
Prologue

=

I’m sitting at �the head of my dining room table at home in Hous-

ton, finishing dinner with my family: my longtime girlfriend, Amiko; 

my daughters, Samantha and Charlotte; my twin brother, Mark; his 

wife, Gabby; his daughter, Claudia; our father, Richie; and Amiko’s 

son, Corbin. It’s a simple thing, sitting at a table and eating a meal 

with those you love, and many people do it every day without giving it 

much thought. For me, it’s something I’ve been dreaming of for almost 

a year. I contemplated what it would be like to eat this meal so many 

times, now that I’m finally here, it doesn’t seem entirely real. The faces 

of the people I love that I haven’t seen for so long, the chatter of many 

people talking together, the clink of silverware, the swish of wine in a 

glass—these are all unfamiliar. Even the sensation of gravity holding 

me in my chair feels strange, and every time I put a glass or fork down 

on the table there’s a part of my mind that is looking for a dot of Velcro 

or a strip of duct tape to hold it in place. I’ve been back on Earth for 

forty-eight hours.

I push back from the table and struggle to stand up, feeling like an 

old man getting out of a recliner.

“Stick a fork in me, I’m done,” I announce. Everyone laughs and 

encourages me to go and get some rest. I start the journey to my bed-

room: about twenty steps from the chair to the bed. On the third 

step, the floor seems to lurch under me, and I stumble into a planter. 

Of course it wasn’t the floor—it was my vestibular system trying to 

readjust to Earth’s gravity. I’m getting used to walking again.
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“That’s the first time I’ve seen you stumble,” Mark says. “You’re 

doing pretty good.” He knows from personal experience what it’s like 

to come back to gravity after having been in space. As I walk by Saman-

tha, I put my hand on her shoulder and she smiles up at me.

I make it to my bedroom without incident and close the door 

behind me. Every part of my body hurts. All of my joints and all of 

my muscles are protesting the crushing pressure of gravity. I’m also 

nauseated, though I haven’t thrown up. I strip off my clothes and get 

into bed, relishing the feeling of sheets, the light pressure of the blanket 

over me, the fluff of the pillow under my head. All of these are things I 

missed dearly. I can hear the happy murmur of my family behind the 

door, voices I haven’t heard without the distortion of phones bounc-

ing signals off satellites for a year. I drift off to sleep to the comforting 

sound of their talking and laughing.

A crack of light wakes me: Is it morning? No, it’s just Amiko com-

ing to bed. I’ve only been asleep for a couple of hours. But I feel deliri-

ous. It’s a struggle to come to consciousness enough to move, to tell her 

how awful I feel. I’m seriously nauseated now, feverish, and my pain 

has gotten worse. This isn’t like how I felt after my last mission. This is 

much, much worse.

“Amiko,” I finally manage to say.

She is alarmed by the sound of my voice.

“What is it?” Her hand is on my arm, then on my forehead. Her 

skin feels chilled, but it’s just that I’m so hot.

“I don’t feel good,” I say.

I’ve been to space four times now, and she has gone through the 

whole process with me as my main support once before, when I spent 

159 days on the space station in 2010–11. I had a reaction to coming back 

from space that time, but it was nothing like this.

I struggle to get up. Find the edge of the bed. Feet down. Sit up. 

Stand up. At every stage I feel like I’m fighting through quicksand. 

When I’m finally vertical, the pain in my legs is awful, and on top of 

that pain I feel something even more alarming: all the blood in my 

body is rushing to my legs, like the sensation of the blood rushing to 

your head when you do a headstand, but in reverse. I can feel the tis-
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sue in my legs swelling. I shuffle my way to the bathroom, moving my 

weight from one foot to the other with deliberate effort. Left. Right. 

Left. Right.

I make it to the bathroom, flip on the light, and look down at my 

legs. They are swollen and alien stumps, not legs at all.

“Oh, shit,” I say. “Amiko, come look at this.”

She kneels down and squeezes one ankle, and it squishes like a 

water balloon. She looks up at me with worried eyes. “I can’t even feel 

your anklebones,” she says.

“My skin is burning, too,” I tell her. Amiko frantically examines 

me. I have a strange rash all over my back, the backs of my legs, the 

back of my head and neck—everywhere I was in contact with the bed. 

I can feel her cool hands moving over my inflamed skin. “It looks like 

an allergic rash,” she says. “Like hives.”

I use the bathroom and shuffle back to bed, wondering what I 

should do. Normally if I woke up feeling like this, I would go to the 

emergency room, but no one at the hospital will have seen symptoms 

of having been in space for a year. I crawl back into bed, trying to find a 

way to lie down without touching my rash. I can hear Amiko rummag-

ing in the medicine cabinet. She comes back with two ibuprofen and a 

glass of water. As she settles down, I can tell from her every movement, 

every breath, that she is worried about me. We both knew the risks of 

the mission I signed on for. After six years together, I can understand 

her perfectly even in the wordless dark.

As I try to will myself to sleep, I wonder whether my friend Mikhail 

Kornienko is also suffering from swollen legs and painful rashes—

Misha is home in Moscow after spending nearly a year in space with 

me. I suspect so. This is why we volunteered for this mission, after all: 

to discover how the human body is affected by long-term spaceflight. 

Scientists will study the data on Misha and me for the rest of our lives 

and beyond. Our space agencies won’t be able to push out farther into 

space, to a destination like Mars, until we can learn more about how to 

strengthen the weakest links in the chain that makes spaceflight pos-

sible: the human body and mind. People often ask me why I volunteered 

for this mission, knowing the risks—the risk of launch, the risk inher-
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ent in spacewalks, the risk of returning to Earth, the risk I would be 

exposed to every moment I lived in a metal container orbiting the Earth 

at 17,500 miles per hour. I have a few answers I give to this question, but 

none of them feels fully satisfying to me. None of them quite answers it.

When I was �a boy, I had a strange recurring daydream. I saw myself 

confined to a small space, barely big enough to lie down in. Curled up 

on the floor, I knew that I would be there for a long time. I couldn’t 

leave, but I didn’t mind—I had the feeling I had everything I needed. 

Something about that small space, the sense that I was doing some-

thing challenging just by living there, was appealing to me. I felt I was 

where I belonged.

One night when I was five, my parents shook Mark and me awake 

and hustled us down to the living room to watch a blurry gray image 

on TV, which they explained was men walking on the moon. I remem-

ber hearing the staticky voice of Neil Armstrong and trying to make 

sense of the outrageous claim that he was visiting the glowing disc in 

the New Jersey summer sky I could see out our window. Watching the 

moon landing left me with a strange recurring nightmare: I dreamed I 

was preparing to launch on a rocket to the moon, but rather than being 

secured safely in a seat inside, I was instead strapped across the pointy 

end of the rocket, my back against its nose cone, facing straight up at 

the heavens. The moon loomed over me, its giant craters threatening, 

as I waited through the countdown. I knew I couldn’t possibly survive 

the moment of ignition. Every time I had this dream, I woke up, sweat-

ing and terrified, just before the engines burned their fire into the sky.

As a kid, I took all the risks I could, not because I was foolhardy but 

because everything else was boring. I threw myself off things, crawled 

under things, took dares from other boys, skated and slid and swam 

and capsized, sometimes tempting death. Mark and I climbed up 

drainpipes starting when we were six, waving back down at our par-

ents from roofs two or three stories up. Attempting something difficult 

was the only way to live. If you were doing something safe, something 
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you already knew could be done, you were wasting time. I found it 

bewildering that some people my age could just sit still, breathing and 

blinking, for entire school days—that they could resist the urge to run 

outside, to take off exploring, to do something new, to take risks. What 

went through their heads? What could they learn in a classroom that 

could even approach the feeling of flying down a hill out of control on 

a bike? 

I was a terrible student, always staring out windows or looking at 

the clock, waiting for class to be over. My teachers scolded, then chas-

tised, then finally—some of them—ignored me. My parents, a cop 

and a secretary, tried unsuccessfully to discipline my brother and me. 

Neither of us listened. We were on our own much of the time—after 

school, while our parents were still at work, and on weekend mornings, 

when our parents were sleeping off a hangover. We were free to do what 

we liked, and what we liked was to take risks.

During my high school years, for the first time I found something 

I was good at that adults approved of: I worked as an emergency medi-

cal technician. When I took the EMT classes, I discovered that I had 

the patience to sit down and study. I started as a volunteer and in a few 

years worked my way up to a full-time job. I rode in an ambulance all 

night, never knowing what I would face next—gunshot wounds, heart 

attacks, broken bones. Once I delivered a baby in a public housing 

project, the mother in a rancid bed with old unwashed sheets, a single 

naked lightbulb swinging overhead, dirty dishes piled in the sink. The 

heart-pounding feeling of walking into a potentially dangerous situa-

tion and having to depend on my wits was intoxicating. I was dealing 

with life-and-death situations, not boring—and, to me, pointless—

classroom subjects. In the morning, I often drove home and went to 

sleep instead of going to school.

I managed to graduate from high school, in the bottom half of my 

class. I went to the only college I was accepted to (which was a different 

college than the one I had meant to apply to—such were my powers of 

concentration). There, I had no more interest in schoolwork than I’d 

had in high school, and I was also getting too old to jump off things for 
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fun. Partying took the place of physical risk, but it wasn’t as satisfying. 

When asked by adults, I said I wanted to be a doctor. I’d signed up for 

premed classes but was failing them in my first semester. I knew I was 

just marking time until I’d be told I would have to do something else, 

and I had no idea what that would be.

One day I walked into the campus bookstore to buy snacks, and 

a display caught my eye. The letters on the book’s cover seemed to 

streak into the future with unstoppable speed: The Right Stuff. I wasn’t 

much of a reader—whenever I was assigned to read a book for school, 

I would barely flip through it, hopelessly bored. Sometimes I’d look at 

the CliffsNotes and remember enough of what I read to pass a test on 

the book, sometimes not. I had not read many books by choice in my 

entire life—but this book somehow drew me to it.

I picked up a copy, and its first sentences dropped me into the stench 

of a smoky field at the naval air station in Jacksonville, Florida, where 

a young test pilot had just been killed and burned beyond recognition. 

He had crashed his airplane into a tree, which “knocked [his] head to 

pieces like a melon.” The scene captured my attention like nothing else 

I had ever read. Something about this was deeply familiar, though I 

couldn’t say what.

I bought the book and lay on my unmade dorm room bed reading it 

for the rest of the day, heart pounding, Tom Wolfe’s hyperactive, loop-

ing sentences ringing in my head. I was captivated by the description 

of the Navy test pilots, young hotshots catapulting off aircraft carri-

ers, testing unstable airplanes, drinking hard, and generally moving 

through the world like exceptional badasses.

The idea here (in the all-enclosing fraternity) seemed to be that a 

man should have the ability to go up in a hurtling piece of machinery 

and put his hide on the line and then have the moxie, the reflexes, 

the experience, the coolness, to pull it back in the last yawning 

moment—and then to go up again the next day, and the next day, 

and every next day, even if the series should prove infinite—and, 

ultimately, in its best expression, do so in a cause that means some-

thing to thousands, to a people, a nation, to humanity, to God.
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This wasn’t just an exciting adventure story. This was something more 

like a life plan. These young men, flying jets in the Navy, did a real job 

that existed in the real world. Some of them became astronauts, and 

that was a real job too. These were hard jobs to get, I understood, but 

some people did get them. It could be done. What drew me to these 

Navy pilots wasn’t the idea of the “right stuff”—a special quality these 

few brave men had—it was the idea of doing something immensely 

difficult, risking your life for it, and surviving. It was like a night run 

in the ambulance, but at the speed of sound. The adults around me 

who encouraged me to become a doctor thought I liked being an EMT 

because I liked taking people’s blood pressure measurements, stabi-

lizing broken bones, and helping people. But what I craved about the 

ambulance was the excitement, the difficulty, the unknown, the risk. 

Here, in a book, I found something I’d thought I would never find: an 

ambition. I closed the book late that night a different person.

I would be asked many times over the following decades what the 

beginning of my career as an astronaut was, and I would talk about 

seeing the moon landing as a kid, or seeing the first shuttle launch. 

These answers were to some extent true. I never told the story about an 

eighteen-year-old boy in a tiny, stuffy dorm room, enthralled by swirl-

ing sentences describing long-dead pilots. That was the real beginning.

When I became �an astronaut and started getting to know my astro-

naut classmates, many of us shared the same memory of coming down-

stairs in our pajamas as little kids to watch the moon landing. Most of 

them had decided, then and there, to go to space one day. At the time, 

we were promised that Americans would land on the surface of Mars 

by 1975, when I was eleven. Everything was possible now that we had 

put a man on the moon. Then NASA lost most of its funding, and our 

dreams of space were downgraded over the decades. Yet my astronaut 

class was told we would be the first to go to Mars, and we believed it 

so fully that we put it on the class patch we wore on our flight jackets, 

a little red planet rising above the moon and the Earth. Since then, 

NASA has accomplished the assembly of the International Space Sta-
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tion, the hardest thing human beings have ever achieved. Getting to 

Mars and back will be even harder, and I have spent a year in space—

longer than it would take to get to Mars—to help answer some of the 

questions about how we can survive that journey.

The risk taking of my youth is still with me. My childhood memo-

ries are of the uncontrollable forces of physics, the dream of climb-

ing higher, the danger of gravity. For an astronaut, those memories are 

unsettling in one way but comforting in another. Every time I took a 

risk, I lived to draw breath again. Every time I got myself into trouble, 

I made it out alive.

Most of the way through my yearlong mission, I was thinking about 

how much The Right Stuff had meant to me, and I decided to call Tom 

Wolfe; I thought he might enjoy getting a call from space. Among the 

other things we talked about, I asked him how he writes his books, how 

I might start to think about putting my experiences into words.

“Begin at the beginning,” he said, and so I will.
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