
Stella in the Stars   

Stella places her small hands against the thick glass protecting her from the cold and dark 

expanse of space. She stares hard at the scene before her—the massive blue sphere of the Earth 

below her and the endless black void of the open sky. The sky looked very different from this 

perspective. Instead of looking up at it while her feet are planted firmly on the Earth, now—no 

longer bounded by Earth’s gravity—the sky was all around her, she was in it. She leans closer to 

the glass trying to memorize the view and the feeling as best she can.  

She flinches when her round space helmet bonks the glass when she gets too close. It sits 

crooked on her head now, but before she can adjust it herself, she feels a hand straighten it out 

for her. She looks up and finds the hand belongs to her Aunt Claire who smiles kindly at her.  

“Are you ready for the mission, Junior Space Cadet Stella?” Claire asks. 

Stella salutes her with a serious expression. “Yes, Captain Claire.” Stella looks her aunt 

up and down. She leans forward and whispers, “Auntie Claire, your helmet.” 

“Oh. Yes, of course.” Claire says as she puts on her helmet—custom made by Stella, 

adorned with extra stickers and her name drawn on in marker just for her.  

“You too, Auntie Ava.” Stella turns to her other aunt who is nonchalantly idling behind 

them without a care in the world (or in space for that matter).  

Ava hums indifferently—her eyes closed, and her feet propped up. “We’re inside. Do we 

really nee-” Ava stops mid-sentence when she opens her eyes and sees the pout on her niece’s 

face. She gives in and puts on her own helmet with a laugh. “Alright, alright. It’s a good look for 

me anyway.” Ava says as she tilts her head at different angles inspecting herself in the reflection 

of the glass.  



“Ok, Space Cadet. Now that we’ve got our gear, tell me, what is the purpose of our 

mission today?” Claire asks. 

“To find evidence of life beyond Earth from the past or in the present.” 

“Because what do astrobiologists do?” 

“Astrobiologists go on missions and do studies to better understand life and its 

connection to the greater universe, and to try to answer questions like “What kind of 

environment is necessary for life to survive?” and “What is humanity’s future on Earth and 

beyond?” 

Claire smiles and nods approvingly. “Very good.” 

Stella smiles proudly—happy she was able to remember the big sentences Claire taught 

her earlier. She looks to Ava hoping she noticed.  

“And aliens. We do this to find aliens too, right?” Ava chimes in. 

“Stella already said that.” Claire points out matter-of-factly. “It seems Stella is a lot more 

on the ball, Ava. It’s a wonder how you graduated Astronaut School.” Claire smiles teasingly.   

“Stella’s always more on the ball,” Ava comments as she pats her niece on the head—

Stella’s helmet bobbing as she does. “—and, what, did you think I’d just stay on Earth while my 

wife and favorite niece were going on epic alien adventures? I don’t wanna be left behind.” Ava 

laments as she wraps her arms around both girl’s shoulders. 

“Of course we won’t leave you behind, dear.” Claire pats her hand consolingly. “—but if 

you’re hoping to meet E.T., you’re probably going to be sorely disappointed.” 

“Ah,” Ava sighs dejectedly. “I really wanted an autograph...” 

“But! Don’t be too disappointed! While no clear signs of life have ever been detected, the 

scientific logic that supports the possibility of extraterrestrial biology has grown increasingly 



plausible. There are still many things to discover about the universe along the way to meeting 

extraterrestrial life. You see, by exploring things like the chemical makeup of the cosmos, testing 

the habitability of other planets like Mars, and experimenting with how life here began, an 

enormous body of science has already been assembled to analyze and explain the origins, 

characteristics and possible extraterrestrial dimensions of life. The science of astrobiology 

contains countless mysteries about planets and moons, about solar systems, about galaxies and 

about the makeup of the space between them that inevitably will be confronted and unraveled 

along the way.” (2) 

Claire puts a hand over her chest and takes a breath. “So, you see, while discovering 

extraterrestrial life is the goal, the discoveries of the journey are just as important,” she finishes a 

little breathlessly.  

“I see, I see.” Stella says as she diligently scribbles down notes in her Junior Cadet 

research journal, though there were some big words she didn’t quite get.  

“Good. Did you get that, Ava?” 

“Eh heh heh, you’re cute when you nerd out~”  

“Oh, pay attention.” Claire grumbles with a light blush as she pushes the visor of Ava’s 

helmet over her eyes making her giggle.  

“Hmm...” Once Stella is done with her notes, she flips through the pages of her journal. 

Along with space facts, she’s been writing down a lot about the missions and facilities of NASA. 

Her eyes are caught by her drawing of pretty flowers and big, green leafy vegetables. “Oh, I 

know where we can go today. The garden!” 

“Uh... there’s a garden? In space?” Ava asks scratching her head. Claire also tilts her 

head curiously.  



Stella sits up straight and clears her throat before reading aloud the information she had 

copied down from NASA’s website. “The Vegetable Production System, known as Veggie, is a 

space garden residing on the space station. Veggie’s purpose is to help NASA study plant growth 

in microgravity, while adding fresh food to the astronauts’ diet and enhancing happiness and 

well-being on the orbiting laboratory.” (3) 

“Oh great, I could really go for a snack right about now.” Ava comments while patting 

her belly. 

“Okay! I’ll go get some.” Stella says eagerly, wasting no time making her way toward the 

exit hatch.  

“Woah, we’re here already?” Ava asks. 

“Yea-” Stella stops to run up to the dashboard and press a few buttons before running 

back. “Yeah, now we are.” She confirms as she opens the hatch and climbs down the latter. “Be 

back in a sec.” 

“So fast...” Ava marvels. 

“We have warp speed of course.” Claire says as if it should be obvious.  

“Oh yes, of course.” 

Claire smiles and picks up Stella’s notebook to see what she’s written down. “She’s very 

thorough.” Claire says impressed as Ava peeks over her shoulder at the colorful illustrations next 

to scientific paragraphs all written in crayon. “It looks like there is more than one space garden. 

Let’s see... The Advanced Plant Habitat which grows samples, freezes or chemically fixes them 

to preserve them, and sends back down to Earth to study. There’s also... The Biological Research 

Canisters a facility used to study the effects of space on organisms small enough to grow in petri 



dishes, such as yeast and microbes. Here, experiments are conducted that test many potential 

effects space can have on a plant’s growth.” (3) 

“It’s really cool that plants can grow in space... but what does it have to do with—” 

Claire sighs. “With aliens?” Claire asks and Ava nods. “Well, besides feeding astronauts, 

the purpose of these facilities is to study the effects of space on the plants, to see how plants 

grow in an atmosphere other than Earth. The purpose is to experiment with alternate conditions 

revealing a possibility that plant life could grow in various atmospheres and even other planets. 

This is relevant to extraterrestrial life because an absolute requirement for life is an energy 

source. If a planet other than Earth was ever deemed habitable, among meeting the criteria of 

having extending regions of liquid water, an energy source that sustains metabolism could be 

fulfilled by plant life.” 

“Look at you. Got an answer for everything.” Ava elbows Claire’s side playfully. 

“I mean, I do teach this information for a living in case you forgot.” Claire gently elbows 

her back.  

“I didn’t, I didn’t. But hey, if all we need’s water and flowers, can’t we just pack our bags 

and make a home on Mars. I think Martians would make interesting neighbors.” 

“I’m afraid we’d need much more than water and flowers. There’s a lot of other factors 

that need to be considered in order to deem a planet habitable like bulk composition, orbital 

properties, atmosphere, potential chemical interactions—” (6) 

“I’m back!” Stella announces as she enters carrying a bag over her shoulders. “Mom 

let—I mean the astronaut in Veggie let us have some carrots. They gave us ranch dip too.” Stella 

says as she distributes the carrots and ranch packets to her crew.  

“How generous of them. Thank you,” Claire says as she’s handed her snack.  



“It’s important that you eat as much healthy stuff as you can, Auntie Ava. Being in anti-

gravity for a long time can make your bones and muscles weak, and it can slow down your 

heart.” 

“That’s horrifying, thank you.” Ava quickly takes a bite of her carrot.  

“It’s true—bone and muscle atrophy, slowing of cardiovascular functions, and balance 

and eyesight disorders can be developed in long term anti-gravity. (5) There are lots of hazards 

astronauts have to be weary of during spaceflight, that’s why they have to train and study so 

long... and eat their veggies.” Claire says prompting Ava to take another quick bite of her carrot. 

“Yeah, there’s a lot of hazards, and uh...” Stella pauses putting her hand on her chin. 

“What do they call it...? Oh yeah, fridge!” 

“Do you mean RIDGE?”  

“Yeah, that.” Stella grabs her journal and flips through it. “It’s an acronym for all the 

stuff astronauts have to be careful about.” She finds the page it’s on and recites. “RIDGE, short 

for Space Radiation, Isolation and Confinement, Distance from Earth, Gravity fields, and 

Hostile/Closed Environments.” (4) 

Ava’s expression changes from contemplative to disturbed with each word. “Some of 

those sound... pretty scary. How do astronauts deal with all that stuff?” 

“It does indeed sound rough, but there is a branch of NASA—the Human Research 

Program—which observes the effects of space on the human body and develops equipment and 

safety measures that prioritize the physical and mental health of the astronauts.” (4) 

“Good they have someone lookin’ out for them. I can imagine if you don’t know what 

you're doing, you could go insane up here—” Ava stops mid-sentence and her eyes widen. Her 



eyes fixate on the empty bag on the floor that the carrots had been in. “Guys am I going insane or 

did that bag just move?”  

Stella and Claire turn their attention to the bag and watch it for a moment. 

“No... I didn’t see—oh my god, it did.” Claire scooches away from the now mobile bag 

and eyes it suspiciously. 

“Stella did you bring... something else with you?” The bag inches closer to them. 

“What is that?” 

Her aunties look uncertain, so Stella steps forward resolving that she will find out.  

Ava crosses her fingers. “Please be an alien, please be an alien.” She whispers to herself.  

Stella grips the fabric of the bag and lifts it revealing the culprit to be— 

“Mraow~” 

A cat. 

“Comet!” Stella picks up her fluffy friend and hugs him close to her.  

“A cat,” Ava sighs dejectedly. “When did he even get up in the treehouse?” 

“A space cat! And we’re in a spaceship, not a treehouse.” Stella corrects her aunt as she 

takes off her helmet and buries her face in the feline’s soft fur. Once Comet is placed on the 

floor, he lays down—curling his tail around himself. Stella follows suit and lays down to cuddle 

up with him. Stella yawns and rubs her eyes. “Mission success, you are all dismissed.” 

“Success? Maybe for you,” Ava lays down and absentmindedly pets Comet behind his 

ears, Stella looks to already be asleep. “But I would’ve liked more alien action.” She shakes her 

head woefully. “Not a one. Not even a U.F.O.” 

Claire follows everyone else and lies down next to Ava. “It takes time to get results, dear. 

Astrobiology may sometimes seem most defined by high-profile missions, but often those 



missions represent years of prior theoretical and laboratory work.” (2) She turns on her side and 

looks at her wife. “I’ll give you a consolation though. There was a study conducted last year 

using what’s called the Bayesian Inference. This study offered four hypotheses: Life is common 

and often develops intelligence, life is rare but often develops intelligence, life is common and 

rarely develops intelligence and, finally, life is rare and rarely develops intelligence. Though a 

definitive answer hasn’t been found yet, a key result is that when one compares the rare-life 

versus common-life scenarios, the common-life scenario is always at least nine times more likely 

than the rare one. If planets with similar conditions and evolutionary timelines to Earth are 

common, then the analysis suggests that life should have little problem spontaneously emerging 

on other planets.” (1) 

“Huh... is that right?” Ava puts her hands behind her head looking tired herself. “Maybe 

one day we’ll all go on a space adventure and meet that life.” 

Claire looks at her knowing that she’s joking as she has been all day, but there is 

something in her tone that makes Claire wonder if perhaps she really is hoping for that someday. 

Claire looks out the window and sees the sun has almost completely set. The sky is that 

muted gray blue, the hour just before the stars come out, just before countless distant lights with 

countless complexities and names shine above them. She looks at the first twinkle in the sky of 

the coming night and wonders.  

“Maybe...” She answers finally. “Maybe...” 
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