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L) What does Max 
want to do to 
prevent the mission 
being a failure?  
I) What do you 
think is going to 
happen next? Why?   
V) What does 
‘delegation’ mean?  
E) How would you 
distract the 
children?  
GD) If you were 
Liam, how would 
you have tried to 
stop the children 
from taking action 
which could be 
dangerous? 
 	

She crossed her arms and stared out of the window. She really did look
like she was sitting on the number 81. I sat down next to her and said, “Yeah.
Trajectories, eh—don’t you hate them? How do they work…exactly?”

And then she told me the whole story of Apollo 13. Which is this: Apollo
13 was on its way to the moon when one of its oxygen tanks blew up. The
crew climbed into the little tiny landing module and used it as a kind of life
raft. Then they flew right round the back of the moon so that the moon’s
gravity would give them a bit of extra speed and—by burning their remaining
engine at the right time—broke their orbit and made it home to Earth.

Obviously that’s a summary. In Florida’s version there was a lot about
whether thirteen really is an unlucky number and which Hollywood actors
played the astronauts in the film version—Kevin Bacon and Tom Hanks, by
the way—and who those actors are married to now.

While she was talking the others must’ve noticed the open hatch in the
floor of the command module. One by one they floated down into the
Dandelion. The first one in was Hasan, who didn’t seem to notice the moon at
all. He spread himself out on one of the bench seats saying, “It’s much more
comfortable down here.”

Samson Two stared out of the window with his mouth open until Florida
said sarcastically, “Yes, it’s the moon. We’ve got to go right round the back of
it. Can you believe it?”

“The moon? But…no one said anything about the moon.”
“It’s a diversion,” said Florida. “An unscheduled diversion.”
“But…the moon? It’s so far away.”
“Not anymore,” said Florida.

 
The real problem was Max. It wasn’t the moon that bothered him; it was the
Dandelion. “Our mission was to decouple this module, to put it in orbit. We
must do it now.”

I explained that we couldn’t do it right this minute because we had a
problem.

“Not to release it means we’ve failed. Failure is not an option.”
“We haven’t failed. We just haven’t succeeded—yet. We’ll press the green

button when we can.”
“But Dr. Drax said—”
“Dr. Drax didn’t know.”
“She knows more than you do. I am now going to press the green button,”

he said.
I ran after him. Weightless running isn’t exactly speedy. It felt like one of

those dreams where you’re trying to get away from mad dogs but your feet
are sort of stuck to the floor. In the end I sort of toppled forward into an

involuntary somersault, just caught him with my foot and sent him spinning
back toward the seats.

I grabbed the hatch myself and said, “Listen, we’ve got a plan and it’s a
plan about…” What was it about? “Florida is going to tell you what it’s
about.”

Delegation, see. Very important with teenagers.
“I haven’t got any plan,” said Florida.
Delegation and affirmation.
“You’ve got a brilliant plan, Florida. About trajectories, remember?”
“Oh. The free-return trajectory,” said Florida. “Like on Apollo 13. You

must remember Apollo 13?”
“The brilliant failure,” said Samson Two. “The lunar mission that was

supposedly abandoned because of a faulty oxygen tank.” I didn’t notice him
saying “supposedly” at the time, but I certainly noticed it ten minutes later.

She explained the whole thing to them about going round the back of the
moon until we were facing the right way, and she pointed out that it was
going to be easy for us. It was going to be a ride, in fact. “On Apollo 13, all
they had was this tiny module and it was really cramped and there wasn’t
enough oxygen or power. We’ve got this whole solar-powered Dandelion and
it’s got plenty of room and loads of food. So…it’s a picnic really. By
comparison. The Dandelion is meant for space travel but not reentry. The
command module is meant for reentry but not really for space travel. So we
use the Dandelion to get us back to Earth orbit. Then we all go back into the
command module and use that to get back to Earth. Understand?”

Everyone said yes. What was there not to understand? But Max said,
“Yes, I understand. And now I am going to press the green button.”

“What?! Have you been listening to anything we’ve been saying?”
“Yes, but I listened to Dr. Drax more.”
“Anyway, you can’t press the button,” said Hasan, “because it’s my turn.”
And the two of them hurled themselves toward the hatch.
I shouted, “No one is pressing the green button! We’ll all be killed.”
Samson Two said, “Of course we won’t be killed. You don’t believe we’re

really in space, surely?”
Everyone stopped and stared at him.
“Of course we are not really in space. This is a trick Dr. Drax has played

on us. If we open the door, we will find that we are in the middle of Infinity
Park, same as always. In fact, I am going to open it now.”

He kicked his feet on the back of the seat and floated off toward the
airlock.

I was going to go after him when I realized I had to go after Max too. My
brain tried to choose between being shot out of a spaceship and accelerating
to death, or being set adrift for ever and ever in a space ice-cream van.
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SW
ERS: 

L) M
ax wants to push the green button so that they have 

com
pleted their m

ission.  
V) Giving jobs or tasks to other people when you are in 
charge/telling others to do som

ething. 
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