
Very First Man on Mars

It was that classic thing – that when you have ages to do something, you very often leave it 

to the last minute. As Paul bounced gingerly down the landing pod steps, with his home planet 

watching slack-jawed and goose-pimpled in anticipation, he still hadn't thought of anything cool to 

say. 

His left foot touched rock and he felt, along with a measure of triumph, the expectation of 

seven billion humans. Think you bastard, think. He paused with his right foot still on the bottom 

rung and pretended to fiddle with his boot. 

There was only so long you could keep them waiting. A voice, loud and crackly, came 

through Paul’s headset: “Commander this is President Trump. You boys have done us proud. Is 

there any message you have for the people back on Earth?” 

 

Seven months ago, at T-minus one week, President Trump had come to a special reception at 

the Kennedy Space Centre and had shaken Paul’s hand. “One small step,” he said, lifting his juice 

glass and smiling. “No need to even finish the quote. Don't tell anyone but that's the bit that would 

excite me. The world watching, listening. Words have even greater power when everyone’s paying 

attention. That marvellous, dusty ball of rock you’re going to - what a platform! It beats the shit out 

of my inaugural address that’s for sure. You’re a brave American and I look forward to hearing your 

thoughts from 35 million miles. Godspeed”. And then he turned away, to shake Gary's hand.

Paul had expected inspiration to hit during the six months in the shuttle. A few times he tried 

sitting down with a pad and space pen, but he always got distracted, or cajoled into a game of 

something with Gary – often dominoes, sometimes zero gravity volleyball. 

He looked back up at the hatch. Gary was climbing out and after taking in the scene gave 



Paul a huge thumbs up. Paul felt a wave of hatred flame his cheeks and warm the air inside his 

helmet. If in the next few seconds he could not utter some profound words to capture the 

imaginations of his species, and so screwed up his golden chance at immortality, then it was Gary's 

fault. Gary and his fucking ice cream.

In one of his forlorn writing sessions Paul got as far as a list of themes he wished to cover. 

These included: perspective and its role in peace; the enormity of man's progress contrasted with its 

short-sightedness concerning natural resources; the revival of exploration and the truth that there 

was still so much more to understand about the universe and our place in it. 

Paul's wife Kim, with whom he had been able to speak regularly via satellite, had also 

requested that he perhaps at least mention Betty, her mother who had passed away at T plus one 

week after lift-off. 

“I'll try,” he said, “but I really will only have a few words to try to encapsulate so much, and 

there might not be room for your mom”. 

“She had room for you,” said Kim, “she had room for you in her heart, and she had room for 

you when she let you stay RENT-FREE in the summer house while you were finishing at M.I.T.” 

Then she ended the call.

When Paul turned off the screen he felt a fresh ache to be back with his family, to apologise 

to Kim and tell her how weeks in a hurtling tin taking sponge baths and eating freeze-dried fucking 

macaroni cheese makes you say things you don't mean, makes you crazy. 

“Jeez that sounded frustrating,” said Gary, floating on the ceiling just behind him, “times 

like that you must be glad the old girl's 22 million miles away, huh?” Paul spun and said no, 

actually he wished with all his heart he was back there with Kim, eating some decent home-cooking 

with a breeze blowing through the open window.

“If you don't like the food... well, you probably should have thought about that when you 

decided to be an astronaut,” said Gary.



Gary was a jerk. You'd have thought there'd be a screening process, that the number one 

priority for selection would be not to be jerk. You'd think that they would have let Paul, as 

Commander, choose who he wanted to spend 12 months shackled to. But Gary had an impeccable 

academic record, 1500 hours flying jets and the ground crew loved him because two decades back 

his senator father had pushed through the bill that funded the mission they were on right now.

Gary talked incessantly and provocatively, he spilled his own shit from the vacuum toilet 

time after time, he stuck the shower hose into Paul's sleeping bag for a joke. It was like the time 

after college he'd ended up sharing a tiny apartment with Bob Tusker, the biggest dick in Boston, 

but up here there were absolutely no outs, no chance to slip out to a movie or go back to Cambridge 

to stay with Kim when her room-mate was away.    

After a while the little things started to annoy Paul just as much as the big things. He hated 

when Gary talked about his parrots. “My parrots are gonna be so proud,” he was always saying. 

“They'll be watching when we step down, my parrots will be holding a little party and watching. 

“First thing I do when I get home is go back to Oklahoma to see my parrots.  

“My parrots' house has got a big meadow, jus' behind, where you can walk along with a beer.” 

“Parents,” said Paul, “it's pronounced 'parents'.” 

“They're my parrots,” said Gary laughing, “I'll call 'em what I like.”

During his second forlorn writing session Paul actually thought up and jotted down a few 

possibilities. They ranged from the romantic (“Oh Mars thou have stolen my heart!”) to the 

contemplative (“It's not so far away when you think about it” – to be accompanied by a shrug), to 

the light-hearted (“A Mars a day...!”). But he knew even as he scribbled them that they didn't hit the 

mark. There was something awful stifling and daunting about trying to write something to say on 

Mars. It was like trying to write the best thing ever. 

He felt he was possibly getting somewhere, if only by a slow process of elimination, when 

Gary suddenly took up whistling, and peace in the cabin was forever lost. “Holy shit!” Paul heard 



him exclaim from the other end of the shuttle. There was a breathy high whistle like a kettle boiling 

and then he said again -  “H o l y shit! Paul can you hear that?” Paul remained silent and stared at 

his notepad but Gary needed to tell him this, and appeared in the doorway to the sleeping area 

whistling tunelessly. “Do you know I never could whistle?! All my life I've never been able to 

whistle, and now suddenly I can do it! I can whistle!” 

“You're all out of tune,” said Paul, “and raspy. Jesus please don't start whistling in the 

shuttle.”  

“I can learn!,” said Gary. “I can learn to whistle cleanly and how to do tunes!”

During the following months Gary's whistling really came along. Early efforts to make him 

stop were pushed aside by Gary, who made the reasonable point that as Paul snored, he was in no 

position to complain. After that whenever he heard the whistling Paul would gaze longingly out the 

window and think: space, space, everywhere, and not a drop to drink.   

Even so, it wasn't until T plus 6 months, with them almost at their destination, that Paul’s 

frustration turned to hatred. He was on the rowing machine putting in some hours. He was inhaling 

and exhaling deeply as the digital display counted up past 10,000m when something grainy hit the 

back of his throat and he coughed. It was a taste he hadn't experienced for months, but it was 

unmistakeable – black pepper. He stopped pulling and focused on the air around his head. Hundreds 

of tiny dark specks of pepper floated slowly past. He turned and saw a trail of them, a delicate thin 

galaxy of them, sailing through from the kitchen galley. Paul slipped his feet from the rower's foot 

straps and pulled himself up and through the shuttle silently. When he reached the galley Gary was 

crouching in a corner facing away. “What are you doing?” said Paul, and Gary spun around and a 

guilty look flashed across his eyes like he'd been caught masturbating or something, but it probably 

wasn't that, because there was meat sauce on his chin. “What are you doing with pepper?! you know 

it clogs the vents man.” Gary, without replying, turned slowly and confessionally to reveal a 

steaming tupperware tub. In it was what looked like a freshly heated block of lasagne. 



“It's home-cooked,” he said. 

“You bought fresh food? You bought fresh food?!” 

Gary nodded wide-eyed. 

“You increased the payload for some home-cooked fresh food? How much did you bring?”  

“I've eaten most of it,” said Gary, “Not much, honestly – just enough for treats.”  

“What else did you bring? Lasagne and what else?”  

“Honestly not much, a few bananas, a cake, a couple of tubs of ice cream-”   

“You bought fresh ice-cream?! You sat there while I choked my way through that freeze-

dried powdery Neapolitan shit and all the while you had some fresh dairy ice cream?! Let me see 

the tubs.” 

Gary reluctantly pulled a storage box from the wall, took some blankets from the top and 

revealed a stash of empty plastic tubs. Paul snatched one out and read the label, “Rich and indulgent 

chocolate ice cream with chunks of real cookie dough. 1kg. You know how much that ice cream 

cost in launch fuel Gary? You  do know - $50,000 fucking dollars. Two tubs - $100,000. And 

bananas? – I'd say around $5000 a piece. You're smuggling on this stuff and you don't even have the 

decency to share it?! You don't think I'd like a spoonful of fresh dairy ice cream? How did you even 

keep it frozen?” Gary pointed out the window sheepishly.

“I hung it out in space – just outside the secondary airlock. I mean I don't know why you're 

moaning -”  

“I'm moaning because you're a selfish prick! That's why I'm moaning!”  

“You know,” said Gary, “if you hadn't been so rude about my whistling, I probably would 

have offered you some.”

The next day they landed. Sitting in the lander preparing for surface operations, Paul 

desperately tried to focus on his notepad while Gary whistled. But soon it was time to put on their 

spacesuits and go outside - to go out onto the surface of Mars – man’s first steps on an extra-



terrestrial body beyond Earth’s own moon.    

And now, on the greatest day of his life, probably one of the greatest days in history, he was 

crouched over at the bottom of the ladder, pretending he had to fiddle with his boot. 

“Paul I think there may be some delay in communications – this is Mission Control.”

And Paul had to say something, quickly, now, while there was still time to pull something 

out of the bag – say anything, anything big and profound.

He lifted his right foot from the lowest rung and planted it on the surface of Mars next to his 

left. He turned and took three long loping low-gravity skips, and then three more, until he was 

perhaps 10 metres from the lander. He turned back towards the camera mounted on the vehicle, and 

then he turned again and looked up at the stars, the stars from Mars, and he narrowed his focus on 

the white dot that he knew to be Earth, and he thought how words took on great power when 

everyone was watching and he thought think of some words, some powerful words, some short 

powerful words that encapsulated perspective and its role in peace; the enormity of man's progress 

contrasted with it's short-sightedness concerning natural resources; the revival of exploration and 

the truth that there was still so much more to understand about the universe and our place in it, think 

of some words think of some words think of some words the president of the United States is 

waiting, the president is waiting, seven billion are waiting, watching, listening, and then he said: 

“Gary had fresh ice cream and he wouldn't share it.”


