Mars was January's Planet of the Month. We started the month wondering why nobody's heard from the British spacecraft Beagle 2 after its December 23 arrival at Mars. NASA's rover Spirit raised our spirits on January 3, with a textbook landing in Gusev Crater. Spirit, a golf-cart sized robotic geologist, took two weeks to stand up and roll off the lander, taking color and stereo panoramic pictures, and then sampling soils and rocks. As I write this (January 23), ground controllers are having trouble with Spirit's software, which means they'll probably won't get scientific data down from Spirit for at least the rest of January. Meanwhile, the second Mars Rover, Opportunity, is due to land on Mars on January 24, on a flat plane called Meridiani Planum. And, midmonth, President Bush announced his vision of U.S. space exploration, including a return to the Moon by 2020, and extending human exploration out to Mars and beyond.

Why Mars? Why Gusev Crater? Why Meridiani Planum? It has to do with the search for life, past or present, and the NASA dictum of "follow the water." Life on Earth survives in alot of strange places—deep underground, or by deep-sea trenches—but only where there's liquid water. Mars has frozen water ice and gaseous water vapor now, and we see the dry riverbeds where liquid water once flowed. But were there widespread lakes or planet-wide oceans where life could evolve? Geologists think a river flowed into Gusev Crater, making a lake. And there are minerals on Meridiani Planum that, on Earth, only form where there's water. 
Mars dominated the skies last summer—a consequence of its closeness to Earth, and a reason why several Mars missions were launched to arrive this winter. Mars is much dimmer now than it was last summer, but still easily seen in the west at sunset. But in terms of sheer brilliance, Venus is stealing the dusk sky. As the month goes on, Venus gets higher and higher at sunset, and easier to see. Its visibility peaks in March, when Venus is farthest from the Sun. After that, Venus will spend the spring getting closer to the sun again, until, on June 8, it passes in front of ("transits") the Sun. This will be the first transit of Venus since 1882, an event that launched the as much national investment and excitement in its day as human space exploration But that's a story for this summer!

I am always a sucker for the pretty sight of the crescent moon next to Venus. This month, the Moon is just below and to the left of bright Venus at dusk the night of February 23, halfway between Mars and Venus on February 24, and just below and to the left of Mars on February 25.

