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To protect the privacy of others, some names and events have been changed, characters composited and incidents condensed.
            





    

  
    
      
 


For Shaun

 


And for my parents and family, on both sides of the Atlantic, without whom this adventure would have never happened.




    

  
    
      

         

Prologue


There are three things you should know about a rocket launch. The first is that, if you sit too close, you’ll be killed by the sound. Crammed into two rows of metal bleachers, we sat under the hot Florida sun miles away from the launch site, waiting in anticipation for the event. Suddenly something happened in the distance before us, across an expanse of water.
         

The second thing you should know is that although the launch creates sound waves, which are strong enough to kill a person, ironically the spectator’s first impression is one of total silence. Silence as my fellow witnesses and I stared gaping as plumes of silver smoke, then white smoke, then fire, emerged from under the rocket. Silence as an astronaut’s wife and child, who stood next to me, watched, helpless, as the countdown began. Silence as a massive wave, an actual wave, sped across the water, fish jumping all round, until it reached the shore and a wall of sound blasted our eardrums.
         

The third thing you should know about a rocket launch is that it is not new but old; perfectly ancient. Watching these bold pioneers defy gravity in their small vessel was something truly mythic to behold, like seeing fact and metaphor come alive at the same time; it resonated past our logic into our primal subconscious, touching on the essence of what it meant to be human, of our bold, insatiable curiosity and of leaving home for the unknown.
         


         




    

  
    
      

         

Joseph Campbell’s Hero Journey


1)  Call to Adventure

2)  Refusal of the Call

3)  Supernatural Aid

4)  The Road of Trials

5)  Apotheosis

6)  The Ultimate Boon

7)  Refusal of Return

8)  Crossing of the Last Threshold

9)  Freedom to Live


         




    

  
    
      

         

Chapter 1


“The artist’s life cannot be otherwise than full of conflicts, for two forces are at war within him; on the one hand, the common human longing for happiness, satisfaction and security in life and on the other, a ruthless passion for creation which may go so far as to override every personal desire… there are hardly any exceptions to the rule that a person must pay dearly for the divine gift of creative fire.”– Carl Jung, THE SPIRIT OF MAN IN ART AND LITERATURE: Psychology section, third shelf on the right in the main gallery.
            


All stories have a beginning, or so it seems. Beginnings, middles and ends feel real, like supporting pillars that have always been there and will always be. If they were drawn on paper, their solid mass would look complete, finite and separate.
         

On taking a closer look, however, their true nature is revealed to be ephemeral. That solid dot that we have come to trust as “the beginning” is in fact like a cloud, made up of an infinite number of moments, any of which can be broken down again into smaller and smaller moments. This begs the question, is there really a start at all? Or do each of us, just by existing, bend the air with narrative threads so that every origin to any story resides not from without but from within? The “once upon a time” that looked like it had its origin firmly on the page is in fact a mirror reflecting that the true source is, and always has been, you.
         

The honks of cars and the hum of exhaust leaking from engines reached a crescendo. I sat in the car, baking under the Hollywood sun. At 25 years old I was convinced that this is how my brief life would end. I would be found in my car, my body half hanging out the window, still stuck in traffic, having died from heat and exhaustion on an LA freeway.

My eyes squinted in the bright light, as I strained to see a line of cars ahead of me. Silver Lake Boulevard was usually free from congestion, but today the traffic wasn’t moving. Hot and anxious, I looked out of the window. Next to me was the dwindling expanse of water that gave Silver Lake its name. Like most things in Los Angeles, the lake was not natural but man-made, a concrete reservoir that almost emptied, dehydrated, in summer and filled partially in winter. Looking at it made me thirsty. Seeing concrete where water should be was like seeing the feet of the wizard of Oz behind the curtain; an unattractive reminder that this was the land of make-believe, where lakes didn’t exist naturally but could be conjured up by money and imagination alone.

If pressed, I couldn’t articulate why I loved Los Angeles, but I did. My former Bostonian identity had disappeared as quickly as people here applied fake tans. After just a year in the sprawling suburb, I was already feeling part of the city, and the smog, the sun and the water, or lack thereof. Growing up in New England, it had felt like I had spent my whole life fighting against some invisible force that was as strong and elusive as gravity. In California, that weight had been lifted. There was nothing to fight against here – besides traffic – and even then there was little you could do but give into the slow flow of the river of cars.

My Toyota blasted cold air from its dust-covered vents. I leaned in closer, feeling the cool kiss of air against my neck. My forehead gently fell against the wheel and I hugged my arms to my chest, away from the sun. It had been a long day at work and I was tired, burnt out and I now felt my pale arms beginning to burn.
         

An emerging film director, I lived in a studio apartment in Silver Lake’s lush, tree-covered hills, a hipster haven tucked into a small valley far away from the ocean, west of West Hollywood. It had the feeling of a real neighbourhood, not the typical billboard-and-boulevard vista that one would associate with Los Angeles. Silver Lake was ideally located between Pasadena, where my work was, and West Hollywood, where films and my social life resided.

In my street the otherwise grey sidewalks were littered with colourful petals. Bungalow houses were sweetly tucked into either side, each different in shape and size but all boasting views of snow-capped mountains and downtown Los Angeles. We were high enough to rise above the pollution – sometimes on very smoggy days, I looked down on a dark sticky cloud that hung over the city like a moth-eaten blanket.
         

My studio, nestled into the back of one of the bungalows, was a detached guest suite that had been converted into two studio apartments, one stacked on top of the other. I lived in the bottom studio – the bigger of the two, with private access to the garden. Out of the window of my four-walled oasis you could see, if you really craned your neck, the Hollywood sign.

My fingers gripped the steering wheel as I made a left out of the traffic and up a shady, empty side street. The backs of my hands were covered with pen-scrawled lists of to-dos, now smudged by sweat. I would joke at work that this was my version of a PalmPilot. It was engineer humour.
         

My full-time job was as a storyteller and media consultant for NASA, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. I had been hired as a communication consultant to help NASA use narrative as a tool for know-ledge-sharing practices. What did that mean exactly? I had been hired to help make communication between individuals, groups, departments and campuses within the whole organisation more effective. My base was at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, a place filled with some of the most brilliant minds in the world, where people fulfilled dreams – dreams they had had from childhood – dreams of astronauts and outer space and rockets. It was an intense, inspiring campus. I walked down the same halls as Carl Sagan and Richard Feynman and future history-makers.

It was an ideal job, one that made me constantly anxious to live up to the incredible opportunities it offered. In college I had studied both mythology and astronomy, and voiced an uncompromising desire to be a film director, and many had scratched their heads as to how I would combine these interests in my future career. I was nothing if not determined. By the age of eight, on realising I could not be Hercule Poirot or Indiana Jones, I had decided the next best thing would be to become a film director. Subsequently, my whole life plan had been geared towards that vision. In the fourth grade, while other children were playing on the swings, I would make my friends stay in from recess to rehearse plays and scripts that I had borrowed from the library. Out shopping with my mother as a teenager, instead of trying on clothes to buy, I would try on long gowns and practise my Oscars award speech in the changing room while she waited patiently outside.

This determination went beyond dreaming. Every moment I had, I worked hard towards my goal; internships at public television in high school, writing and making films and, on graduating from college, spending years without a holiday. I worked on Broadway, on films and in TV. I didn’t know what a life looked like without work. When The Devil Wears Prada came out, I couldn’t bring myself to read it, seeing it not as an entertaining escape but as a reflection of my own existence. I realised at this point that the hard work was gaining me experience but not the freedom I craved, so I took a risk. I quit my life in New York, putting most of what I owned onto the street with a sign that read “share the love”, and went to Boston to start my own production company. My first big break was filming for The Dresden Dolls, a punk cabaret band, as they went on tour throughout the US.
         

The call from NASA came a year later. It was from Ben Epstein at NASA headquarters in Washington, DC. He had seen my first short film and loved it. A mutual friend had told him about my background in folklore, mythology and astronomy and for 20 minutes straight we talked about storytelling, space exploration and film. I was enjoying myself so much that I forgot I was on a job interview. Ben told me of his desire to use the power of storytelling for knowledge-sharing practices at NASA. He believed everyone in the organisation had important stories to tell, but because they did not generally have a way of sharing them, their often very remarkable knowledge and experiences were lost to the community. My heart had quickened with excitement. This was something I could do, I thought. Cosmology and mythology had been my passions in life, the reason why I made films. I felt born for the position he was describing.
         

After several emails back and forth, I had landed an interview at HQ.


         

*


I rolled down the window as my small car, like The Little Train That Could, reached the peak of the hill. A fresh breeze wafted in. It was cooler up here, under the shade of the flowering trees. I felt myself relax for the first time in a week. We were working on many projects, the biggest of which was hiring an old friend and colleague, Jay O’Callahan, the world-famous storyteller, to create a story for NASA’s 50th Anniversary. Nothing like this had ever been done before; we had taken a risk in hiring him, and I felt the weight of responsibility for both NASA and my dear friend firmly on my shoulders.

My car slowly circled the block again. This was a tough street to park on as few people had driveways. In my vision for the perfect Hollywood pad, I had forgotten to include a parking space.

Before coming to LA I had spent nights dreaming of my ideal place. It would be a small studio, with its own side entrance and private garden. In fact, my vision was so precise that I could see myself leaning against the sink, with a cup of steaming tea, looking out through a window at a flowering paradise. I never questioned whether it existed but rather how I would find it, and after weeks of Craigslist searchings and dead ends, I finally did. Discovering the small Silver Lake studio, nestled on the leafy hillside, had been the first good omen about my new life in California.

There had been great demand for the apartment. It was reasonably priced, in an ideal neighbourhood and very secluded. The trouble was there were a handful of equally competitive applicants who were equally convinced the place was theirs. I didn’t think I was going to get it. I had given references, sent them a full resume and examples of my work and dived in determined. After a rigorous interview process, the owner left a message that his boyfriend thought I had “nice energy”, so I had landed the apartment.
         

I popped open the trunk and removed my forlorn yoga mat, recently overlooked, and a bag of groceries, and felt glad for the walk uphill. My days had been filled with eight-hour stints staring at a computer. When I returned home, my second job would begin: running my production company. The combination left me frazzled, in that strange modern way of being constantly exhausted but under-exercised. However, my work had given me financial freedom for the first time in my young adult life. I had a car, an apartment full of IKEA furniture and, as long as I practised moderation, I could indulge in new clothes, shoes and a night out when I wished.

I looked back at my car, which was growing smaller as I climbed the street. Had I locked it? Crap. I couldn’t remember. I’d been so stressed lately that whatever new information came into my mind tended to push out the small, immediate things that I should remember. My brain was leaking, and a nagging voice, like a distant bell, sounded out how desperately I was in need of a holiday.

Lazily, I decided to continue up the hill regardless of whether it was locked or not. My MIT engineer father was the one who had insisted that I avoid all cars with automatic locks and windows. His insistence stemmed from the fear that in the rare event that I drove into a massive body of water (Silver Lake’s lake on a good day would barely cover my tyres), the electronic system would fail and I’d be trapped in the car and drown. Today, happily, I was safe from that eventuality – although I might have my car stolen instead.

Up ahead, the girl from the studio above me opened our gate. I felt myself quickening my pace. She was tall, blonde and an assistant to some big movie producer whom she always refused to name, which made me think he, or she, was quite a heavyweight. I took out my keys, shifting my bags to the other arm, and reached the gate, out of breath, just as she closed it and turned towards me. A smile appeared on her face as she fluttered her mascara-coated eyelashes. Before I could think of anything neighbourly to say to her, she disappeared into her car. I suddenly felt very alone. The elusive quality of LA people was deeply unsatisfying. I had friends but they were scattered throughout the city, and it took me at least a half an hour to drive to see anyone. Even then, it was rare that we’d get together in numbers of more than two. I craved a sense of cohesiveness. Other than on a film set, I had never been part of a gang or a group, and for some reason, at 25 years old, that feeling had suddenly become important. I was missing a sense of belonging.
         

Making my way down decking covered in potted plants and cacti, it occurred to me that I didn’t even know my landlord. He lived with his boyfriend and his two tiny dogs – with whom I waged a daily battle to prevent them slipping into my apartment – in the well-groomed, stucco-style main house next door; and, from what I could tell, he seemed like a quiet, nice man. Sometimes on my way out of the gate, I would see him in his small makeshift studio in the converted garage painting these beautiful, surreal landscapes. When our eyes met he would smile and gently close the door. I got the not-so-subtle hint that he felt that, even by looking, I was intruding on his privacy.

My phone buzzed in my pocket but my arms, filled with yoga mat and groceries, stood their ground. I leaned against my door, ferreting around in my bag for my keys, when it slid open. I stumbled into my apartment. My overworked brain had forgotten to lock my front door too. That settled it. Before I really lost my marbles – or any other possessions – I was going to take a break.
         

Besides a ruffled pillow and some papers knocked over by the dogs, who had clearly won today’s battle and whose muddy paws had left a trail on the floor, nothing in the studio was out of order. Deliciously savouring the idea of a full night with nothing to do ahead of me, I put my groceries onto the kitchen counter. I didn’t have much to unpack: canned soup, slightly melted ice cream and a chocolate bar that was now mostly liquid. I was not a chef. In fact, I despised cooking generally and had a talent for finding boyfriends who enjoyed it.

Flopping onto the couch, I took out my phone. I had a text. Probably from my friend Rose, the actress, who wanted to get together for dinner. I flipped open the phone. It was not from Rose. Instead, a horribly familiar number stared back at me and my hairs stood on end. I did not want to read it. My stomach lurched and I stood up quickly, convinced that I was going to throw up. I shut my phone and threw it onto the sofa. Suddenly, a night with only myself and the silence of my four walls seemed like a very bad idea.

*


Josh came to pick me up at 8pm. I waited outside my gate as the night grew dark. It was chillier now that the late afternoon sun had disappeared, and I rubbed my arms, my eyes scanning the street for Josh’s car. I had met Josh during my first week in Los Angeles when we sat across from each other at the OM Café, a sweet coffee shop that I had claimed as my local haunt in those first few days. Josh had started up the conversation, something about where was I from and how long had I been in LA. He was a good-looking guy, tall and slim with a mop of dark hair and had a cute, slightly nerdy manner. He was a computer programmer and video game creator with many famous games to his credit. I had known only a little about that world but had known enough to be impressed. Our conversation had quickly evolved into discussing storytelling, NASA and video games. Josh had been easy to talk to and smiled at me with his handsome, dimpled cheeks. The whole package had been endearing.
         

Josh clearly viewed tonight as a rescue mission. He knew from the tone of my voice that I was upset and was whisking me away to his friend Tate’s birthday, the biggest video game designer in LA. The party promised to be very Hollywood, very Josh. He always had interesting things going on and our adventures were never disappointing. Being a self-subscribed workaholic, I often passed on his invitations but tonight I needed to be distracted.

Headlights appeared from down the hill. With the low rumble of an engine, Josh’s sports car came into sight. The car circled the narrow street and quickly pulled in front of me, and I waved.

I smiled, thinking that on our first meeting Josh had asked me if I wanted to join him in getting his nails done and drinking margaritas. “I know of a great place,” he said with a smile. At first my heart had sunk, disappointed. He was gay, I thought, but quickly agreed to go, thinking at least I was making a friend. That night, when he showed up at my door with flowers, my assumptions flipped again, realising he had actually been asking me out on a date. Men in LA were just as into taking care of themselves as women were, apparently. I had entered an alternate universe – one slightly intimidating, or at least one that I didn’t yet understand. That night was fun, and Josh and I had proceeded to go on three dates but it had never worked out. I wasn’t ready; my heart those first months had been still entangled elsewhere. To his credit he quickly got the hint and our friendship grew. Josh had once said that I could call him day or night and he’d answer. I often put his offer to the test and he was – true to his word – consistently there for me.
         

As Josh unrolled the window, he smiled. “My God, you look hot,” he said. “Get in before someone else tries to pick you up.”

I smiled, sliding into the low black leather seat beside him. He had a talent for making me feel better.

“It’s really good of you to pick me up, Josh.” My voice wavered. I was still unsure if I had made the right choice to go out tonight. If I’d stayed in, I’d have spent most of the night feeling bad. This seemed like a better alternative. Every time I thought about the text, my stomach did fresh somersaults. My phone lay in my handbag like a loaded gun. The temptation to look at the text was mounting.

I turned to Josh, hesitating, “But remember if I come tonight I can’t stay late, okay?”

“Uh huh. Sure.”

“No, seriously, Josh.” Frustrated, I shook my head. Whenever I felt myself relax, the workaholic inside me kicked in. It was always there, keeping me solidly on course.

“It’s Tate’s birthday – loads of producers who should meet you will be there.”

Although my East Coast tradition of self-improvement had been replaced by LA’s softly adapted Eastern belief in self-acceptance, my intense focus on my career had not relaxed. I had joined a meditation group, frequented by Bonnie Raitt (and her dog). I drank my weight in wheatgrass shots, had my chakras realigned and enjoyed getting free meals at all the major Hollywood spiritual institutions, from the Scientology Church to the Kabbalah Centre. Everyone and everything in LA was telling me that wisdom lay not in discipline but in letting go. Of what? Of everything, I guessed, even of that question. The hot sun had bleached out my memory of dark winter days, shopping had replaced shovelling snow and socialising had challenged my hermit tendencies… but my work still came first.
         

Josh shot me his gentle smile. “You’re too serious. You need to have more fun.”

I looked out of the window pretending to consider what he said.

Tate lived in Los Feliz, the upscale neighbouring area to Silver Lake, with larger houses and manicured lawns. His street hugged Griffith Park, a gorgeous span of wilderness and according to some sources, the largest city park in the country. At the highest point in the park, connected by many walking paths, rested Griffith Observatory.

Griffith, a wealthy businessman at the turn of the 20th century, made his money in mining and then in developing Californian real estate. He had always loved astronomy and when, in the early 1900s, he had looked through the 60-inch telescope at Mt. Wilson, then the largest in the world, he had seen an image of deep space that had left him forever changed. It had transformed him into an altruist.

Griffith believed that if everyone had the opportunity to witness such an intimate view of the cosmos, we would be able to achieve world peace. He had donated all the land in Griffith Park, along with money for the observatory, to make it possible, and free, for anyone to see deep into space. I had visited the observatory many times and was moved by his vision.

Cars spanned Tate’s street and Josh pulled over.

“You should get out here so you don’t have to walk.” Josh glanced at my face, which wore a nervous expression. “You’ll be fine, honestly, go in. Tate will remember you.”
         

His eyes twinkled. I could tell he was feeling on top of his game, taking a young woman to a swanky Hollywood party in his sports car. He winked at me.

I stepped out of the car and laughed. “You’re just like James Bond, Josh.”

His grin widened. For a video game programmer, he was pretty close. Programmers and game designers were an interesting breed of Angelino. I had felt instantly comfortable in their company, perhaps because their manner and interests were akin to many of the people I met at NASA. Or perhaps they reminded me a bit of my engineer father, someone who still loved playing and inventing. Either way, they were atypical for Hollywood, like an exotic spice in the LA cupboard of ingredients. Egotists and personalities existed in the gaming community too, of course, but for the most part gamers were non-judgmental, open to new ideas and fun, if with a twinge of mild Asperger’s.

I stood in front of Tate’s house, uneasy about arriving alone. The great, curved wooden door facing me looked like it belonged in a castle. Large green palm leaves fanned out on either side. A lion, with a ring through its mouth, acted as the knocker in the middle. It was an entrance appropriate for a royal establishment – Tate was Hollywood elite.

The door opened to reveal Tate barefoot in khakis and an unremarkable, untucked blue button-down shirt. I felt myself slump and shift my weight. Tate was shorter than I was, up to my nose, with ice-blue eyes resting in an angular eastern European face. He stood alone in the doorway, staring at me.

“Hi Tate. I hope I’m not too early.”

“You’re not.” He stepped aside and let me into the tiled foyer.
         

I held out my hand and he shook it awkwardly. Perhaps I was being too formal. “Tate. I’m Jessica, Josh’s friend? We met once before.”

His blank stare indicated he hadn’t a clue who I was. My cheeks flushed at my bold assumption that he’d remember me. He knew so many people. I should have introduced myself at the very beginning.

“I remember.” He lied politely. “Why isn’t Josh with you?”

“Oh. He’s parking.” I shifted uncomfortably again and looked around. A large sweeping staircase curled behind him, bordered by stucco walls, with inbuilt cavern-like shelves rendered just like a period villa.

“He was supposed to come early,” Tate explained, closing the door behind me. “There were people here that I wanted him to meet.”

“Oh. I’m afraid he had to pick me up first.” I was trying desperately to keep away the awkward silence that circles new conversations, like swatting away a hovering fly. “Well, Happy Birthday. You must be having a good time?”

“No, not really.” He shrugged. While most people might have found Tate’s bluntness rude, I felt myself relax. He led me into the kitchen where a large Mexican woman was leaning over a sink, washing vegetables. Steam was rising from pots on the stove and the air filled with the smell of roasted meat and sweet chilli spice. The aroma was incredible. My stomach growled.

I turned to Tate. “It’s a beautiful house. When was it built?”

“Some time in the early 1920s. Typical Spanish-style villa.” I followed him into a large sitting room. The floor was covered with Oriental carpets, but otherwise it was mostly empty – a piano rested in the far corner and a couple of skateboards and bean bags littered the floor around a television and video game console. The decor could have doubled as the movie set for Big.
         

“Room to play in,” I said stepping into the space. I could hear my voice echo off the high ceiling.

Tate slipped behind the piano at the far end. “Exactly,” he called, and began to play Bach with such precision that it caught me off guard. “Sorry I’m so rusty,” he shouted over the music. Chords that a professional pianist would have been proud of effortlessly flowed from his fingertips.

My personal concert was not quite a private one though as I looked out of the sliding doors to my right. I could see guests filling the back garden, crowding on a patio and milling around a large, well-lit pool. It looked as if the party had been going for a while.

One of the windows slid open and in leaned a slim, attractive young Asian woman. She yelled over the music. “Hey, birthday boy. Time to be social.”

Tate stopped playing.

The young woman was my age, mid-twenties, clad in a hot pink bikini. Tate looked distracted by her cleavage as she leaned in further. “I said, time to be social. It’s your party, after all.”

I suddenly felt overdressed, and a size too big, in my sundress and flats. Outside, despite the chilling night air, gorgeous women stood scantily clad in swimsuits while the men, comfortably clothed in shorts and polo shirts, looked like they just came from a round of golf. Small torches lit the way through the garden and warmed the air, as if the sun had never gone down. I dipped my hand in the pool and felt instantly sad I hadn’t brought my own swimsuit. It was cosy warm, like a large bathtub.
         

In the far corner of the pool, a famous movie star minded his children as they splashed about the shallow end. I was about to go over and open with a “Hi, fellow Bostonian” but thought better of it. I didn’t want to bother him, or sound like a nerd. There was an unspoken, “don’t bother me” rule when mingling with the Hollywood elite. Saying “I’m a big fan of your work” was acceptable; acting like one was not.

There were a handful of people from TV that I recognised as well. A couple of them were mixing drinks, while two others waited in line for food. I recognised some of Josh’s friends from the gaming industry too but the rest of the guests were strangers that I guessed to be film producers, their wives, girlfriends or entourage.

Josh appeared and found me in the crowd. He smiled. “Are you wearing your bathing suit?”

“No, someone forgot to tell me it was doubling up as a pool party.” I watched as Josh’s eyes were momentarily distracted by a stick of a woman in a red bikini with watermelon-sized breasts.

A waiter came by with a tray of pink-coloured cocktails. I took one and lowered my eyes. “This skin show is ridiculous,” I said and was immediately embarrassed by my own modesty. I sounded like a disgruntled 1950s housewife.

“What do you want? They’re actresses.” Josh shrugged. “They see this party as one long audition.”

“I guess.” I suddenly wanted to go home.

“Look, there’s loads of people here I want to you to meet. I’ve told them all about you already.” Josh, in his generous way, proceeded to take me from producer to producer, as I increasingly felt like I was on some bizarre parade.

Josh consistently referred to me as the “next thing to watch” but most of the producers were more interested in why I wasn’t wearing a bathing suit. “I thought it was too cold,” I repeated, like a parrot. Others seemed disappointed that I wasn’t an actress.
         

“Why an actress?” I asked Josh later, looking confused.

He whispered in my ear, “Actresses usually sleep with them.”

I moaned. “Josh, I could have been on my couch in pyjamas…”

“Eating soup out of a can?” Josh laughed and shook his head. “Don’t give up so easily. They’ll see you’re brilliant and become interested, I promise.”

Josh left to network for himself. I grabbed a burger from the food table to fortify my constitution and re-entered the fray. Each conversation was more painful than the last.

One mega-producer asked what I did.

“I’m a director,” I stated proudly.

He looked disappointed. “So what do you do then, chick flicks? Kid’s shows?” His eyes began to wander, desperate for something more interesting to land on.

“Neither.”

Suddenly he looked at me, less confused. “Oh wait, you’re a lesbian.”

From out of the corner of my eye, I saw a tall 30-something-year-old producer sprinting towards us. As I stepped out of the way he yelled “heads” and bashed into the man I was speaking with. Both of them went flying into the pool, fully clothed, and the loud splash sent bikini-clad actresses screaming for their lives. The two producers scrambled to give each other a head-lock, twisting in the water, while their wives looked on with faces that showed neither amusement nor interest.

I looked at them, a pair of young, idiotic walruses, who held the key to the world I so loved and wanted to enter. They splashed about in the water as if it was their own private lake, and I suddenly felt utterly depressed.
         

This was the land of gold dust. We were in the middle of a desert where everything was warm and bright and cities shouldn’t naturally exist. Perhaps we were not in a city at all but a beautiful mirage, and I was Odysseus, journeying through Los Angeles, the city of angels: a fairy realm, a living dream, where everything was easy, comfortable and warm and where no one ever grew up.




    

  
    
      

         

Chapter 2


“All mass is interaction.” – Richard Feynman, GENIUS: THE LIFE AND SCIENCE OF RICHARD FEYNMAN: Biography section, across from the fireplace, under F.
            


The grounds of JPL, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, were the prettiest I’d seen at any NASA centre. Long, wide buildings, lined with large windows, were connected by shady paths and patches of green lawn with benches for repose. Trees provided shelter for tai-chi-practising astrophysicists. For the lack of a better term, it was a nerd’s sanctuary, a beautiful island housing brilliant, innovative and creative minds, and I had my little patch of it – a small cubical, tucked away from the main campus, down a road, in a new building, on the first floor, all the way at the end.
         

I sat in my cubical, underneath the electric lighting. The walls were bare; like blank canvases, I had told my colleagues. The truth of it was I worked from home as much as I could. Even at a remarkable institution like NASA, it was hard for me to find cubical-land particularly inspiring, especially on a Friday. In 20 minutes I had a conference, so I took the rare free window of time to look through the mail on my desk. Most of it was NASA notices, and community events. The JPL was a family-friendly NASA campus, unlike any other that I had visited.

Already during my time at NASA, I had visited quite a few of the campuses, which were located all over the US, mostly south of the Mason-Dixon Line. Each had its own personality, like a little microorganism that built a larger, more sophisticated, mystic-filled entity. I had been to head quarters in Washington DC, just after the cherry blossom festival, when the city exploded into all shades of pink. It had felt powerful there, tall buildings at the heart of the country’s command centre. At the Glenn Research Center in Ohio, the dedication and pride of all the staff, from the janitors right up to the project managers, had been palpable. On a stone wall outside its entrance, there had been a large ticker, with bright-red numbers, showing the countdown to launch. I wondered if that accounted for the camaraderie that I felt at Glenn. Maybe it acted as a focal point around which everything else, including egos, revolved. There was a feeling there, as the great storyteller Jay O’Callahan observed, not of “I did it” but “we did it”. It had been a perfect first glimpse of the magic of NASA.
         

At Kennedy Space Center in Florida, I had not only got to see a rocket launch, one of the most extraordinary experiences of my life, but I had walked under the new shuttle. The hairs on my arms had stood on end as I looked up at its belly, made from small foam squares, each individually crafted, each unique. What love, persistence and partnership had gone into this dream, and all for the sake of exploration. I had thought of my astronomy professor at university, Dana Backman, who stayed hours after he should have gone home, helping me through my failed physics exam. I thought of my father, how he would have loved to catch a glimpse of this, and of my great-great-grandfather – my father’s great-grandfather – who had equipped ships with sails and supplies in Baltimore harbour. His ships had crossed oceans to seek new lands, while this shuttle – the ship of the future – would launch into the atmosphere to explore new worlds, riding on a vacuum of nothingness.
         

There were still many NASA campuses left to visit and more adventures to be had. With every visit I felt a bit of my mind expanding and my sense of what was possible growing. There was no other institution like this on the planet, perhaps the universe.

I tried to come to JPL at least twice a week to see what the knowledge management team was working on and to meet new people, hear their news. The buildings were almost vibrating with incredible, significant stories and it was my job to find a way to capture them, and the know-ledge they held, and offer them back to the NASA community. Everyone had a story to tell, many in fact, and it was overwhelming. How did you capture these stories? What kind of information did they transmit? How could you make them meaningful to others? Communication was a challenge not only across departments but across NASA campuses, located throughout the country. How could you inspire all the separate scientists and employees to listen to each other, and see the value in their stories so they could pass on knowledge, from one project to the next, one generation to the next?

You would think that at an American scientific institution, there would be a common language spoken by all, perhaps the language of astronomy or mathematics, but it wasn’t so. There were many languages, which made my job more complicated. For example, engineers had a totally different vocabulary from project managers, astro-biologists may see the world differently from astro-geologists, and NASA had to bring them all together in one incredible symphony in order to complete a unified mission. The success came, I felt, despite the spectrum of specialities, languages and perspectives because in the chorus of stories I heard there was a common voice shared by all: a unified desire for knowledge and a thirst for exploration. Together they were like the fire in the belly, the jet propulsion, that motivated each individual at NASA.
         

When I was young I was moved by a book called Black Elk Speaks, a story about Black Elk, a Shaman, and the role of visions in a community. When walking through the halls of NASA, this book would often come to mind. “I think I have told you, but if I have not, you must have understood,” Black Elk said, “that a man who has a vision is not able to use the power of it until after he has performed the vision on Earth for the people to see.” Whether applied to creating a film, or a space mission, this continued to resonate with me.
         

Truly deep visions, I believe, well from our deep subconscious, holding in them a complicated mix of information, metaphor and feeling. Then, dragged up into the light of day, the vision is subjected to our many voices, each like lawyers, arguing different yet legitimate perspectives to keep us sane. Without ritual, the dream gets held up to reality, like a snowflake on the tip of your finger, ultimately to dissolve before there is time to explore its mystery. One reason I had found an instant affinity with NASA was that I knew scientists were kindred spirits when it came to mystery. An answer I heard often from my colleagues there, enunciated with a twinkle in their eye, was “I don’t know” or “It leaves room for more questions”. They loved the continual call of the universe for investigation; the idea that the more we know, the more mysterious things become. At NASA, visions and dreams were something that seemed to be incorporated in the totality of modern life.

Through the door of my cubical, I could see a NASA poster of the shuttle with bold lettering which read, “There are no problems, only solutions.” This was their motto, along with “Failure is not an option”. Both had at first sounded militaristic but, over time, had softened in my mind to seem incredibly wise: giving up is not an option, not on yourself and not on your vision.
         

*


My mind, like pages fluttering backwards in a book, returned to the party the previous evening. “Oh, so you’re a lesbian,” the producer had said before getting knocked into the pool, as if that would explain my desire to make something more substantial than the average chick flick. Many more conversations like that later, I had found myself waiting for a cab, frustrated and tearful.

The cab had appeared quickly. As I slid into its warm, comfortable seats, protected by the car’s metal enclosure – my Los Angeles safety blanket – my phone beeped.

“Hello?”

Josh’s voice sounded worried. “Where did you go?”

“Home. I’m sorry. I couldn’t take much more.” I suddenly felt guilty. Josh had only been trying to help.

“You can’t take them so seriously, Jessica.”

“Josh, they had zero interest in me as a director. They were more interested in why I wasn’t wearing a bathing suit.”

“Look,” he had said, sounding exasperated. I could hear the echo of the party around him. “You’re young and attractive. You’ve got to use it.”

“I’m hanging up.” The way things were hadn’t been his fault and I was taking it out on him.

“Hear me out,” he had persisted. “Dress sexy, charm them. Then when they find out you’re smart and talented too, they’ll be wowed.”
         

“Woody Allen never had to dress sexy.”

“Yeah, and look, he still struggles to get financing.” Josh had a point. “Think of it like a game.”

“Look, I’m sorry, I have to go.” The cab had slowed and I switched off my phone.

Maybe it would be one of those memories that would improve with age? Maybe decades from now I would look back and be glad I had had that experience. For now, however, I felt disempowered, icky mortification sticking to me every time I thought back to myself standing there by the pool, the only woman fully clothed, handing out my business cards and trying desperately to be taken seriously.

Further down the hall, I could hear the voice of our project manager coming closer, pulling me out of my day dream.

“Jessica, you here for the meeting?” Nancy appeared at the doorway, smiling and leaning against the cubical wall. She gave off a glow of exuberance that only those who love their job can have.

“Yes, wouldn’t miss it.”

“We’ll talk more about Second Life. There are exciting things on the horizon.” She patted the top of the cubical as punctuation. “See you soon.”
         

I gathered my things to prepare for the meeting and took out my phone. The text from the previous night was still in my inbox, waiting for me to respond. I had almost forgotten about it, distracted by the past night’s events. However, now in cubical-land, there were no distractions. No matter how many times I read the two silly sentences, a fresh flip of the stomach shocked my senses.

“I’m eating grapes right now, green ones,” it read. “That’s how exciting my life is now that you left.”
         

It was Grant, trying to be funny and tempting me to respond. It was a typical Grant message, sweet and simple on the outside but completely loaded. Universes existed in between each word. This was the first I had heard from Grant in five months, since he had told me that I was keeping him from being the man he wanted to be. It had completely crushed me.

I had embraced the newness and the change that Los Angeles afforded partly because I was as far as I could possibly be from Grant and the East Coast. Ours had been a badly matched, intense and dramatic year-long affair. Grant had been one of my actors. No one else in the cast had known about our relationship, partly because we had never referred to ourselves as dating, or boyfriend and girlfriend, or in a relationship at all, but I had fallen very deeply in love with him.

Grant was charismatic and good-looking. I had loved his long dark hair, his blue eyes and broad shoulders. He was ruggedly artistic, a sensitive, motorcycle-riding actor. I was ten years younger than him, his director, and had felt incredibly powerful as a result. Most male directors had affairs with their female actresses, so here I was, turning the tides.

The belief that I was doing my share for gender equality hadn’t been my only delusion about the relationship. In his company I felt giddy and uneasy, and my usual desire to be in control felt deliciously challenged. He was unpredictable and passionate, and believed in an unattached life, to anyone or anything. Our relationship was always undefined. He advocated dating many people; he was physically intimate but easily turned cold, and by the time I had fallen in love with him, I realised that this would not be the simple girl-meets-boy,   girl-likes-boy, girl-dates-boy scenario.
         

Grant and I had agreed that when or if we wanted to see other people, we’d let each other know. We promised always to be honest, even if it hurt the other’s feelings. However, I could never “let go” enough to date other people, so I was constantly worrying, wondering whether he had found someone better to move on to. I knew I was on unsteady ground, but at the same time I was determined that I could be liberal enough to love someone without wanting anything from them. That was true love after all, wasn’t it?

Grant pushed my boundaries and instead of running in the opposite direction, I convinced myself that dating someone so confusing was bold and important; magic happens outside your comfort zone – well, that’s what the yoga teachers say and the inspirational books tell us. This was the transcendentalist ideal, was it not? I was following Gloria Steinem’s words from Outrageous Acts and Everyday Rebellions, “the margins are where the growth is” – by challenging myself, I believed I was expanding the person I was.
         

It had been after a couple of months of seeing each other that the dynamic had changed. I had woken up as usual in his bed, looking up at the flapping trash bags above me where windows should have been. Grant’s house was something he was constantly working at but never quite completing – like Sisyphus attempting DIY. Outside the windowless bedroom was a funeral home. On some mornings I looked out to see a parking lot full of hearses and families dressed in black. I imagined myself among them, watching my old, confident self being carried away in the coffin. This relationship had been killing me emotionally, the lack of intimacy and affection was sticking little needles into my heart and, instead of thriving, I felt myself disappearing.

That morning I had rolled over and found Grant missing – not unusual, as he would often leave to enjoy the morning alone. Where Grant should have been I noticed he had left his journal open flat, revealing a page scrawled with writing. I sat up and glanced over my shoulder. It was too tempting not to glance; it was a rare window into the elusive mind of Grant and, as my eyes quickly flickered over it, I saw my name staring back at me in the middle of the page. I felt myself flush. Even just a glance made me feel ashamed. I was intruding. Footsteps had sounded from outside the hall and despite myself I glanced again, catching the whole sentence before the door opened.
         

In scratchy thoughtless letters he had written: “I’m not in love with Jessica, and that’s okay.”

“Ah, you’re up. You want breakfast?” Grant entered the room, his towel wrapped around his perfect waist.

Something stabbed in my chest. At the time, I assumed the heartache was my own fault. What else had I expected? I had fooled myself into thinking he loved me in an alternative way, when in truth he had not loved me at all. All his rules, his lack of focus and his fiercely independent manner were not some advanced state of being, rather they were signs of a lack of emotion. I felt stupid and naive, and shook my head, politely.

Grant cocked his handsome face to the side. He could tell something was wrong. “Are you sure? Let me take you out. You’re my lady, after all.”

“No breakfast for me, thanks.”

I did my best to distance myself from Grant. I moved back into my Boston studio apartment and tried unsuccessfully to date other people. However, six months later, when I was out with someone else, I discovered Grant did actually have feelings for me. Over the phone, on a crowded bus, he told me he loved me and promptly had a panic attack.
         

Two days later in Cambridge, as I sat in a production meeting at 1369 Coffee House, my “office” at the time, my phone beeped in the middle of reviewing storyboards with my production designer. I quietly slipped my phone out of my pocket, not wanting to disturb the meeting, and peeked to see it was a text from Grant. No explanation. No warning. The message was a simple, straightforward: “I can’t do this any more.”

My heart broke in two and spilled out onto the coffee shop floor. What I glimpsed inside that broken organ terrified me – a lonely, dark and empty centre. I quickly excused myself from the meeting and fled to the bathroom, where I cried and vomited in equal intervals. My only clear memory was the graffiti above the loo roll that read in dark ink: “Bonnie[image: ] Ray 4 EVA” and “Derek is a tool”.
         

I tried to call and text back but Grant had cut off all communication and refused to speak to me. I couldn’t sleep or eat because everything about Boston and my work reminded me of him. My short film had just finished the festival circuit and at each festival I went to I had had to sit through the screening, with his face parading in front of me. Never again, I promised myself, would I date one of my actors.

When NASA offered me the chance to relocate to JPL and Los Angeles, I knew I had to take it. I would have work that I was passionate about, I thought, in a sunny land at the heart of a film centre. I could feel the power of my life’s momentum pulling me far away from Boston.

I was sitting across the table from my sister in an Italian restaurant when I told her that I had got a transfer to Los Angeles.

“California! Oh Jessica, that’s fantastic. You’re a director.  That’s exactly where you should be.” She was giving me all her attention and her love. “And NASA,” she said, “I still can’t believe you’re working for NASA. That is so cool.”
         

I raised my wine glass and clinked it to my sister’s. Through its wine-soaked sides, her blurred reflection smiled back at me.

“It’s your time to shine, Jessy.”

With that memory frozen in my mind, my thumb hovered over the delete button on Grant’s message: “I’m eating grapes right now, green ones…” I pressed delete. The message was gone. I felt a sudden lightness, and made my way out of my cubicle to my meeting. As I passed the NASA “Failure is Not an Option” poster on the wall, a jolt of joy ran through my veins right to my fingertips.

*


Friday night and I was to go out on a date – my first since my manicure and margaritas evening with Josh. The previous week, I had met a talented screenwriter in Silver Lake, who had tried unsuccessfully to buy me coffee at Intelligentsia Coffeebar; on seeing I was already drinking tea, he had insisted on buying me dinner instead.

Intelligentsia was a stunning location, with brick arches and lovely tiled floors, a 1940s building beautifully converted for the coffee-drinking 21st century. It was the hub of hipsterville, where everyone came to faux-socialise, spending more time on their laptops than chatting to each other. A long line would always extend out the door – streaming through the outdoor seating area and acting as a slow-moving fashion show. I would get new ideas for outfits as I people-watched, waiting in line. 1980s high-waisted chino shorts, Ray-Ban-inspired sunglasses and mismatched sweater vests seemed to be the current uniform.

The screenwriter who charmed me into chatting with him had been sitting two tables over. He claimed to have written one of the The Fast and Furious movies, and was now working on “something big, something indie”. Staring at the people around him, he had taken a long drag of his cigarette with the jaded confidence of someone who had enjoyed early success, and exhaled slowly with the frustration of someone who hadn’t had any since.
         

I didn’t know why I said yes when he asked me to dinner. I was far more interested in his screenplays than his phone number, but after requesting the former he gave me the latter, and so I thought, why not? He said to meet him at Flore, my favourite vegan restaurant, and to bring my bicycle because he had something fun to introduce me to afterwards. It seemed mysterious and enticing enough, but the thought of going on a date made me feel agitated and I couldn’t help hoping it would rain.

Of course, it didn’t rain. It was, in fact, a beautiful evening like always, cool and clear. Downtown Silver Lake was buzzing with people and the excited energy of a Friday evening.

And so I found myself sitting halfway through my bean and setain burrito, enjoying the cool breeze outside the Flore café. The date was going surprising well. He had showed up on time, nicely dressed in a button-down t-shirt and khaki shorts and told me how he had been nervous to ask me out in case I turned him down. He seemed to have more depth to his personality than I first gave him credit for. Unlike most people in LA, he did not blindly follow Eckhart Tolle, he did not belong to a gym and he had never owned a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses, nor had he wanted to. He had grown up in New York and wanted to be a journalist, when in a weird twist of fate, someone had asked him to turn one of his stories into a script. It was bought, but never made, and his future was sealed; he was hooked on the world of screenwriting.
         

“Journalism, goodbye, Hollywood, hello.” He smiled, finishing the last of his wine. “So you work for NASA?”

“Yeah, but I’m not a scientist. I’m more on the know-ledge-sharing side of things.”

The Screenwriter checked his watch, then signalled for the check. “Wait,” I began to protest, “I’m only halfway through my dinner.”

“You eat too slow.” As the check came he grabbed it, insisting on paying. “Your job sounds cool, but you’re a director. Don’t you miss, you know, making films?”

“I’m still making things,” I said, annoyed and still hungry. “Anyway, NASA’s inspiring for any artist. I’ve found more creative minds there than during all of my time in TV and film put together.” He didn’t look convinced. “I mean it. There are more passionate, interesting people there, filled with ideas, open to innovation and new technology, than any community of artists I have found.” I watched while the waitress took my half-eaten meal away.

“You’re going to love what I have in store for you then,” he said. “Ever heard of Midnight Ridazz?”

I shook my head.

“Good. Come on.” He grabbed my hand. We flew out of the restaurant and onto our bikes. The Screenwriter looked at my bicycle. “A vintage fixed gear – very cool.”

My belly still growling, I pedalled hard to keep up with him. A couple of yards ahead, in front of Intelligentsia Coffeebar, hundreds of cyclists were grouping. There were tall bicycles, trick bicycles, on road and off road, choppers, fixed gears – I had never seen so many bicycles in one location. Many had glow-sticks decorating their frames, which, in the twilight gave our gathering the look of a junk-yard travelling circus.
         

A 20-something man in a racing suit, holding a megaphone, stood on one of Intelligentsia’s tables. People started cheering. His words were loud and garbled. Something was about to start.

“We may lose each other,” the Screenwriter shouted. “But give me a ring at the end of the night and we’ll meet up again.” He turned to go.

“Wait, what exactly are we doing?” I suddenly panicked. I didn’t want to sound uncool but where the hell were we going? How would I get back home?

The Screenwriter disappeared into the crowd and the mass of bicycles started moving. Like a metal cloud, hundreds of noise-making, shining, fabulous bikes moved as a herd down West Sunset Boulevard – me with them.

The city looked different at night, gliding along on a bike. There were so many of us that we cycled along at a perfect cruising speed. This was an LA I never got to see because I was always in the four-walled fortress of my car. I felt as if I was on an urban safari and instead of animals there were wild houses, decaying buildings, graffiti-dressed walls, exotic-looking pedestrians, a high-rise city centre and glowing fast-food signs.

A man with a thick moustache and a speaker passed me on his bicycle, music pumping. We all cheered. Now our expedition had a soundtrack.

I hadn’t enjoyed cycling so much since I was a child. Bicycles meant freedom, I had forgotten. I was getting to enjoy parts of the city I would never normally be able to explore, in the safety of a crowd and all powered by my own two feet. The soft breeze was perfect; warm enough not to chill but cool enough to wick away sweat. Night was a time when people would retreat into their caves and here we were, outside. There was a sense of magic to it all.
         

A girl my age, rocking knee-high socks from American Apparel and a handmade dress, cycled beside me. She was a photographer called Mini and happened to live near me in Silver Lake.

“Midnight Ridazz,” she explained, “always brings out hundreds of people. Their aim is to take up a full road lane, you know, to promote cycle awareness and that kind of thing.”

She asked how I had found out about them and I told her about the Screenwriter and how he had disappeared.

“Typical…” she said. We made plans to bike home together.

I met incredible people that evening, from 80-year-old cycle enthusiasts to families out for a good time. Finally, this was the community that I had been seeking in the city.

It was getting dark now, nearing midnight, and though only half of us were still cycling on, it was still quite a crowd. We turned up a steep hill and I could feel my legs were on the point of exhaustion.

The young 20-something guy with the megaphone stood in front of a tag artist’s shop, shouting at everyone to come inside. Free spray paint was being given out and we all headed to the back of the shop, where four freestanding concrete walls rose into the air, covered in designs. It was a tag garden.

Mini found me and handed me a silver can. I had never done this before, and although it was obvious that the walls were built for this purpose, I had a hard time spraying over the beautiful artwork that was already there.

“This is one of the Midnight Ridazz shops,” Mini coaxed. “It’s okay, really.” She held the gold can up and tagged her initials onto the wall. “See?”
         

When you’re tagging, it’s important to find a flow. The paint sprays out of the can in a forceful burst so you have to be ready and confident to make your mark. I decided on the “less thought, more action” approach and started spraying, watching my hand with curiosity to see what it would make. My hand swooped up and down and I drew the symbol for infinity.

I was pleased. Except, being the inexperienced tagger that I was, I had moved too slowly, so my infinity symbol dripped, streaking the wall with silver lines.

“Infinity? Typical NASA girl.”

I turned to see the Screenwriter behind me.

“Thanks.” I gave him my spray can and walked past him. I didn’t want to be rude. I owed him something, after all, for a wonderful evening, even if it wasn’t spent with him.

“Where are you going?” He looked confused.

“Home,” I called over my shoulder.

I met Mini outside the shop. She didn’t need much convincing to go. We were both tired.

We hopped on our bikes, joined by some other people from our neighbourhood, and cruised home through the silent streets. Mini waved at me as I turned onto my road, up the hill, calling out that she’d see me at the next one.

After that night, we never would cross paths again. My velocity, my path, was about to dramatically change direction.

I crested the hill and saw my flower-covered gate only a couple of yards before me, illuminated by the streetlights. I drank in the night air, and felt a deep sense of satisfaction. With each push on the pedal, I revelled in the power of being completely self-propelled.
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