Probe

[bookmark: _GoBack]The walls inside this ship are blank white and windowless; we are pale gray and all the color in the universe lives within the borders of three chrome picture frames.  We’ll drift on inertia through a clear alley of empty space, until we reach our far off destination.  Our destination sighted generations ago, we are born and we live and die within a shoot bullet—no need for a captain; just physics.  A single species lives in here.  We are a jobless crew.  We pace the interior of this vessel to occupy ourselves until our far off destination is finally reached.  There, the color of a new world waits to frame us all.
Three and seven being the luckiest of all numbers, twenty-one physically ideal specimens numbered the first crew at the launch of this journey.  From those initial number (ten males, eleven females) all subsequent variations in breeding were then established to reduce the inevitable mutations that occur with this type of travel.  They assumed it wouldn’t be so bad.  They guess that the finest among them could take on the burden.  They should have just accepted the end that comes to all things.  Open space and time proved our founders fools, but I would never say that heresy out loud.  I’d never confide a thing to these ugly creatures.
We had a planet, we have three framed glimpses of it for proof.  I might not believe it otherwise.  A planet has color.  A planet has a golden ball of fire in the sky that shines godlike and makes me feel unnatural; the light in here is white, it oozes out from the whiteness of the walls and the ceiling and the floor, it comes from every direction and has no source and casts no shadows, and though it’s dim it hurts my eyes.  There’s a sun in Mother’s picture.  It floats over her delicate shoulder, in a blue sky and its god-light shimmers in her long flowing brown hair.  I am bald.  Her flowing hair is a frame within the frame for her beautiful face.  I am ugly.  She is smiling.  I don’t think I can smile.  I’ve never seen a shipmate smile.  The golden light trickles across the polished features of her face; over her olive skin.  My skin is gray—I wonder how it will look in sunlight?  Sunlight would probably kill a thing like me.  My face is large and featureless but for the egg shape of my large bald head.  Her eyes have every color plus more.  Mine are black and huge and hideous.  I have a slit for mouth, mutated over a million years of sucking our nutrients through a straw.  A single ping against the hull of the ship indicates our feeding time.  She has soft puffy red lips, the lousy bitch.  I don’t call Mother that when talking with the others, we don’t really speak much anyway.
We sleep in our rooms, but awake we spend most of our time wandering the white corridors of this ships for exercise.  Some (like me) stop for long stretches of time in the main hall to admire what we were so long ago, waiting for the timed pings against the hull that tell us what to do.  Two pings and it’s time stop at the waste stations for another straw that takes away what one ping and its straw gave us.
She is our founding Mother.  She is beauty.  She is health.  She is power.  She is joy incarnate.  …I see myself reflected in the eyes of the passing, pacing, creatures in here with me.  I’ve seen my face up close in the eyes of the men with whom I must breed—that’s three pings.  I am ugly.
I hate the number three.  I hate five.  Five pings against the hull and it’s time to toy with an empty operating room.  Time to look through my microscope at a slide sample of myself: sickly, sun-starved cells, depreciating in value every day.  If our forbearers could see us now?  …What a mess their logic was.  You can’t say that if you want to get along in here.
He’s no fool though; Father up on the wall in the chrome frame.  He looks liked he has all the answers.  What a man.  If he were here with me now, this life would have meaning.  This all was someone else’s fault.  Father’s look is confident, his sky is streaked with reds and purples and yellows and complications.  His broad shoulders are built to withstand.  I image running my hands across those shoulder down his chest; I imagine the rest of him; I image I have her hands (perfect just like the rest of her—that ungrateful whore).  He is sun warmed, inside and out.  I run my fingers through his short hair and he runs his through mine.  That bitch doesn’t appreciate him.  I can see it in the way she looks at me, like she’s better than me; like she’s better than everyone.  She’s just lucky.  I’m unlucky and he’s long ago dead.  I’ll never touch him.  I’ll never feel his warm skin.  I’ll never know that happiness.  These men, they’re gray and all the same kind of ugly.
I hate six, but one day I’ll love it.  We’ve been told that our generation will see the end of this ancient journey, but I’m not sure—every generation on this ship might have been told the same someday-true lie.  Maybe it’s to keep us from a suicidal extinction event.  Six pings and it’s time to go to our shuttles and sit in the cockpit and imagine leaving; just sit there and hope for seven.  The pod is white, the controls and buttons are white, the chair is white, and the three hundred and sixty-five degree window that wraps the shuttle looks out at the white hanger bay.  What if we missed our mark ten million years ago?  What if this never ends?  …I don’t want to be cruel: I’ll keep that horror to myself.
I’ll never like four.  Four takes away what three gives you, and then it’s up to the ship’s automated nursing station to reject or raise the helpless maggots I give birth to.  Centered beneath and between the photos of Mother and Father, the third photo has a clear blue sky.  Mother and Father share this photo.  Their hands join to form a cradle for their prized pink offspring on whom their full attention falls. Their baby looks nothing like mine.  Clear blue sky and proud smiles.  I’ll never know joy.  Bellow that photo are the only words I’ve ever seen; “To spread cells, not ourselves.”  Our prime directive and a taunt; we’ll never have what they had.
I’ve yet to hear seven pings.  I can’t wait for that seventh strike to crack open the hull and free our shuttles from the bay.  From there we’ll witness the flames of entry like The Explosion from nothing to something; from white and gray to color.  Out there in the elements, we’ll finally be free of the white walls and the three framed photos will go from then on unnoticed.
We’ll have a lot to do after.  I’ll have my work to occupy me completely; my specimens for company—alien creatures closer to what we were than what we are.  But, after all the tests are run and the sample tubes filled, and the science is exhausted, I’ll run my fingers over sun soaked skin and feel for what a photo just can’t give me.  For my own curiosity, after all beauty is worthy of study too.
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