
THIS IS A book about the search for life: life beyond our

planet and, implicitly, a life beyond the one we live now. I

have always been quick to recognize the hubris and

ambition in hoping to play a role, however small, in such a

pivotal breakthrough, and making it a cornerstone of my

work. At times, I’ve worried that this kind of seeking has

come with a consequence—a sense of restlessness, an

inability to be content.

Not long after I finished this manuscript, the value of the

life I have now, the one right here on Earth, tucked into a

cozy spot in Washington, D.C., with my husband and family,

was illuminated by a medical accident that pushed me to

the brink of death. I landed in an ICU on life support, with



a line in my neck, a ventilator in my throat, and my mother

and husband by my side. As I lay dying, a series of fourteen

transfusions replaced every drop of blood in my body,

allowing me to live. This book could not possibly conclude

without acknowledging the fourteen anonymous people

who walked into donation centers, let strangers sink

needles into their arms, and then walked back into the

bright day. Because of them, I have my life back, this

precious life here on Earth, and I have bright days ahead.

I also feel unspeakable gratitude toward those who have

gathered around me during this dark time. They include my

oldest, dearest friends: Lisha and Emma and Lippy and

Kayje, who traveled hundreds of miles to ease my pain, to

direct my medical care, and to keep me alive, in more ways

than one, and Heather, Chelsea, Ying and Ryan, Jason and

Meagan, Christine, Katherine, Erin, Shayna, Maya,

Stephen, Leslie, Tisha, Tessa, Maria, Antje, Sherry, Nikki,

Sarah, Angus, Hannah, Lawrence and Christina, Richard

and Jeannie, Meghan and Nate, Ross and Kayte, Maxine

and Joel, Jacob and Patti, Ajay and Amanda, Emma and

Eric, Jeff and Laura, Alan and Annie, David and Ashley, and

Judy and Mike. I’m also deeply grateful for the

compassionate support I received from Georgetown

University and countless wonderful colleagues there, and,

of course, my lab. Even at the low points, they were never

far from my mind. This was not the first time I have been

surrounded and lifted by my students and postdocs, and I

know it will not be the last.

I write a lot in this book about time and scale: about how

we negotiate the dissonance between geologic timescales

on the one hand, and human ones on the other; about how

we live out our small, shining moments as human beings on

this planet, hurtling through our enormous universe. I have

been blessed that my shining moment, from the day I was

born, has been shared with my family in Kentucky.



Although it could have been no other way, I am so thankful

I was born to Kate and John, the most compelling people

I’ve ever known. What a joy it has been to be their

daughter. (And what regret I feel that my mother does not

appear in this book as much as she should!) In equal

measure, I could not have become the person I became

without my sister, Emily—my sister darling—who brought a

distilled and pure happiness into my life and in so doing,

taught me the meaning of unconditional love.

I also want to thank the many grandparents and aunts

and uncles and cousins who have shaped me in

immeasurable ways, and I want to thank my treasured

children. For the longest time, they thought there would be

just one copy of this book, and it would sit on the shelf of

their shared room. In a sense they were right, because

these words are and will always be for them. And most

profoundly, I want to thank my husband, John, whose

capacious mind shines throughout this book. He read and

improved every passage, just as he has improved every part

of me. He has given me the big, full life I always dreamed

of. I told him at our wedding that he knew my heart, and he

does. It still takes my breath away that we get to explore

the expanses together.

This project began simply as a collection of thoughts

that would never find expression on the pages of scientific

journals. It would never have become a book without

Christina, who decided to publish my first nonfiction essay,

remains my favorite reader, and was convinced, long before

I was, that this kind of writing might interest others. The

book also wouldn’t have existed without sweet Matt, who,

with help from Kristin, made sure I stayed in academia at

the peak of my self-doubt and also introduced me to my

literary agent, Jill. With her brilliant insights, Jill shaped a

mess of ideas into something full of possibility, and together

with Matt, led me to my editor, Amanda, who took my hand



on a cold day in December and promised me it would work.

She never let go. Amanda taught me everything about how

to write a book. Without her help, it never would have been

worthy of being printed.

Others who have supported me in this unlikely endeavor

include my irreplaceable friend Dan, with his hundred

years of wisdom, and Alan, with his stirring sense of the

universe, as well as Kate, Tony, the Banff Centre, the

Society of Fellows and the endless number of friends I

made there, Marthe and Veronica and Jane for the kindness

they bestowed on my children, Margaret for her

interminable faith in me, the Massachusetts Cultural

Council, MIT’s STS Department, and the Ellen Meloy Fund

and their incredible board. I am profoundly thankful for my

NASA colleagues—especially Paul, Heather, Bethany, Jim,

John, Melissa, Stephanie, Will, Amy and Amy, Charles,

Christine, Cherie, Jen and Jen, Doug, Steelie, and others on

the SAM team, Alex, Haley, Morgan, Kevin, Abby, Steve,

Jack, Kate, Jamie, Chris, Eric, Andy, Lee, Mary Beth, Jen,

Dale, Tori, Brit, Joe, Paul, Lindsay, and Mary—to the early

Mars mission scientists and engineers—Norm, John, Ben,

Larry, and Gentry—and to my unsurpassed mentors—

Maria, Ray and Eloise, Rick, Jim, Steve, John, Shere, Lindy,

Pete, Gary, Scott, Dave, Roger, Kathy, Barb, Charles, Eske,

Mark, and Roz. I am deeply grateful to Bill, who enhanced

the manuscript tremendously with his historical depth, and

Parker, who meticulously fact-checked each line, as well as

Zach, James, Julie, Owen, Anita, Katie, Anne Cat, Maya, and

Matt, and the staff of the Caltech, Harvard, MIT, Oxford,

and JPL archives, the NASA History Office, and the Library

of Congress, who all helped in various ways with research.

In addition, I will always be indebted to those who read the

leaden text of my early drafts—dearest Liz and Greg, Dedi,

Maura and Heidi, and of course Deirdre, who is not only

one of my closest friends, but also the reason I found and



fell in love with John. I apologize to anyone I’ve

inadvertently omitted, and also to those who have helped

me in ways I’m not even aware of.

Eudora Welty once wrote about how things are often too

indefinite to be recognized for themselves, to connect into a

larger shape, until you are almost close enough to grasp

them. But then “suddenly a light is thrown back, as when

your train makes a curve, showing that there has been a

mountain of meaning rising behind you on the way you’ve

come, is rising there still.” In writing this book, I’ve come

to understand better the meaning I find in searching for

life. I’ve also come to appreciate all the people who came

down this path before me and the astonishing lives they

led, as well as the remarkable colleagues with whom I have

the privilege of working today. In my final

acknowledgments, I wish to extend my gratitude to all of

those people, throughout the generations and across the

disciplines, who have created and continue to deepen this

field. If we find life on Mars, we will have done it together.

In the meantime, we have this great human project, and we

have one another.


