabric. Their eyes were much bigger than ours because of the small amount of lighting underneath the Martian surface. Their arms and legs were covered with light fuzz, which we later learned allows them to feel. The Kumbians’ skin does not flake like ours. Because there is so little dust in the underground world on Mars, they have eyelids but do not need eyelashes.
After a few days, the Kumbians seemed to “warm up” to us and began to question our reasons for coming to Mars. It surprised me that one of them learned to speak English by studying our planet and learning the majority language. We learned that we had fallen down an old channel used to import goods from other colonies like their own. The underground channels were designed to separate the carbon dioxide found on the surface from the oxygen they need to breathe.

Finally, thanks to Anna’s negotiations, Carolyn and I were allowed to conduct tests while the others learned the language.  Using the Kumbians’ microscopes and other testing equipment, we compared our DNA to theirs and documented the differences.  Everything had to be executed with the utmost care. We could not make a mistake that could result in interplanetary conflict.  

Larissa Smith, Engineer
The Kumbians took us on a tour of their underground habitat. One storeroom was full of what Sharona determined to be diamond-like gems. I was amazed! Where could they have come from? 

“Are these beautiful stones mined? What is your source?” I asked.

“We excrete the stones.”

“Excrete?” I said, puzzled. “How do you excrete gems?”

“When we breathe air, the oxygen is burned off and the carbon is broken up in our lungs. Our bodies compress the carbon, and the stones are excreted.
“That is incredible… I mean interesting,” I replied incredulously. 

“What do you do with all those gems?” asked Karen.
“We use them as fuel and as building material. They provide power, as well as strengthen walls and other structures. That’s why the walls appear to glow,” answered our guide.

“Will we be able to take some gems back to Earth with us?” we wondered aloud.

“I will have to discuss that with the Kumbian council,” the guide replied.
Several days later, after much negotiation, we worked out an exchange of information and goods. We were given permission to take a few gems and surface materials, but nothing else from below ground.


Sharona Dobbins, Geologist
We have returned to Earth. The journey took many months, and it’s wonderful to once again have contact with humans other than my six crewmates. Yes, I love them; they’ve become like sisters to me.  But even sisters can get on each other’s nerves after a while! 
The trip has been long and trying, but also very exciting and worthwhile. We have traveled through space to Mars. While on Mars, we discovered and communicated with an alien race. The Kumbians were a kind race that treated us very civilly. During our stay on Mars, they explained to us their history and told us of other races throughout the Universe. I always thought it was naive to think that the Earth supports the only life in the Universe. But to discover that there is other life similar to Earth’s humans was astonishing. Apparently, we are eons behind many of the other races in development of technology and thought. But we are also unique in the way that we interact with others, with a variety of emotions and attitudes. 
The Kumbians were kind, but that was the only emotion they had. They were never sad, mad, upset, or distraught. They could never be optimistic or pessimistic. Their genetic structure allowed for only one emotion. Other life forms in the universe are amazed that we still have so many emotions. At any given moment, we can be happy or sad, calm or upset. We treat our neighbors like the best of friends, or we shun them and never speak to them. We have periods of peace and then are at war. I guess I never realized before how full of emotion our world is, and I learned that having many emotions is not a bad thing. The Kumbians were interesting but hard to understand. And at times they could be downright infuriating. They never got mad at anything, they just accepted whatever happened. 

The Kumbians taught us how to use in situ resources on the planet, which will save NASA years of research and allow future missions to be scheduled more easily. Larissa was fascinated to discover that a diamond-like secretion could be used as fuel on the surface of Mars.

It’s amazing how a mission to Mars to investigate an unknown object on the surface of the planet resulted in the discovery of an alien race and the creation of an interplanetary alliance. I always imagined that exploring a new planet would be exciting, but I never expected such discoveries.  Anna will go down in the history as the first human on Mars, and Alyssa has the honor of being the first human to fall down the hole! Carolyn will be recognized as the woman who followed her gut feeling to help a friend in need, even though it involved risking her own safety. Jenn will be known for studying the genetics of the Kumbians and reporting on their DNA. 

And Larissa and Karen will be remembered for their negotiations that enabled us to learn more about the Kumbians. 
Thinking back on the journey, I wonder if I’ll be remembered for anything worthwhile. Even if I’m not, I know that in my heart, I will be honored to have been one of the select few to walk on and below the surface of Mars. Now that I’m back on Earth, I will forever look at the nighttime sky and think of the Kumbians. It was the journey of a lifetime, and my hope is that the interplanetary alliance will prevent exploitation of the Martian planet and its amazing people.  
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