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1.

I stood in the warmth of a Florida night in early December and tensely watched the rocket standing poised in the crossed beams of multiple search lights. The countdown had reached t-minus ten, nine, eight,…;launch was imminent.

Then the engines lit and night was turned into day as an aura of light literally expanded around the launch complex and the rocket ascended skyward in a cloud of white vapor. Inadvertently, I let out a primal cry and bid the Pathfinder on its way. Pathfinder – and the first of my own experiments ever to leave planet Earth for Mars.

The rocket swept a great curve across the sky, diminishing quickly in size until it was no more than a bright star. It passed the moon, and modernity fused with antiquity as though the eye of time had momentarily blinked. It was an illusion of place, of course, for in actuality, the rocket was nearly a quarter million miles from the moon. But the mind leapt none the less, and the image of a flag standing evermore in the silent, ancient sands of Tranquility Base came sharply to mind.

“That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind,” the words had gone.

 “We’re on our way to Mars, Joe,” my friend said behind me, bringing me sharply back to the reality of the moment. I felt the tears grow hot in my eyes…
2.
The hunter stood silently, rigidly in the warmth of a Pleistocene summer night. His spear was up and poised in the crossed shadows of the trees. The lithe little mammal had finally reached the clearing, cautious but still unaware of the hunter’s presence…a kill was imminent.

It stepped again…and the hunter’s muscles instantaneously released their pent-up energy. The silence was turned into a momentary rustle of hoofed feet and a small vocalization as the spear found its mark and the small mammal turned and fell. Inadvertently, the hunter jumped up and let out a primal cry; he ran forward – and the first kill of the night insured that his little hunting band would not go hungry.

As he crouched down to shoulder his kill, the moon cleared the trees and shone brightly down. The hunter paused, turned his face skyward, squinted, then took up his spear and raised it to the full extent of his massive arm, closed one eye, and with the other, beheld the scarred, ancient moon-face against the spear point’s serrated edge.

He rose, took a small step forward…looked more closely – and something akin to a thought flickered through his mind. “In one giant leap,” he imagined, “I could reach that.”
Then he heard other dusky voices approaching out of the gloaming, and, immediately returning to the reality of the moment, he hailed them and held up the still warm carcass…
3.
Pharaoh  stood in the warmth of an Egyptian eve and, from his elevated dais, critically observed the archers assembled below, standing poised in the low-angle light of the evening sun. They were the best in the kingdom, and this demonstration of their skill was part of an important periodic ritual. They awaited his command, bows taut, muscles tense…the moment of truth was imminent.

Pharaoh’s voice cut the air in a quick staccato.

The bows snapped in synchrony and the arrows arched skyward toward the wooden targets that had been set up down range. To the last man, they found their mark! Inadvertently, the archers let out a primal cry then turned in unison to bid homage to their Pharaoh, whom they regarded as a man-god and ruler of the world. One young man in their ranks breathed relief for his success, for to miss would have meant instant death. This was his first time before Pharaoh.

Pharaoh turned his gaze from the archers toward the sky, and reached two hands out toward the moon. He cupped his hands to make the moon appear to rest in his grasp. It was an illusion of place, of course, for in actuality, Pharaoh was nearly a quarter million miles from the moon.

“I am lord of the earth, sea, and sky,” he proclaimed.
The crowd below cheered loudly.

Then he dropped his hands and returned to the reality of the moment.

“Feast and drink for all!” he proclaimed. “Tonight we celebrate the greatness that is Egypt!”

4.

Gracefully, the space station moved in its orbit around the Earth, completing one revolution every 90 minutes. The men and women aboard represented a broad crosscut of humanity.
One young astronaut stood at the view port and admired the sleek new spacecraft – MARS 1 –  that was parked near the assembly bay. She sighed. Soon, she would be living on board that beautiful ship, joining seven other people for humanity’s first great voyage to another world. The countdown was proceeding “nominally”…launch was still several weeks away. 

Her companion, a young male of slender military posture, pointed to a smaller ship just below.

“Watch,” he said.

Then the smaller ship’s engines lit and an aura of plasma streamed gracefully outward. The little ship moved forward as smoothly as molten glass.
“They’re going to the moon for the conference,” remarked the companion. “They’ll be aboard MARS 2 two years from now. Remember when we had our conference?”

She nodded, a little tear starting in her eye.

As the little ship moved away, rapidly diminishing in size, finally becoming no more than a bright star, it passed the moon, and the young astronaut and her companion marveled at the glow of lights from Tranquility Habitat sprawling across a wide swath of the ancient lunar landscape. Construction had begun just before 2010; the habitat had taken almost two decades to become operational.
She reflected for a moment on all that had transpired since Neil Armstrong first set foot on the moon and spoke those immortal words, “That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”

Then her companion’s voice snapped her back to the reality of the present moment.

“Soon, we’ll be on our way to Mars,” he said. For a second time, she felt the tears grow hot in her eyes…

