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Dedication
To Caroline Herschel and Maria Mitchell, who led the way all those decades ago; and to the scientists behind the Rosetta mission, for bringing us closer to comets than ever before.


The Astronomer Who Met the North Wind
H
igh in the northern mountains,
where for six months of the year the sun barely graced the sky, there lived a great astronomer.  He was much sought after, both for his knowledge of the cosmos and his practical development of telescopes, which he was always refining to better see the sky.  He was loved by his students and colleagues alike, and considered one of the finest scientists of his age.

The astronomer, being an eligible man and scholar, married a young woman and they had a daughter, Minka, as smart and curious as her father.  She loved the elegant simplicity of geometric proofs, created her own puzzles, and as she grew she impressed her parents with her cleverness.

But when Minka was six, her parents went out on an expedition, and in the bitter winter cold her mother took ill with an infection of the lungs, and died.

Minka mourned her lost mother with a child’s ferocity.  The astronomer, unsure how to comfort his daughter and distracted by his own grief, tried everything he could think of to no avail.  At last, he brought his reflecting telescope into Minka’s room, and angled it at the clear night sky. As she gazed at the glittering stars through the telescope’s eyepiece, Minka’s thoughts drifted away from grief and resolved on a new singular goal: Minka, too, would be an astronomer.

But whenever she spoke of her plan, people smiled and patted her on the head.

“What a sweet idea, wanting to be like your father!”  they said.  “But you’ll probably change your mind, you know.  Children don’t ever know what they
really
want to be when they grow up.”

Even her father, who let her keep the telescope in her room after that night, chuckled when she told him and ruffled her hair.  “We’ll see, darling.  You’re young yet, you may want to do something else.”

Minka didn’t like it when people spoke so.
I know I’m smart
, she thought,
and I know what I want to be!
It annoyed her that people thought she didn’t know what she wanted just because she was young.  So she saved her money to buy books on distant planets and galaxies, plotted constellations on her bedroom walls, and observed astral phenomena. Still, despite her studying and dedication, when her father went into the field and Minka begged him to let her come along, he always declined.

“Going out in the dark is dangerous for a child,” he said, for the fear of losing his daughter like he had lost his wife weighed heavily on him.  “Besides, it’s not very interesting! Much of the time you are waiting in the cold for something that isn’t there. You would be bored.”

“You don’t know that.”  Minka crossed her arms. “I think I’d find it fascinating.”

But her father only tugged a curl of her hair with a fond smile, and left her to her books and telescope.

 

For her twelfth birthday, the astronomer gave Minka new clothes, a jewelry box, and a spun-glass model of the night sky, dyed dark blue and filled with silver air bubbles for stars.  He gave her only one book on constellations, and it was an introductory text for children with more pictures than words.

“Are you pleased?”  he asked her.  A cake shaped like the constellation Cygnus sat between them, the gold icing stars twinkling in the lamplight. “I asked some of our friends in town for advice.  Your mother would have known what to get you, were she here”—he offered a rueful smile—“but I was assured that these would be perfect for a young lady.”

Minka turned the glass model over in her hands and set it aside. “They are very…pretty,” she said at last, because she knew her father had tried, and that he meant well. “But I didn’t want these things.  All I want is to go out to make observations with you.”

The astronomer wrung his hands. “But Minka—”

“Please?” She pointed at his gear and field telescope—his latest refinement, with thin parabolic mirrors and long legs that could fold—stacked by the front door. “You’re going out soon, aren’t you?”

The astronomer sighed. “I had thought to go out, yes.  A few nights ago I thought I glimpsed a comet, and wanted to see if it was just an anomaly…but the weather is too poor tonight.  Besides, it’s your birthday!  I wouldn’t want to miss that.”

Minka leaned forward. “A comet?  A new comet?  But that sounds amazing!  Please let me come with you—we could look for it together.”

Her father reached around the cake and took her hand. “Darling, the weather is wretched.  You would get soaked, and cold.  Astronomy isn’t a glamorous job.  I know you like the idea, but it’s not something you really want to do, I promise.”

Minka stared at him for a moment, then withdrew her hand and pushed back from the table.

“Thank you for the gifts,” she said in a low voice. “But if you won’t take me out with you, you might as well not give me anything.” She left the kitchen before her father could see the tears on her cheeks.

In her bedroom, she threw open her window, letting the air cool her flushed face.  Clouds scudded across the sky and the mountains stood guard around her, round and ancient, cradling the half-visible stars.  Minka leaned on her windowsill and wiped her eyes.  Her stomach churned, bitter, and even when she heard her father call her name softly through the door, she let her angry silence answer for her.  She reached for her telescope, always pointed skyward, and sniffled; there would be no stars tonight.  She watched the clouded sky, waiting for it to clear, until she fell asleep at her window.

 

Minka.

The wind blew, a sudden, cold slap against her face, jerking Minka awake. Over its whistling, Minka heard again what had woken her: a voice calling her name.  It didn’t sound like her father.  It sounded like pine needles crushed underfoot, like snowflakes whispering against the windowpane.
Minka
.

“Who’s calling me?” She turned toward the door, but it remained closed.  She turned back to the window, but no dark silhouette marked the snow to accompany the whispering voice.  The stiff wind blew snow off the roof overhead and it spiraled through the window, catching on her sweater where it twinkled and melted.

I, the North Wind, call you,
the voice said, and another cold breeze ruffled Minka’s hair.
Why are you angry, Minka who gazes at the stars?

Minka crossed her arms.  “Who says I’m angry?”

Ice stung her cheeks, and the North Wind laughed.  Minka pursed her lips and let her arms drop.

“Fine.  I’m angry because I want to be an astronomer, and no one believes me.  I’m tired of people telling me I’m too young to know what I want to be when I grow up, or that astronomy is too hard or dangerous for me.”  She drummed her fingers on the windowsill.  “If I could go out there and show them what I can do, no one would ever doubt me again.”

And what is stopping you?
The North Wind teased the blankets on Minka’s bed.
Look up, stargazer!

Minka did, squinting against the snow’s glare.  A break in the clouds showed the half-moon, and it edged the mountains in silver. The lower rises, flattened from years and weather, looked like stooped shoulders, the higher mountain peaks like hunched heads.

Do you see those plateaus?
The North Wind said.
From there, you could see every star in the heavens.

Minka leaned on her elbows.  She could see the closest plateau, a black outline against the night sky.  She thought of her father’s gear, waiting by the door.  She thought of the mystery comet, somewhere out in the sky.  If she found it, if she could glimpse its position in the sky, maybe, just maybe, people would listen.  She grabbed her hat and jammed it over her dark hair.

“Let’s go, North Wind.”

She let herself out the front door, taking her father’s bag, his notes and tools, as well as the telescope strapped to it with her.  The bag was large and heavy, and even after she emptied it of extraneous things, like extra socks and blank journals, Minka still staggered to adjust its weight on her shoulders.  The North Wind gusted around her, stinging her cheeks and making her eyes water.  The snow drifted like fog, but she could make out the footpath stretching from their property, tamped down from her father’s frequent trips.  Her boots crunched as she began to climb.

She ventured through scrub and snow, over slippery rocks and frozen lichen.  Her shoulders ached, the straps from her father’s bag digging into her muscles, and the cold chewed through her coat and sweater until her arms and legs burned with it.  She pulled her scarf up over her mouth and nose, but soon her breath iced the fabric.  All the while, the North Wind hissed around her, goading her onward.
Climb!  Climb!  Show them what you can do!

Minka gritted her teeth and pressed on.  The trees began to thin, and overhead starlight peeked through the clouds, glass shards poking through thick wool.  The air tasted thinner up here, sweeter, and the powdery snow gave way to hard, frost-laced rock and moss.  She crested the last rise, and a flat, uninterrupted plain stretched out before her.  The plateau.  Minka ran to the edge, breathless, and gazed down.  She could see her house, small as a child’s toy, nestled below, a curl of smoke drifting from the chimney.

“Look!”  She shouted down at her father, though she knew he couldn’t hear.  “Look up here!”  She laughed and clapped her hands, warmed by her triumph, then turned to deposit the bag and set up the telescope.

But the wind blew even harder up here, ripping the hat off her head and tangling her hair in her face.  Her eyes teared when she tried to look up, and though she wiped and blinked them, she couldn’t get them to stay clear.  She couldn’t look for the comet like this.

Down there!
The North Wind cackled, and a cold gust struck the side of Minka’s face.  She turned away from its violence, and shuffled against the wind to the far end of the plateau.  The slope down this side was steep, and it gleamed with ice and rock.  At the bottom, a small lake had carved a clearing in the evergreens, its frozen surface reflecting the sky above.  The bushy trees stood tall in all directions, their needles still.

Down there
, the North Wind whispered in her ear.
Down where I don’t blow so fierce, there you will be able to observe your stars.
The clouds parted, as if to prove the North Wind’s point, and the frozen lake glowed.

Minka studied the incline, and reached back to touch her father’s bag.  The slope looked tougher than the one she had just climbed, and going down her balance wouldn’t be as good.  But the unblemished snow below sparkled, and somewhere in the sky a comet begged to be found.  The North Wind shrieked around her as she considered her descent.
Go, go, go!  Down, down, down!

Her first step made her slip onto one knee, the pain jarring up the bone.  Minka tried to climb down at an angle, grabbing at whatever brush or handholds she could find, her boots struggling to find purchase on the slippery ground.  Her father’s bag slipped, pulling her overbalance, and Minka paused to correct herself.  All around her, the North Wind howled, urging her on.

She stepped down again and her foot shot out from under her, foothold crumbling away.  Minka toppled forward, felt her father’s bag swing up over her head, and then she was sliding, careening down the slope.  She tried to dig her hands into the snow to slow her helter-skelter descent, but the stones snatched off one glove, then the other, ripping at her hands so she left scarlet trails behind.  She heard a tearing noise, and metal flickered out of the corner of her eye.
The telescope!
Her father’s bag sailed past and she grabbed blindly, her hand closing on something smooth and cold.  She folded over the telescope as the snow rushed up to meet her and the world became a dizzy sky-snow-sky-snow tumble.

At last, she rolled to a halt: dizzy, soaked, and freezing.  For a moment, she lay silent in the snow, listening to her heart thud in her ears and feeling the cool cylinder pressed against her ribs.  Then she pushed herself up onto her hands and knees.  Her hands bled and stung in the deep powder, and she flexed them, wishing for her gloves.  Then she sat up and scanned the clearing.

Her father’s bag lay a few feet away.  One of the straps had torn off, ripping a hole in the side.  Books fluttered in the breeze, scattered across the clearing.  She gathered them up and put them back in the bag, then went back to the telescope, holding her breath.  The eyepiece had detached and was buried in the snow, and one of the foldable legs had bent.  Minka dusted off the eyepiece and let out a breath of relief—but for some scratching along the edge, it seemed unharmed.  The rest of the telescope, too, seemed to have escaped unscathed. She had made it.  And now she would see the comet!  She reattached the lens, searched for a suitable surface and finally brushed one of the lakeside rocks clear of snow.  She unfolded the tall legs, using branches to support the bent one, and looked through the eyepiece eagerly at the night sky.

Nothing.

Minka looked up, disbelieving.  Clouds, thick and low, covered the stars once more.

There are your stars!
The North Wind rushed down the mountainside, howling with laughter.  Minka, her clothes wet and ruined, shivered.
Didn’t your father tell you this was no place for a little girl?  Had you listened to him, you would still be home, warm and safe!

Minka jammed her hands under her arms and felt moisture freezing to her cheeks.

This isn’t what you want to do, little girl.
The North Wind chortled and the fir trees, their needles chattering, seemed to laugh with it.
You’re a child, and children know little. Look for your precious comet, and weep.  Weep, and remember that your vanity and silliness brought you to this low place!

Minka studied the clouded sky, blinking back tears, then swiped her cheeks with the back of her hand.  She exhaled quietly.  “No.”

The air stilled, like a held breath.  Minka looked up to the plateau, and shook her head.

“
No!
” she said again, louder this time. “I won’t weep.  Why should I?  I came looking for an undiscovered comet.  That’s not silly, it’s what astronomers do.  We look for the new and undiscovered things.  Maybe I won’t get to see it tonight, but there
will
be others.”  She steadied the telescope and sat on the rock next to it.  “I will not weep, North Wind, because I’m glad I’m here.  I am an astronomer, cold nights and danger and all.”
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