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Introduction 

THE PIÑATA 

Coming home from my day job in New York, I used to stuff a colorful piñata with 

ideas I’d written on pieces of paper, thinking that one day I would have the talent or time 

to realize some of them or sell them for millions of dollars. I thought of it as a kind of 

investment in my future creative life, the piñata’s own whimsy a reflexive argument for 

the worth of its contents.  

 

One day Sharon comes over to see my apartment, a two-bedroom in Manhattan 

that really is just two bedrooms. The piñata is always useful in moments like these. Your 

mind immediately clings to the first lighthearted and colorful thing after the cold wind of 

Park Avenue, the huge and heavy apartment doors, the bum sleeping in the vestibule you 

had to walk over to get to your bed at night. Sometimes you need those reminders that 

this stuff shouldn’t be taken too seriously. I talk about the piñata in an affectionate way, 

giving it some agency, until Sharon asks me if it has a name.  

 

I fake getting upset and say you wouldn’t want to get too attached to a piñata. She 

laughs and then gives a bored look like she catches on that I’m doing a bit. I reach into 

the piñata’s mouth to pull a recent example of an idea and I pitch it half-heartedly to see 

how it lands… I can tell Sharon is hoping I’d have some weed instead of me talking. 

Then we go and get a drink somewhere we can make out, and she falls asleep on the 

subway ride back after taking some barbiturates. Her head on my shoulder in blissful 

sleep, an elderly woman sitting across from us smiles because in her mind we’re in love. 
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I moved away  — the piñata moved to a storage room in my parent’s house. It had 

long lost its lustre, forced into old age by being denied the piñata glory death that so 

many of its peers at Party City had endured. Instead it was forced to watch a guy make 

jokes about how the piñata was a ‘rescue pet’ with girls he was bringing into his 

apartment. When I returned to try and pull together a film school application, I needed to 

collect an idea of what I would be like as a filmmaker. It was time to cash in. I reached 

into the piñata’s gullet, which was easier to do now that its jaw had fallen off. The story I 

would tell of myself, that I was an inventive world-creator and idea-hatcher worthy of the 

grandest scope projects, ignored what my papier-mâché alter ego was telling me that day: 

 

I’m garbage. I’m a dead piñata. The pieces of paper you fed me are neurons in a 

dead brain. 

 

I wasn’t ready. I knew that, and so did the film schools I applied to that first time 

around. I assembled a collection of writing, directing, and acting classes in New York, 

but now I was commuting from New Jersey where I was helping my grandfather deal 

with his dementia. My interactions with people turned dangerously direct — I seemed to 

need something from everybody. The dilettantish identity I’d built for myself in the wake 

of my sister’s death was stripped away with every step I took towards becoming a 

storyteller. 

MY THESIS 

“I don’t know what to do with this… I just… I don’t know how to help you here.” 

Stuart tosses my script on his desk and I don’t really know what to say. He had just given 
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me the standard open for a feedback session when a script is terrible: ask the student to 

describe the story and why they want to tell it.  

 

Well, in this story, the story for my thesis film, Henry Lambert is a simpleton 

dealing with the death of his wealthy cattleman father in feudal 19th Century Texas. 

While his dad slowly dies a gunshot wound, Henry aggressively courts Greta, but she is 

already smitten with the head of a theatre troupe who is also part cat, Mr. Thibaudet. 

Thibaudet becomes interested in the theatre owned by the Lambert family and buys it off 

Henry’s mother when his father passes away. At the funeral dinner, Henry publicly 

humiliates the cat-man so that he will leave town — an aggressive breed of ignorance 

prevails — though Greta goes with him. The plot is loosely derived from Stephen 

Vincent Benet’s story King of the Cats, from which it also takes its title. There are lots of 

visual gags, indebted to actual 19th century comedies like The Pirates of Penzance, the 

most presentational style of comedy still in circulation. 

 

Why make this story? In a feedback setting, this simple question gives the 

commenter a way in to understand the intentions behind the script, and to see if craft can 

clarify any of that. With “King of the Cats,” I want to show how the way people act 

around death can be strange and even funny from a certain lens. It’s drawn from my own 

messy, unidealized experience of seeing both my sister and grandfather die within a few 

years of each other. A dark comedy of manners? 

 

Stuart is trying to convince me to fire him off my committee but I won’t let him. I 

obviously have some kind of strong reason for making this film a certain way that won’t 

be amenable to feedback.  
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I’m stunned by his reaction — my thesis class had a great time reading the script 

and, except for a few small notes, thought I was ready to jump into my Vincent Price 

meets E.T.A. Hoffmann carnival land. This is my first brush with an entirely opposite 

outlook on my script, and I am totally thrown off my carousel. 

 

The meeting ends, neither of us too happy with where we left it. I know I seem 

stubborn to people when it comes to matters like this, and Stuart’s brusque and direct 

attitude is well-known among the graduate class of filmmakers and screenwriters. Even 

though it would be so much easier to write him off as someone who simply doesn’t “get 

me,” I feel like there is a lot to trust in his feelings about the script. 

 

I promise to make big changes, but it becomes very hard to do that. The 

movement of the script is sustained by comedic pacing and ornate visual transitions: 

changing one thing causes the whole thing to tumble like a house of cards. I hold on to 

this draft of “King of the Cats” as my fiancée/producer, Alissa, starts pulling together 

some production details, seeing if some location scouting and initial casting might help 

uncork some ideas for how to make a story work within that world. 

 

My plan for 2014 is ambitious: shoot the thesis film in May, get married in 

August, and wrap post-production for a December graduation. It’s too crazy — I know it 

is. Even pitching the project is exhausting to me. There is every reason not to make a 

slapsticky dark period comedy, from a production point of view. However, I mostly feel 

stuck because the story doesn’t quite work yet. There is something missing from the 
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ending, but when I try to figure out what it is, it’s obvious that it is missing from the 

whole narrative.  

 

As May approaches, Alissa has already done a good amount of prep, including a 

lock on a beautiful Victorian manor in Bastrop. With some hammy auditions underway, 

we have all the ingredients together to make a Vincent Price kind of comedy, but I can 

see the writing on the wall — we are already making too many compromises for the film 

to sell tonally, and that’s only if things are going well as they are now. If I don’t kill the 

project with a quick death now, it will suffer thousands of little deaths on the way to the 

screen, leaving people with an empty and artificial experience.  

 

In my first year at graduate school, I experienced something like that — I relied 

on style and indirection to indicate a bigger story. With little money and time there were 

too many shortcomings in the production to keep up to the subtle arc woven into the 

heavily baroque script. It was a thousand piece puzzle of a Heironymous Bosch painting 

— when presented with only half of the pieces it’s really hard to make what he’s getting 

at. My second year film was a bit more linear and direct — I was trying a very different 

approach to production in an attempt to allow more documentary elements to fill in some 

of those empty spaces. However I was still running into the problem of relying on 

populating the screen with ideas instead of story, with archetypes instead of characters… 

I confused my emotional investment in the material with what the audience may feel, but 

what I had created was so mental and so abstract that I didn’t leave any room for 

someone to connect. 
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I know all this, to some level, when I write “King of the Cats.” It’s why I listen to 

Stuart, eventually, when he suggests I drop the idea. I thought I had made some kind of 

leap forward, where there is a sure protagonist and central arc, but the ingredients I 

worked with were still ready-mades inherited by Western culture, a room full of 

Duchamp urinals all signifying their original cultural value. I thought I was like Hermes, 

someone that could pull worlds together with the force of my existence and create 

meaning out of any odd duck juxtaposition I can think of, but the vacant or disordered 

responses in the screenings of my films have made me feel more and more isolated, less 

willing to make brazen jumps from one bookshelf to another.  

 

My classmates support me because they believe that the proxy identity I formed 

for myself as a filmmaker was my voice as an artist, worthy of vigilant protection against 

the forces of institutionalization. But when I see my own films I can feel that struggle to 

hold on to my identity get in the way of the film itself, what the film wants to do or be. 

The experience the audience is collectively looking for in it. I have to learn to let go. 

 

I let go of “King of the Cats,” and I let go of planning for a December, 2014 

graduation. I work as a producer’s assistant on Results, where I hear from working 

crewmembers about the kind of shoots they try to avoid — high-concept, low-budget 

genre shoots are especially painful, apparently. “That was an ambitious shoot,” says a key 

grip while the production coordinator nods silently. In film culture, you never want to 

burn any bridge, so you respond to everything with graciousness — “an ambitious shoot” 

is a dirty phrase that usually means a movie that will likely fail and caused its crew to 

work way beyond union standards. 
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You can typically feel the push behind those productions, the desire to make 

something big out of nothing but slave labor. It’s wannabe Hollywood. I’m too busy 

planning my wedding to hash out a new idea, but when I do look back at “King of the 

Cats” I feel like I just avoided a bear trap. It’s an odd mixture of relief and the feeling that 

I can’t trust my steps anymore. For the first time in film school, I realize that I know less 

about who I am as a filmmaker than when I wrote my first application essay and reached 

into the mouth of a piñata. 
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Chapter 1: Writing 

A COUPLE’S WORLD 

I’m getting married now and the words come easily, a release after all that worry 

that I wouldn’t be able to get through my vows without sobbing. I am actually sobbing, 

but it’s okay because I’m working my way through it and the audience is with me. My 

acting buddy Kirk congratulates me afterwards. “Michael would have been proud of you. 

Full of intention.” Michael Beckett is our old acting teacher from my New York days, 

and we follow his wise teachings like a minimally self-aware cult.  

 

It’s the happiest day of my life. I spend most of it in a crazed stupor. I let go of all 

my angst and worry — I trust this, more than anything, because coming into it was 

Cinderella-slipper easy. 

 

The older married couples at our wedding look at us like they know too well what 

we’re getting into. Maybe we emanate that ’til-death-do-us-part feeling. The story of how 

we met becomes common knowledge amongst the attendees. It’s a good one: when I 

moved to Austin, Alissa lived upstairs from me. The second time I set off the fire alarm 

cooking, I invited her and her roommate to have dinner. Her roommate was interested in 

me, but I was interested in the girl who smiles and shows off the slight gap between her 

two front teeth. She says she plays the oboe and I mention a classical chamber group I 

sing in. Weeks later we are driving home from the group and that night I take her to my 

room to show her Fritz Wunderlich.  
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I was so used to searching and fighting for my loves. I projected great things on 

mediocre situations and fought valiantly against the banal forces of opposition. But this 

girl went along with it and relaxed my hand to drop the sword. The relationship just starts 

working, immediately, without friction because Alissa knows how to yield. She 

eventually teaches this to me, which is no small accomplishment since I’m from New 

Jersey. In film school I feel free to move in every direction, creatively, because I have 

this sure, strong safety net at home that eases my ambition every time I fell into it. 

 

The next time I’m sobbing is weeks later, when we have our first real intense 

fight. There is something terribly imbalanced in our relationship after the wedding — I 

am taking a semester off of film school to figure out my thesis, and she is working at her 

job in a pharmaceutical development company. We’re navigating a strange imbalance in 

our relationship, and it’s caused all sorts of things to come up. I end up crying in her arms 

and something important comes out of me: I’ve let go of so much, without you I am 

nothing. 

 

Someone was talking about John Cheever: “He always lets you know what world 

you’re in.” I wish I knew how to do that. I’m folding laundry, listening to the radio. 

Somehow I become immediately aware of the places I could go. I don’t have to spend the 

whole day at home, working on my screenplay, or this band’s music video. The story 

we’re listening to is Cheever’s “The Enormous Radio,” a story all about the boundaries 

we establish for ourselves as soon as we start to become a couple. A lot of Cheever’s 

stories are about that — usually the main character is driven to test those boundaries, 

often in a Connecticut suburb. 
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I realize at some point that I don’t need to build a world out of set materials to 

contain a story. Two characters in a relationship are a world, in a way. I was holding onto 

a theatrical assumption that the world of a story was a set or location, which you then 

populate with characters. In film it’s very different — the world is set by the relationships 

and the stakes established between them. In theatre, the set is the world, and the world is 

so often the existential antagonist. In film, the existential antagonist is more temporal 

than spatial. In theatre, the space threatens the characters with its unreality. In film, the 

characters completely disappear at the end. A world is created on stage. In film it is most 

often, and for good reason, an embellishment of reality. 

 

I am determined that my next project is going to be set in the world of a simple, 

believable marriage. I really loved the way Cheever showed how this kind of world can 

have its own kind of baroque embellishments. He could pull a bit of backstory out of 

nowhere in the dialogue of a couple and it hits us as it hits the often deluded male 

protagonist. Like a random creature coming out of the woods on the way to Mordor, we 

simply accept a couple’s shared history as an obstacle natural to that particular world. 

 

I’m excited to tackle this. Instead of jumping into a caffeinated writing session, 

hammering out a screenplay and tossing pages out the window like I’m Gioachino 

Rossini, I enter into a receptive mode. While still doing some work for Results and 

shooting commercials, I keep fishing for a character to enter my world. Unlike before, 

where I was creating a stage for archetypes, I need a real flesh-and-blood human walk 

into my reality. That’s when I hear the astronaut on the radio. 
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He’s out of NASA, and I am taking a break from film school. He is shifting from 

being career-oriented to family-oriented, and now, so am I. The interviewer asks about 

how he copes with the fact that his life dreams are now behind him, and the astronaut’s 

response is optimistic, though his tone is defensive. His deep denial is so interesting, I 

start imagining what that change of outlook could actually be like for a former astronaut, 

if it ever happens. With that, I knew I had my character and my story. My aim with my 

thesis film will be to depict the first moment in a former astronaut’s life that he stops 

viewing his life in decline. 

 

From that point, I take a documentary approach to research and set out to learn as 

much as I can about former astronauts adjusting to civilian life. 

 

CREATING AN OPENING 

In December, I meet Makena to help give him some pointers on his first film as 

assistant director, and it’s at the end of this meeting that I pitch him the idea of 

producing. It’s not something I’ve thought through, really, but my thesis comes up 

naturally towards the tail end of our conversation and we begin to discuss it. Soon he is 

showing me some scuba diving footage he took in Hawaii — his dad is an avid diver and 

has taken him along for scuba trips since he was a youngster. He is also from Houston 

and has loose connections with former NASA employees. 

 

I’d worked a character out quite a bit but I still did not have that moment pinned 

down, where the astronaut’s perspective on his life would change. Seeing Makena’s 

scuba footage, and knowing that astronauts are frequently scuba hobbyists, I knew I had 
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an ending. I ask Makena to produce my film, and he says “no.” Makena is a very 

practical lad. Though he’s ten years younger than me, he grew up asking for Apple stock 

for Christmas and knows how to put himself in front of a good opportunity. Also, he 

owes me one – in the previous months, I mentored him and his producing partner Natalie 

Shea on their first thesis film, Jim Hickcox’s “Slow Creep.” 

 

After some convincing for a May shoot, Makena agrees, though he wants to read 

a script first. I am determined to approach the writing of this film differently than I had in 

the past. Where I would usually take a ‘surge’ approach and write the movie I played for 

myself in my brain straight through, I decide to treat the first draft loosely, without too 

much commitment to visuals or character moments. Just have each scene do what it 

needs to do to pull us forward so I can worry about dressing it up later. 

 

It seems obvious that I should have been doing this the whole time. However, I 

am an emotional, impulsive man, and this level of craft-awareness is unlike me. 

 

By January I get to a draft that I know needs work but feels close. I try and fail at 

writing a final confrontation scene by forcing my wife to improvise with me. Her go-to 

acting approach — draining all the signs of life from her body and murmuring quietly — 

doesn’t do very much for me and I instead end the script with a scene where they look at 

each other without saying anything. Works for me. 

 

Overall the first drafts of the script feel different from my previous screenplays. 

It’s a lot more like some of my classmate’s scripts, which read evenly and almost 



 19 

boringly on the page but turn into spacious cinematic experiences on the screen. My 

films, which generally read well, always end up feeling so cluttered at the screenings. 

 

I forget which opera broadcast I was watching, but I remember a singer in an 

interview being concerned that the director, with his heavily stylized approach to the 

setting of the story, would leave no “room for the music.” I find something to identify 

with there — in opera you have to make room — and it’s not room on the stage or in the 

soundtrack. It’s room in the mind of the audience member. In so many of my scripts, the 

read feels quick and entertaining but the depictions are crowded. Furthermore, the plots 

are so busy that both director and actor are bound to just illustrate what’s happening. The 

dramatic and cinematic arts require just as much room to breathe as the arias in Rigoletto, 

and maybe this script, which I am tentatively titling “Flown,” will allow for that. 

THE SYNOPSIS 

While reintegrating into middle-aged civilian life, a former astronaut, Jack, tries 

to make a gift of his “flown” watch to a younger test pilot who is about to go off on his 

first mission to space. The test pilot ultimately rejects the gift, causing Jack to question 

the relevance of his career experiences and disrupting his attempts to rekindle his 

marriage. 

When the test flight ends tragically, Jack’s questioning takes a darker, more 

existential character, leading him to scuba dive alone in the lake behind his house. He 

finds a space deep below the surface of the lake where he can hang in complete darkness, 

weightless and removed from the world. When he finally tries to return, disorientation 

takes over and he struggles to find his way back to the surface. 
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His wife finds him in the water by the house, emotional and confused. Later, they 

have a small dinner together, and Jack starts to understand the value of his life. 
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Chapter 2: Pre-Production 

JANUARY 

“This is SUCH a huge improvement over your previous scripts:  warm, human, 

nuanced, insightful, etc., etc., etc.  Like Raymond Carver’s draft of The Right 

Stuff. Congrats!” The first few lines of Stuart’s e-mail to me are not like any interaction 

we’ve ever had so I read it more carefully a handful of times. I had already prepared for 

the worst, in a way, by not getting too precious about dialogue, making sure I wasn’t 

playing show-and-tell with the first drafts of my script by coming up with a tiered 

feedback system, and coming up with an aggressive writing schedule to ensure I was 

never waiting for comments on a previous draft. I try to meet him as soon as I can to try 

to figure out what I did right. 

 

We meet at Genuine Joe’s coffee shop. The meeting is not long. It’s positive, but 

a little tense since we both know there is still every chance for me to screw this up 

massively. More than anything Stuart is asking that I make a shift in the course of the 

story. I see it as a balanced narrative between Mary and Jack, the couple we’re following 

in the narrative. To me and to Mary, Jack’s reaction to a younger pilot’s death is an 

unusual over-investment in an isolated tragedy he had nothing to do with. Stuart sees 

things differently: Kyle, the sacrificial lamb test pilot, needs to be built into the story 

more because his death is dramatic. It’s interesting that we are taking the story from the 

secondary perspective of a former astronaut, but if we take it to an additionally removed 

layer, the former astronaut’s wife, we are too far away from the tragedy to feel anything. 

Worse, though I know and the characters should know that test pilots die all the time, that 
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it “goes with the territory,” audiences will not know that. If a character is unmoved by a 

death in the story, she will seem cold. If, on top of that, she gets in the way of someone’s 

grieving, we will get totally turned off to her. 

 

I keep working towards this other direction in the script. Since Stuart is the only 

member of the thesis committee who still writes back to me, his opinion holds as much 

weight as an actual collaborator. It’s an unlikely pairing, like an Obama-sponsored bill 

backed by John Boehner: we’d both lose support from the dogmatic extremes with the 

hope of getting something that actually works when it plays out in real time. 

 

Even-numbered drafts are for feedback. Odd-numbered drafts are just for me. 

Draft four is sent to principal crew members as well as a former astronaut, Ron Garan, 

who has agreed to help fact-check my script and make sure it’s believable. Our interview 

on the phone is dodgy — Ron gets vague whenever asked about anything specific, even 

anything that makes the astronaut experience unique. His dodginess is a little out of 

character, since he is about to release a book called The Orbital Perspective. It’s about 

how seeing the planet from an astronaut’s point of view caused him to see life on Earth 

differently. At some point, I figure out that he can’t talk about his own life directly, so we 

start to talk about Jack, the character in “Flown.” We then move on to “guys like Jack,” 

and how that adjustment from shuttle commander to suburban “former” does interesting 

things to people. To Ron, Jack’s behavior and actions are very… “plausible.” 

 

There’s a silence before and after that word, “plausible,” when I hear it on the 

phone, and I think I get what I was looking for in talking to Ron. I e-mail the draft to the 

Johnson Space Center press corps since I hear they have a Soyuz training replica there. I 
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get an e-mail back in thirteen minutes: “Really quick feedback. No experienced diver 

would go in the water without a buddy. No former astronaut would overlook that safety 

must.”  Actual take-away: I am not going to get too much help from NASA with a story 

that suggests that former astronauts have a tough time finding a purpose after being let go 

from piloting spacecraft. 

 

The main location in “Flown” is a house on the edge of Lake Travis, based on a 

location I’d seen a few times when my wife’s cousins, Ginger and John, have invited us 

over. At a wedding in January, I float the idea of shooting my thesis film at their house 

and Ginger agrees. In a couple weekends, Makena and I go scout the location with Caleb 

B. Kuntz, our Director of Photography. The water levels are dramatically low and the 

blues of the misty sky meld with the water in a horizonless fashion. This place is 

promising, cinematic, and overwhelmingly symbolic. 

 

I also e-mail the script to Mary Anzalone, an actress I had always wanted to work 

with since her presence is so strong and distinctive. I wrote the role with her in mind, so 

when she accepts it with excitement I feel like our train is moving in the right direction. 

 

FEBRUARY 

In spite of so many elements of the script that ground it in local settings and only 

a few actors, the scope of the project is still very big. This starts to become apparent to 

Makena as he draws up the initial budget. Three of us will need scuba certifications and 

gear, and our script includes two short scenes that take place in a space capsule. We 

develop a fundraising strategy that includes begging for donations in real life as well as a 
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Kickstarter campaign. Makena also gets a bite from a former employer for a commercial 

pitch. Though we’d be planning for a production within another production, we’d get a 

chance to raise some money for the film and grease the wheels of our director-producer 

collaboration. 

 

In a short time, I draw up a script for the commercial and some visual references 

based on the tone Makena pitched to me, and we’re off to Houston with a budget and a 

plan for how to spend it. The manager of the store says ‘yes,’ too quickly, making us 

think we didn’t ask for as much money as we should have. Then we visit the Johnson 

Space Center to see if we can do some research and foster some connections there. We 

are left with just a glimpse at what we’re after, though overall the trip is a successful one. 

 

Our next step is to find a local dive shop that will give us some kind of discount 

for certifying and equipping three divers. This happens to be Tom’s Dive & Swim on 

Burnet, which is where Caleb and I start our classes. Diving for the first time with Caleb, 

we start to gain our bearings underwater and explore some of the new kinds of shots that 

are available to us while down there. 

 

We need to nail down the principal actor, who needs to fit the physical 

requirements of an astronaut and act well enough to carry a film. We decide to recruit a 

casting director, which leads us to a meeting with Catherine DeMartino, a casting 

associate in Vicky Boone’s office. Our initial meeting is rocky — she doesn’t seem to 

trust the material — but I’m left with the feeling that she may just be trying to let us 

know how hard her job is going to be so that we know it’s worth paying her for her time. 
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MARCH 

With all the details finally ironed out, draft seven becomes our locked shooting 

script. With our location confirmed and our production designer, Heidi Diederich, fully 

hired and briefed on the demands of the script, our main focus is nailing down a 

wardrobe designer for the space suits and casting Jack. I need to know what he looks like 

and what kind of vibe he gives off, since he will be taking us everywhere we need to go 

in the story. We also need to get him into a scuba class.  

 

Our first round of auditions is not promising. Most of the candidates seem way off 

the mark in their physical characteristics and their capacity for authenticity. Those that 

have acting experience earn their daily bread on commercials, and there’s definitely a 

level of ham-handedness that seems to have melded with their actual personalities. I start 

to feel I could cast Jack by joining any one of Austin’s cycling clubs — I recognize a 

number of astronaut personality traits in that group and they would physically fit the bill, 

too. Sometimes, in Austin, it is more rewarding to cast a character for who they are than 

cast an actor for who they can pretend to be. 

 

Outside of one video submission, I’ve almost lost hope in a traditional casting 

process. On top of that, our casting director’s attitude towards us is anything but 

professional. Instead of taking any responsibility for the disappointing turnout, she 

blames the scuba diving elements of the story for scaring people away. I am starting to 

really doubt her ability to cast anyone for this role, since I’ve never seen or heard any 

indication that she was, actually, on board with this film. If she only has complaints about 

this part to me, how does she come across when she’s offering the chance to audition to 
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other people? I want to fire her, and so does Makena, but we figure she is worth one more 

chance. 

 

Our second call is not much better than our first. In the end we come up with four 

people from both auditions to invite to a call-back with Mary Anzalone. This time, we get 

to actually meet Brett Brock, a video submission from the first audition, in flesh and 

blood. Though shorter than Mary, he was able to command the scene and keep us on the 

character’s side even in unlikable moments. When I push him to go darker, it comes out 

of him like pushing a button.  

 

A different actor gives us a more believable romantic lead to Mary, but he didn’t 

have any of Brett’s low notes. Because so much of this story is framed around two 

relationships with one central character, the actor playing Jack would define where we 

lay the weight of the film. With our choice of actors, there is no middle. When I consider 

how much of the story now turns on the interaction with the younger test pilot and 

needing to believe that Jack has a history of some kind of military authority, Brett 

becomes the best choice for the role. 

 

Soon afterwards, Makena and I take a few carloads of crew down to Houston to 

shoot the commercial. Makena has the whole thing worked out for us. I had the privilege 

of being a walk-on director — actually so much of a walk-on director that I didn’t even 

cast it. It turns into a legitimately fun day of shooting — our gaffer for the shoot, Charlie 

Pearce, becomes our go-to a little while later when we start considering a gaffer for the 

actual film. 
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Another important crew hire happens at this point: Raven Patton, one of the set 

PA’s for Results, keeps popping up at the media lab where I work as a proctor. I 

remember her for having a strong and gracious on-set personality and good bedside 

manner. I ask her to AD my thesis on the spot and she seems excited to say “yes” — 

crewing up by gut instinct tends to work for me but I’m not sure if I’d advise it for others. 

Makena works out a deal with her so that she can get involved early to help produce the 

thing. 

 

APRIL 

April comes up fast and we’re all getting a little nervous. We still don’t have this 

wardrobe designer, but now we are busy preparing for our Kickstarter launch. This is 

going to be a bit of an experiment since I am not a Facebook user and have zero online 

presence. We don’t have quite enough to go on to determine if this will be successful or 

not, but we work hard at it with the assistance of a web producer, Bryce Siefert. My job is 

to e-mail everyone in my address book individually to make up for all the lack of 

marketing disguised as honest friendship I’ve missed out on by not having a Facebook 

page. Though we get Staff Picked by Kickstarter as soon as we launch the project, our 

fundraising comes in at a nerve-wracking slow crawl. 

 

We now send out the call to cast the secondary characters: Kyle the test pilot and 

the other couple at the beginning of the story, Bill and Barbara. We decide to cast Guy 

Messenger as Bill, based on his audition for Jack back in March, allowing us to focus on 

Kyle and Barbara for this round of casting. Both roles are tricky for different reasons. 
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Barbara’s one moment is being drunk at a party, but it’s a moment that features 

her. It calls for personality and a skilled, conscious theatricality. I was thinking Carol 

Burnett. As much as I didn’t want to call her for how many times I’d seen her in student 

films, Peggy Schott steals it at the audition. 

 

 Kyle, on the other hand, cannot be so innocent-seeming that he comes into the 

story too ready to be sacrificed. When we see Christian Bowman, it’s a sure thing. 

Besides being physically right for the role, he brought to the character his own personal 

history as a skydiving captain who has lost a number of relatives and friends in horrific 

accidents. After a lot of work and worry, we are finally cast. 

 

Ginger, the owner of our main house location, wants to meet with us at Central 

Market. We’re having issues coordinating with her schedule, and she doesn’t want 

anyone in the house when she’s not there. She seems to be hedging in a big picture way, 

which may be why she wanted to meet with us at the cafe of a grocery store. This looks 

like the kind of place where you’d break off your extramarital affair. We’re able to work 

it out, though she sure isn’t making it easy for us. Free locations are never truly free, after 

all. 

 

We finally deliver the Houston Camera Exchange commercial — some of our 

time to finish got lost in the shuffle of pre-production. I’ve also been able to secure a few 

other private donors to contribute to our film’s account at UT while running the 

Kickstarter campaign. There are so many things that aren’t locked in yet. For one thing, 

we are shooting at a time when UT is offering none of its studio facilities to us, meaning 

we have to incur additional expenses to rent a space to build our space sets. For a while 
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we think we may be able to use a classroom in the CMA communications building, but 

then we get barred from that as well. A studio space and an additional house location still 

need to be secured. 

 

MAY 

 May begins with a bang — we lose our main location, just a few weeks out to 

shooting in it. John and Ginger are very careful about making sure our crew is fully 

insured while on their property, and their lawyers find enough gaps in UT’s coverage to 

ask us to buy into their home insurance. None of us have dealt with this before, so we 

determine that Raven, who’s handling locations, should ask Gloria, RTF’s accountant and 

adviser in these things, about what their concerns are. She forwards Gloria’s e-mail to the 

homeowners and they take it the wrong way, pulling the plug on our agreement. Raven 

tries calling and e-mailing to no answer. She tells me about it, and I try calling and e-

mailing as well, attempting to clarify that this was a misunderstanding and that of course 

we’ll pay the two hundred dollars to buy your insurance. 

 

After a couple days of radio silence, I bring in the big guns — I call my mother-

in-law, a close friend and relative of John & Ginger’s. By the end of the day we’re all on 

the same page again, much to my relief. 

 

This was my first encounter with something my boss told me last summer on 

Results: you can make or break a film production with an e-mail. Keep your e-mails 

simple, short, naive, and gracious. Never confuse people or just unload the contents of 
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your mind. Forwarding a lengthy e-mail where a representative of UT is combating your 

lawyers point for point is sure to send a combative message, even if it’s unintentional. 

 

For our underwater location, we’ve decided to use an actual freshwater dive site 

instead of shooting in a pool. This would allow us to trust our eyes more when shooting 

the scene and keep the film grounded in the natural world. Makena finds Reveille Peak 

Ranch, a quarry that has a high degree of visibility. They will also allow us to shoot there 

at night. It’s a get he’s very proud of, and I’m very excited to see what this is going to be 

like. 

 

He arranges a camera test in early May with me, Caleb, his girlfriend Cara, and 

our dive instructor Ben, and we are all set and ready to enter some scary and magical 

territory. However, there is a miscommunication between the people who run the ranch, 

and we get kicked out just before diving. This is a huge buzzkill for everybody, 

especially Makena who ends up looking bad for not having picked up on the manager’s 

worrisome signals earlier and for not knowing exactly who we would be dealing with on 

the day. 

 

There is still so much we haven’t done — no studio space, no wardrobe designer. 

Raven and Makena are not only overworked; they have finals. On the plus side, I have a 

great rehearsal with Mary and Brett. They start developing their relationship, using words 

and small bits of improv which I take part in. Dipping my toes in the imaginary world of 

the movie, which I have storyboarded and shotlisted, I can see the some of the promise 

for this film. Maybe some things are actually going well! 
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Then I look at the weather report — every day in the near future has a little 

thundercloud on it. It hasn’t occurred to me until now, but eight out of ten shooting days 

are outside. With each day forecasting at least 60% and as high as 100% chance of 

showers and thunderstorms, we have no choice but to push back our days. It’s a massive 

headache for Makena and Raven, shifting around an entire schedule, but there really isn’t 

any other way around it outside of making rain a central part of the story. There are many 

reasons it can’t be. 

 

When our production designer, Heidi, arrives in Austin to start building the set, 

we still don’t have a studio space. With the rain coming down around our heads and 

flooding much of Hyde Park, we decide to go with the least expensive option that’s been 

tabled so far, a room in the National Guard Armory at Austin Film Studios.  

 

It’s nerve-wracking and heartbreaking that we haven’t supplied Heidi with any 

reliable art assistant help, especially since now she’s sleeping on my couch. To further 

complicate things, Makena has convinced her to start the spacesuits and find someone on 

craigslist to finish them. Eventually I get so fed up with the pace of this studio thing that I 

go to AFS myself and give the facilities manager a check to cover the space rental, 

pissing off Raven in the process, since she is afraid of coming off as too aggressive and 

burning bridges there. I reach out to a carpenter too and they start building the set in my 

house while we wait for all the legal paperwork for the space to go through. 

 

The weather clearing up as we approach our dates, we finally have another dive 

test at Reveille Peak Ranch. This time, the paperwork has all been cleared in advance, but 

when we actually get underwater, it’s very hard to see anything due to all the runoff from 
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the rain. The darkness, combined with the murky water, is terrifying to dive in. We still 

have another week before we shoot our underwater segment with Brett, so we have to go 

with our only option, which is a wait-and-see approach. 
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Chapter 3: Production 

DAY 1 

On the way to set, the art department PAs Steven and Peter call me to tell me that 

their car broke down. It would have taken me fifteen minutes to turn around and pick 

them up but I lie and tell them I was already on set and that I’d let Raven know. They 

could have ridden in my car – these guys are also staying at my house — but I needed a 

moment to myself, even if it was just a car ride. 

 

When I arrive, Raven and Makena are busy setting up craft services on the back 

porch of Ginger’s house. I am very nervous. I start to help but don’t get very far before I 

feel the need to sit down and try to relax my mind into the first day. I could hardly handle 

logistics. Raven asks me if I need anything, and I mumble something to her about the art 

PAs. I walk down to the shoreline to see what all the rain did to the landscape, since the 

lake rose twenty-five feet in the past two weeks. 

 

This will be fine, I think. It doesn’t have the epic desolation the low lake had in 

January, or even in March when we shot our camera tests. Going back to the house, I 

look at my storyboards, but I feel fake doing that, so I sit on a swing uncomfortably. 

When people look in my direction I try different methods of emotional response:  

A.  I am so confident and experienced that I know exactly what I’m supposed to be 

doing and right now that is nothing. 

B.  I squint at the location, at the sun, and look like I’m imagining different scenarios. 
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C.  I look privately worried, like someone should be helping me but they’re not, a kid 

lost at a mall. 

 

Gaffer Charlie Pearce arrives and I briefly outline the day with him. He takes my 

jitteriness and turns it into competent direction, which is what he will keep doing until his 

last day on the set. Caleb comes and we get to work. Pretty soon the makeup artist has 

lots of questions for me about what the characters are doing that day. This person is 

asking me about the backstory for each character in this shot, and for the first time on the 

shoot I am being asked to perform as a director. It feels nice.  

 

We are down at the shoreline now, shooting the scene where Mary is crying and 

looking out at Jack’s body getting pulled out of the lake. The straight-on angle doesn’t 

feel right, so on the last take we move to a different position. My nervousness now has a 

target: the challenge with wide shots of emotional moments is that there are many more 

holes for the actors to bleed out of. I can believe Mary, but Peggy and Guy are not 

coming up with the same kind of active internal life. Who can blame them? They are 

doing one day on a student film. So I have to adjust to giving them more prescriptive 

physical blocking and play down their performances. Try to create visible lines that will 

lead to Mary so the shot isn’t too loaded and confusing. We cant the angle on the last 

take, as if it was the camera angle that was making this tableau feel unnatural, and we 

move on. An iffy start— the shot doesn’t end up in the final film — but at least we are 

going. 

 

The sun still setting, we begin prepping for the kitchen scenes and fire pit scenes 

at the same time — they both require night. This is our big night for extras and we only 
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have Christian Bowman until a certain time because of his bartending job. We figure we 

can do the moment with Bill and Mary on the kitchen floor while it is still light out, 

shooting towards Mary. 

 

I don’t realize this at the time but we are crossing the line, oddly, since we are 

following my storyboards closely. They also cross the line. It’s the kind of rule I don’t 

mind breaking sometimes, though the jarring cut it produced was inappropriate here. It’s 

now dark enough to shoot the fire pit and we only have about an hour with Christian 

before he has to go. Something will have to get pushed to another day. We shoot one shot 

of Christian with the extras and I decide to push his close up, what is planned to be our 

opening shot of the movie, to our next day with him. There is simply too much craziness 

going on to try to get an intimate moment out of him. 

 

We shoot out the fire pit, feeling good about the coverage and performance 

options we get, and move inside. I’m proud that my grasp of the story is showing — I 

know when to stop, and I know what kind of coverage will not be useful for us. 

 

We have lunch now, catered by my wife Alissa for this first weekend. It’s a good 

moment for me, since I’m not the nervous wreck I was just a few hours prior and she gets 

to see the fruits of all of our labor and time apart. I am also just now feeling at home in 

the set environment. It seems obvious that this is where I need to be. It’s nice to share that 

with her for a moment and she sticks around for a while to watch the next shot. 

 

We are back in the kitchen so we get to keep the lighting similar to what we had 

before. However, this time it is more complicated: we have a moving shot with lots of 
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reflections, extras, a monologue, and a wine glass that gets dropped on the floor. For this 

to happen we have a plastic box with a pillow in it with all the furniture and floor around 

it padded with trash bags. We don’t want to stain the floor, especially right in front of 

Ginger who never left her watchful position on the couch that night. We ended up using 

her as an extra in this shot as well, since it fills out the frame well to have someone sitting 

there. 

 

The choreography of the shot comes together quicker than anticipated but the 

hubbub is distracting me from detecting a lack of clarity in Peggy’s performance. Outside 

of some small adjustments I don’t really know what else to do here — on the one hand 

her staginess is something that I thought fit the character when Peggy auditioned. On the 

other, it is a bristling show of artifice in an otherwise naturalistically styled movie so too 

many degrees turned in that direction reads oddly. We get a few takes where it seems the 

whole circus aspect of the shot works well and we move to the angle with Brett. 

 

I start to realize that everything we shoot with Brett is just that much easier. He’s 

bringing something else to the table besides jaded professionalism. We wrap up the day, 

careful about our footprint on the property. 

 

After most everyone is dismissed, Makena, Caleb, Raven & I start to nestle into 

what will become our nightly tradition: sitting somewhere on set and talking about the 

next day. This was a strong start for us but the production demands of the future days still 

hold many unknown variables to worry about. 
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DAYS 2 - 4 

 It’s raining on the way to set but by some miracle it is totally dry when I get there. 

We are shooting the fantasy scene where Jack imagines his own death, getting pulled up 

by a pair of scuba divers who undergo a typical first responder routine on them. It’s a blip 

on the page, a little one-line description that would play that length in the film, but it 

involves quite a few moving parts.  

 

I’m on the shoreline, alone again, waiting for the boat to arrive across the lake. I 

am jittery, trying to relax into it. This is what you wanted to do, right? But big scenes like 

this don’t excite me or get me that power high anymore. I just see everything that can go 

wrong, and I want it to be over. And now there’s thunder and lightning approaching us. 

 

It doesn’t actually take that long to film it, and except for the lake’s current 

constantly pulling the boat out of frame, there are no issues and only a little rain. The 

boat captain even starts to get excited, driving the boat towards us on the last take and 

simulating an unplanned dolly move. We then move inside for the rest of the day. 

 

Mary didn’t get the call to be there until late, so we shoot two scenes with Jack 

while we wait for her arrival. In one, he discovers the watch, naked, in the downstairs 

bathroom. Brett’s homework on the character really pays off. I give slight adjustments to 

the choreography, but I allow myself the privilege of giving him kinda bad direction. Just 

cut-to-the-chase stuff. A little slower here, etc. It’s an odd kind of freedom you get when 

the actor is conveying a solid internal life for the character. I know I don’t have to try to 

trick or baby Brett as an actor, and the choice to be straight with him feels more 
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respectful of him in a way. It’s bad direction that feels kind of mature and I’m finding 

myself relaxing into my own role a bit more. 

 

This reminds me of a directing teacher I had at HB Studio in New York, Jack 

Hofsiss. I was proud of my ability to talk actor talk and used it one of the directing 

workshops. Jack snarled at me from his wheelchair, “Why are you talking like an acting 

coach? You’re a director. Direct him!” 

 

Mary arrives and we try to set up the scene where she is in the kitchen, worried, 

looking at the recipe list. It’s dark now, though, and we are lighting up the window to 

provide fake sunlight. I am open to it at first, but as the lights are coming on, I sit in the 

kitchen and feel this is very wrong. 

 

I am risking demoralizing the lighting crew a bit but this is exactly what I am 

supposed to do. I have to choose between the film we are creating and the present-day 

reality of all these people, their personalities and emotions, who are working very hard 

for no money. On earlier projects, I had made the mistaken assumption that these 

crewmembers are somehow doing this for me in a way. That’s certainly how I’ve felt on 

sets commandeered by my friends. However, this crew, mostly undergrads and recent 

grads from RTF, hardly knows me. They carry a marked sense of professionalism rare 

amongst the graduate students. So when I tell Charlie that the lighting feels totally 

artificial and wrong, that we should push the scene to next day, he says OK and all the 

lights are gone. 
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We shoot a scene with Mary in her party outfit that we’ll need to pad out the 

opening of the party scene from the day before. The shot that originally connected the fire 

pit to the kitchen turned out to be unrealistic to get, unfortunately, so instead we need 

more of an angle on Mary to sell we are developing her world rather than using her to tie 

together the inside (domestic) and outside (adventuring) space. 

 

We move on to the last scene, where Jack and Mary eat omelets together. I get to 

cook a little here, since no one else knows how. Again, the wide shot doesn’t feel right 

for all of its high emotion, so we only end up using the singles in the final edit. Like the 

first shot we took the day before, a medium wide shot of an emotional moment plays 

strangely when any compositional or dramatic element is imprecise. 

 

The next day, we start with the shot we pushed. As if to prove a point, it takes less 

time to shoot the scene and move on using natural light than it did to hang the lights the 

day before. We then finish shooting all of our interiors for Ginger’s house, moving 

quickly. I miss an opportunity here — the take where Mary has some agency and leaves 

the kitchen doesn’t really play and I’m left wondering what to say. It’s tricky because 

actors have to be active in order to do anything for the camera, and this moment is a 

passive one. I was so used to throw things at the cast to do, but what I didn’t give Mary 

was something to react to in these moments. She had to rely on her imagination, which 

without direction is bound to miss the mark much of the time. 

 

We shoot Jack packing up his scuba gear and making the long trip down to the 

shoreline. I let these takes play out for the sake of capturing a moment or two here, make 

it look like a natural thing to try to do. However, this is very hard for Caleb — the Easy 
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Rig we rented is not a good substitute for a Steadicam, and the awkward pose he has to 

assume to shoot the scene is difficult to sustain. The shot turns out well, especially with 

Brett acting like pulling the cart downhill is difficult for him. This was something I told 

him to do which looked absolutely stupid on set but sells well from the camera’s point of 

view. 

 

Mary comes down to the shoreline and we prepare to shoot the climactic scene 

where she notices Jack and pulls him out of the water. It’s a big moment, and there is a 

healthy amount of coverage. However it is set at twilight and we’re only scheduled to do 

this on one day. Bad idea, but we are forced to try to make it work. 

 

It’s far too bright for us to shoot Mary holding a flashlight, but Raven insists we 

have to push on, so we shoot it. I have her hold the flashlight anyway, in case we feel like 

correcting the scene darker. Then Caleb swims out to Brett and gets some shots from the 

water towards the land using the underwater camera. I get to let go a bit here, since it’s 

unrealistic for me to shout too many directions without seeing the frame. We get some of 

our best shots for this scene at this stage, where Caleb is ‘second unit directing,’ and it’s 

this color that we decide to match with the other shots. Mary has her moment to prove 

that she is as much of a trooper as Brett is, voicing her willingness to do multiple takes of 

running into the water to rescue him. We get our actors dried up and Mary gets to go 

home when Christian arrives for the scene on the dock path. 

 

Christian is a unique type of actor to work with, requiring totally different things 

from me as a director. I really start to find that out tonight. At this point I trust Brett to the 

point I get a little spoiled and lazy. Mary hits certain notes very reliably and just needs 
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me to clear up a path for her to access parts of the character. Christian’s technique is 

more limited, but what he does bring to the camera is only taught at the school of life. 

The word for it is emotional resonance. Whenever I use a bit of direction to access some 

of the deep personal tragedy he’s experienced, it’s like hitting a gong that leaves your 

fingertips trembling. 

 

The dock scene was a lot of fun as a result. Brett just knew what to do with 

Christian and I just told them where to stand and move their heads. I try to say as little as 

possible when I can, especially when things are working. 

 

With the first act shot out, I deliver the external hard drive to web producer Bryce, 

who is temporarily moonlighting as our assistant editor. On our last day at Ginger’s 

house, we have one small setup to shoot with Brett: Jack looks at the dock, then out at the 

island, deciding to go for the scuba dive. We have the most skeletal of skeleton crews that 

day: Makena, Caleb, me, Alissa, and Caleb’s wife, Yamel. I run sound that day. After all 

this directing, it’s nice to get my hands on something unambiguous and physical. 

 

Caleb and Brett then swim out to shoot Jack’s ascension to the surface down in 

the water. I head off to Bryce’s to get our first act edited for the AFS grant submission. 

So soon into the production, we are shot out of our main location. I look over Bryce’s 

shoulder as we cut together what we shot. It’s working. 
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DAY 5 

I am given a number of assurances from the art PA Steven that I’m going to really 

love the Soyuz set once I see it. I don’t know how much to trust Steven’s opinion, since 

he is a bit of space cadet and sells homemade merchandise at “My Little Pony” 

conventions. Makena warns me not to have my hopes too high. I have a lot of faith in 

Heidi — for my pre-thesis film, she constructed a gigantic collage of an upside-down 

head, an homage to Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible movies, made totally out of music 

magazines. Still the rush of this production and the constructed nature of this set worries 

me. In the morning, Makena tells me I better head over there, to direct the final bits of 

construction, so I drive to the National Guard Armory a few hours before shooting call. 

 

There was a lot of momentum building from the first few days of shooting. The 

night before, I could finally see a rough pass on the beginning of the film, really selling 

me on so much of what we’d worked to accomplish. But now I am facing the set of the 

Soyuz capsule, something we had talked about for months, and the best word for the 

feeling passing through me is “disheartening.” 

 

I am more surprised that the consensus in the art department is that the set in front 

of me is finished. Really? There isn’t another layer of… something? Heidi walks by, 

working steadily on something, and we avoid eye contact. I’ve never really had to deal 

with such a personal disappointment from her. I don’t now how to handle it. She just 

keeps working on what needs to happen next, not stopping to dwell on anything. It’s a 

smart way to be on set. You can only do so much and then you just have to keep going. 
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“What about the spacesuits?” I ask Raven. She tells me Heidi hasn’t gotten them 

back yet from the craigslist person who was hired to finish them. 

 

While we wait on the spacesuits to arrive, some grips and I start rigging the 

shuttle to look more like something we can shoot in. Both of the actors arrive, though it’s 

pretty clear we won’t need Guy Messenger there. The shot Caleb and I had planned was 

simply not going to happen. We dismiss Guy, making for a fairly unceremonious wrap on 

that actor. 

 

The costume materials arrive, finally, in a bundled mess and Heidi and Raven 

work together to try and make the astronaut suit work on Brett, who has been trying to 

remain focused on the character by watching space videos and listening to music. We are 

hours into our day now and I am left alone in the room with the set for a long period of 

time. The odd thing about directing… you are surrounded by people, some who know 

you and some who don’t, who are all very aware of how you’re feeling. The emperor has 

no clothes and it’s a long naked parade to the big screen. 

 

In this situation, I was sitting in front of the set, with nothing to do except take 

stabs at the craft services table. No one wanted to be in that room with me. In previous 

films, I had always been able to blame myself for the shortcomings of a project… locking 

a script too late or, as a producer, having to make cuts because of limited time and 

resources. This was my first experience of locking a script months in advance and leaving 

room to trust my collaborators. It’s a kind of failure that hurts in an unusual way. It had 

nothing to do with my issues with self-consciousness, or my artistic limitations. It was 

something I had experienced before, back when getting into film school became the next 
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logical step for me. It’s when you learned that you are more invested and more serious 

about something than working with a group of friends allowed. 

 

 I am sitting outside now with one of these friends, Caleb, and we watch the 

sunset as work continues to get a spacesuit made around Brett’s body. He tells me as you 

grow into your role, there are just some people that you take with you, and some you 

don’t. It hurts that maybe Heidi won’t be one of those people, but it’s just a fact of your 

own growth that this kind of thing happens. I nod to this. I want to give them another 

week to get it all ready and have everyone go home. 

 

Caleb insists that we shoot something, and I eventually give in to his suggestion. 

We look at the set we have and anticipate limiting ourselves to just seeing Brett’s head. 

Working together, we come up with a new shot. Now we just show the area immediately 

above and to the side of Brett’s head, giving him a moment to see the dust fly in front of 

him before looking out the window. Most of the same beats that were in the script 

miraculously survive. We punch out holes in the set so we can shine a light through some 

of the buttons on the control panel, allowing them to play on the reflection on Brett’s 

helmet. At some point that night we are ready to get this new shot off the ground. 

 

Even though the helmet itself looks ridiculous, somehow the shot isn’t that bad. 

With some digital touchups it could even look kinda good. By far the best thing about the 

shot is that we allow ourselves to use our principal asset, Brett’s acting, to pull us into his 

world. 
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DAY 6 - 7 

With our Soyuz day done, I am happy to return to the world built purely by the 

performances of our three main actors. We are shooting scenes in a different house in 

Lago Vista, cast as the second floor of Jack & Mary’s house, as well as a dock that we 

use as Jack’s neighbor’s dock. It feels like a vacation compared to the day before, and I 

start to enjoy myself again. We are flying through setups, all contained bits of domestic 

drama that don’t involve any underwater or zero-gravity shenanigans. The set comes 

back to the playful atmosphere we had lost in our previous outing. 

 

I find particular enjoyment in a bit of improv I do with Brett while he’s on the 

phone learning about Kyle’s shuttle crash. As much as people were able to see me at my 

most disappointed on the previous shoot day, the crew is now seeing me do what I do 

best.  

 

The next day, we have a half-day scheduled with a skeleton crew at the Barton 

Creek Greenbelt. Except for the fact that we are back on the Easy Rig and Caleb’s 

camera handling is not the smoothest here — he is always barefoot and the rocks he’s 

walking on must be very painful — we get what we need and wrap up in good time. We 

wrap most of our cast and crew in these two days, with an intimidating awareness that 

some of the most challenging scenes still lay ahead. 

 

DAY 8 - 10 

On Saturday we are joined by our executive producer, Tom Wayne, who drives in 

from Tennessee to scuba dive with us. Yet another opportunity Makena and I missed to 

ask for more money. With the floodwaters a couple weeks behind us now, we are hoping 
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for the best from Reveille Peak Ranch in terms of visibility to shoot our climactic 

underwater scene, which requires clear waters. 

 

Makena calls Scubaland ahead of time and the news isn’t encouraging — ten feet 

of visibility, tops. Don’t assume that means you can see something ten feet away. In 

scuba terms, ten feet of visibility means that if there is something ten feet away from you, 

you can tell that there is something there. It may actually read as a vague blob to your 

eye. 

 

On top of that, we arrive at Reveille Peak Ranch without a diving hood for Brett, 

a critical part of his wardrobe. Tom’s Dive & Swim had never really given Makena a 

reason to double-check the inventory in previous checkouts until today. I decide I don’t 

care about the continuity and that we should film anyway. Otherwise, the day would be 

wasted. 

 

It’s nice out, and we are all finding some reason to get in our dive gear though 

realistically we only need Caleb and Brett diving. Raven is on the shore taking pictures 

for Tom, who keeps asking us to pose for him. He’s a really nice guy, though obsessed 

with getting team photos. 

 

At one point a snake darts across the surface of the water and hisses right at us. 

Caleb looks as scared as I’ve ever seen him. “How about we get out of the water, guys.” 

His face is totally white as he backs up onto the dock.  
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Tom Wayne says the snake isn’t poisonous because he doesn’t have a diamond-

shaped head. He swims closer to the snake, filming it with his GoPro. Then the snake 

turns around and darts back across the lake. We’re all a little unsettled by this — if that 

snake came at you in the murk underwater, you’d only be able to tell once you’ve run 

into it. Glad to have an executive producer on set, though! 

 

We decide to shoot out our ‘murky’ coverage at the ranch, and we’ve definitely 

covered that by the end of the day. Caleb, Makena, and I end up sitting at my house, 

planning what we’re going to do next. The next day is an off day for everybody, but 

somehow the three of us have to concoct a plan to shoot this scene without any of the 

resources we thought we’d have. Without a viable natural water location anywhere near 

Austin, we are back to the idea of shooting in a pool and keying out the background 

digitally to put him deep underwater in the final film. We all know it’s our only choice 

for taking a stab at the scene this week before everyone goes their own way again. 

 

We never hear back from our visual effects supervisor, so Caleb e-mails the guy 

who worked on his thesis film. He gets back to us promptly with some ideas. Caleb does 

some of his own research and concocts a plan that involves us making some large 

purchases at Joanne’s. The mood is still frantic and kind of desperate. While Makena and 

Caleb both talk on their phones I hit another car with my car. I then make Caleb drive the 

rest of the way to Joanne’s since I am clearly too nervous or useless or something. I’m 

just along for the ride here, but now we’re giving into a weird, loose, gallows humor. 

Like we’re stuck at the bottom of the ocean in a submarine and we’re just laughing away. 
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We come out of Joanne’s with huge rolls of black and yellow felt. Caleb’s plan is 

to sink a yellow background in the back of his apartment pool, sink black felt on the sides 

and bottom of the pool in front of that, and cover the top with a black tarp. You use 

yellow to create a green screen underwater, according to this theory, because water 

makes everything just a bit bluer. The black on the sides and bottom of the pool help 

create some kind of negative fill to shape the light, and the tarp on top of the pool 

prevents the shimmer of surface light from playing on the subject’s face. 

 

I wonder how it must have felt to wake up in that apartment complex Monday 

morning to see a handful of guys scuba diving and weighting down a bunch of felt in 

your pool.  

 

We decide to try to get the wides in this pool and shift to close-ups in Makena’s 

pool the next day, which is cleaner but smaller. It’s impossible to tell how good the 

footage is we’re getting, but it’s exciting to be shooting again. Brett has impressive 

stamina for being underwater all day. I don’t have it, though I am encouraged to see we 

are actually getting “shots.” Brett, Caleb and I surface for a bit and Raven opens my 

storyboard book to the next shot we’re supposed to do and we go down again. I’m 

learning how to direct underwater, which is really satisfying because you can’t use words 

and it’s a little miracle when anyone understands you. I spend a lot of time holding Brett 

in position, often upside-down, so that the bubbles he’s breathing follow a certain path on 

his chest. 
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By the end of the day, I am starting to feel sick from all the sun I’m getting — I 

lie down on Makena’s couch to quell the nausea. I am out cold for the martini shot, where 

Jack throws up a can of clam chowder underwater. 

 

Later, we all have dinner at Kerbey Lane. There is talk of going back to Caleb’s 

pool to recapture some of the wides, but I don’t like the idea of getting those in a pool. 

The closeups were working, but the wides have to be something else. I say we’re done for 

now, and my whole body and mind agrees with me. 

 

It’s an unusual way to call the end of the shoot. Makena starts clapping. Between 

the core crew members here: Raven, Brett, Makena, Caleb, me, and now Tom Wayne, it 

seems like we’ve dropped all of our pretensions. The shoot is over, and we’re all still 

alive. 
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Chapter 4: Post-Production 

EDITING 

Soon after checking in the equipment, Makena and Caleb both leave the country 

for separate reasons. I take hold of the drive, and thus the future of the film. At this point, 

I give Bryce a few days to get back to me about continuing as an Assistant Editor, but 

he’s not being too responsive. I tell Makena about that, and he says he’s done asking for 

favors for this shoot, so I’m left to run the post-production process on my own. There are 

still looming deadlines for grant submissions, so I dig through my own contacts for 

someone to help me push through the initial stages of the post-production process. I 

decide to stick to a workflow in Avid Media Composer, and this means that I have to do a 

lot of work to the underwater footage before I can bring it into the editing project. 

Luckily I am back to proctoring at the media lab, which is vastly underutilized during the 

summer. I eventually have a handful of computers, all transcoding the dive footage at the 

same time, into a format Avid can handle. Due to the many technical hangups along the 

way, this process takes several days. 

 

I reach out to Nathan Berkovitz, a student in the Intro to Editing class I TA’d in 

the spring, and ask him if he’s interested in honing his skills in the Avid editing software. 

He has an ideal schedule to help out on “Flown:” one part-time internship and a girlfriend 

who works on campus. Soon we have our routine set out: he comes in the morning every 

day, more or less when I get there, and leaves in the early afternoon. We follow this 

consistently on this for most of June and July. 
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I’ve never had an Assistant Editor before. Picking someone to get that cozy with 

you and your footage is an interesting process. Given that the rooms you work in are 

generally small and a bit stuffy, the working environment with this person is best 

described as “intimate.” I’m convinced that success or failure for an Assistant Editor is 

determined by what kind of energy they give off in these circumstances. Let’s put it this 

way: if you’re hunkered down for a long flight, and the person who stops by your row 

and puts their luggage up is this person, you should feel nothing. Not “ooh-la-la,” or 

“what’s-that-smell,” or “that’s an interesting laugh.” Nothing. 

 

Nathan Berkowitz is not this person. Right from his first day, when he refuses to 

let me buy his lunch and then apologizes, I am slowly drawn into his oblique version of 

reality. He prefers to bring an oversized box of cereal to the lab to munch on. No coffee, 

just Diet Pepsi for this guy. When he approaches me with a question, I swear I feel him 

standing there before I’ve heard anything. I turn to look and he is always a foot closer 

than you’d expect him to be. He then apologizes. He apologizes a lot. 

 

At first I’m not sure how to handle him, though his presence is pushing this 

project along. While I finish logging the dive footage, I give him the reins on the first 

assembly. Traditionally, the first assembly of a movie is the most painful version of it — 

it’s not as enticing as the dailies, and it is almost always the very worst, longest, most 

painful of rough cuts. Nathan’s cut of the film doesn’t really understand how the dive 

sequence is supposed to work and we lose important moments in a lot of the other scenes. 

However, it’s not the most painful experience I’ve ever had in my life. Mostly I end up 

wanting to talk to Nathan about what each scene is about. With notes for all the scenes, I 

take on the underwater segment while he does another pass on the first part of the film. 
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A few days later, we have a bona fide rough cut. We enter into a repetitive groove 

with the cuts. At the top of the day, we watch it together, come up with notes and tackle 

them separately. Then, at the end, we string the pieces together, see what works and what 

doesn’t, and plan to start again the next day. We lock the VFX sequences so work can 

start on them, and I sign on for a summer graduation. We are on schedule. 

 

We get to the point where we need the pickup shots and VFX work to move 

forward with the edit. There is simply too much that requires us to use our imaginations 

while watching it before knowing if it really works. Besides the missing material, 

reactions seem positive. 

 

PICKUPS 

Our only day to shoot pickups with both Brett and Caleb is July 27th. While 

Makena takes a quick sabbatical from producing for personal reasons, Caleb finds 

Balmorhea State Park, a spring-fed pool in West Texas known for its clear waters. It is 

also relatively close to the area we plan to shoot the burning body, desert scene. Though 

it would be an expense to have us all go out there for this, the film won’t really work that 

well without some context in the underwater scenes. It’s also our last chance to work with 

Brett before he moves to Los Angeles, so any kind of guarantee for good visibility 

underwater would be worth it. 

 

Now that we are officially over budget, anything we do for the film feels like it 

needs to count. We rent a pickup truck, since it will be cheaper than taking two cars, and 
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pack the bed: scuba gear, our burnt corpse created by Jason Vines, and a piece of a boat 

that would make for a good damaged plane wing, dragged up from a hill behind 

Makena’s apartment. We hit the road for Lubbock, where we pick up our actor, Brett, 

before driving down to Balmorhea. Makena, Caleb, Brett, and me in the car together, it’s 

hard not to see this as another adventure with the guys, just a few months after the first 

dive test that brought us all together in the murky water of Reveille Peak Ranch. 

 

It’s a lot of driving, and we get to Balmorhea Sate Park on Sunday just before 

closing. We ask the front office about night diving, but they are no longer staffed to make 

that available. There is also no way for us to break in and steal night shots because the 

state park is just a pool with a motel and camping facilities right beside it. We opt instead 

to drive around looking for a place to set the corpse of Kyle on fire, though it is hard to 

find a good area not marked off as private property. The first day of the shoot is looking 

like a bust. In a particularly scary moment, we get escorted off of a public road by two 

ranchers in their SUVs who saw us scouting their land. 

 

The next day, we spend much of our time at the Balmorhea pool shooting our 

wide coverage of the disorientation scene. It’s amazing how much more depth we have, 

even though several families are swimming above our heads. The shots are working, 

though it takes a while to get Brett to swim upside down without hitting the bottom of the 

springs. We finish up tired, having spent all day in the water, and we still have to shoot 

this burning corpse. 

 

I talk to the innkeeper of the place we’re staying at, and he recommends that we 

shoot in an area down the road, a gravelly piece of land owned by nobody. After a bit of 
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driving, we find what he’s talking about, rehearse the shot and dress the scenery. We then 

light the thing on fire and shoot it. The flames are huge. The movie is done. We all light 

cigars and stick one in the corpse’s mouth. It’s a long haul back to Austin, but a peaceful 

one. 

 

FINISHING 

The next week is a blur of cutting the footage in, harassing the VFX artist for the 

shots he worked on, running into all sorts of technical hangups while trying to online the 

footage. It’s a disorienting, frenzied finish, but every stage of it makes the film more real 

and more present. My wife has taken charge of the big move-out that’s happening at my 

house, and so I find myself only being able to sleep in my car for snatches at a time. The 

screening for my committee is held the day before I leave the country. I am done, but I 

have little time to enjoy being done before I have to find things to pack for my trip within 

all of the boxes we moved out of the house. 

 

Stuart’s reaction at the end is very positive, and my wife wants to know exactly 

what he said. 

 

“Oh, you know. The same stuff he said in the letter but to my face this time.” I try 

to think if there is anything new Stuart said and scoop up some more vegan nachos. “It 

was bizarre. Everyone in the building seemed to know right away that he saw it and liked 

it, before I even told anybody.” 
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It’s our one night together before I leave for Europe, where she will join me over 

a week later. While I’ve been spending all my time at school trying to finish my master’s, 

she’s been packing up all of the boxes in our house and making countless runs to 

Goodwill. We have lived in the same five-bedroom shared house for three years with 

about sixteen different people and she’s been spearheading the move-out in my absence. 

For all the sacrifices she’s had to make in this time that I’ve constantly had this movie 

hanging over my head, I am grateful to her. I am here, and she deserves that of me. She 

shows me her finger, showing me how she bent her engagement ring while moving 

boxes. She jokes about it, but I get the message. I owe her. Big time. 

 

We talk a little bit about the drama at her job, and how long her commute is now 

that we’ve temporarily moved in with her parents. I can feel the frantic over-caffeinated 

pace of my life over the past several months begin to crest and crash down on the 

temperate shores of some constant, warm presence. 

 


