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STORY #1: NIGHT RIDE ON THE BEE LINE

I have a confession to make: I’ve told you a lie. 

 A lie of omission, perhaps, but a lie all the same. 

 In the “Mission Space” chapter of Mousetrapped, I talked about my first visit to 

Kennedy Space Center on a morning in March 2007, and how the hour’s drive out there 

was forty-five minutes longer than any drive I’d done before. 

 Strictly-speaking, those facts are true. But what I didn’t tell you is that I’d been out 

to Cape Canaveral once before - and had even seen the Vehicle Assembly Building - and  

on that first occasion, I’d also been behind the wheel of my little Mirage. 

 The first time I drove to the Cape it was late at night, and so the gates of Kennedy 

Space Center were closed. I wasn’t alone; Eva and her friend Christine were with me. And 

instead of seeing a Shuttle lit up on the pad, as I had hoped, we ended up in not one but 

two situations that felt like we were the unwitting stars of our very own very scary movie. 

 Not everything that happened to me during my time in Orlando made it into the 

finished book, partly because of the need for a linear narrative and partly because, hey,  

some boring stuff happened too. But this particular night didn’t make it in because of 

space restraints; it would have needed a chapter of its own. 

 Because our night ride on the Bee Line Expressway? 

 Yeah, that’s a whole other story...

I

‘You want to do what?’
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 Eva’s voice, tinny on my cheap cell phone, rose with incredulity, but I’d been 

expecting this reaction and so was undeterred. ‘I think we should drive out to Cape 

Canaveral,’ I said again, ‘to see if we can see Atlantis on the pad.’

 I thought it was a great idea. If you did too, then chances were you didn’t have all 

the information. It was past six; through my bedroom window I could see the sun was 

already sinking in the sky. By the time we got to the Cape, sixty long miles to the east, it’d 

be completely dark. The designated driver (i.e. me) had only been driving for a bare 

fortnight, and never on dimly-lit country highways in the dead of night. I’d also never 

been further east than the airport - a ten-minute drive away - and so had no clue what 

Florida looked like beyond the grey runways of Orlando International. Thus I was 

completely unaware that despite my romantic space-nerd notions of parking in fields 

beside vertical white spaceships bathed in beams of godly light (thanks a lot, Apollo 13!), 

getting close enough to see the parked Space Shuttle would involve binoculars, a NASA 

employee ID or having a pair of bolt cutters and the courage to use them. And when Eva 

had asked how I wanted to spend the evening, she hadn’t factored in my New Driver 

Restlessness Syndrome, which pretty much guaranteed that whatever I suggested, it 

would involve in going somewhere, and going there in my newly purchased car. 

 ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘It’ll be an adventure!’

II

Driving from Orlando to the Space Coast takes the best part of an hour, but you spend 

nearly the entire journey on the same straight road: 528, or the Bee Line Expressway. As  

we sped eastwards on it, Eva and I explained to Christine, Eva’s friend who was visiting 

from Germany, that my little Mirage already had a bit of history with 528: it was 

somewhere on this stretch of road that its previous owner, the tightly-wound Miho, had 

managed to make sudden contact with a wayward wild pig. 

 At the first road sign for Kennedy Space Center my heart sped up a little. It sped up 

a little more when I realized that the only thing worse than maneuvering onto and off of 

the interstate’s terrifying merge lanes was doing the same thing on highway merge lanes 

but with only your own headlights to illuminate your path. We were almost at the Cape 

now - surely - and it was completely dark. Even the sky seemed starless. Then, we went 

over a bridge and-

 OH MY GOD THE VEHICLE ASSEMBLY BUILDING!



 There it was, the only lit thing in the dark, the only feature on an otherwise flat 

horizon. I’d seen it on TV so many times and once from the window of the 747 that had 

brought me here, but never like this, never so close. It was familiar and unfamiliar all at 

the same time. It was-

 ‘Er, Catherine?’

 ‘Yes?’ 

 ‘We’re on the wrong side of the road.’

 During my driving lessons I had discovered that behind the wheel my strong point 

was not multi-tasking; going to look for the wipers control had nearly sent the car off an 

exit ramp. Now the sight of the illuminated VAB was having the same affect. I pulled my 

eyes and front wheels back to straight ahead and silently cursed my decision to drive. 

 If I’d been a passenger, I could’ve stared at it as much as I wanted. 

 And then we were there: Kennedy Space Center - which, at nearly eight o’clock on a 

dark March night, consisted of a pair of closed chain-link gates, a black and white cruiser 

and a stern-looking police officer eying our car with suspicion. 

 As he started to walk towards the Mirage, I reversed, swung around in a U-turn 

and headed back the way we’d come. 

 ‘That wasn’t at all suspicious,’ I muttered to myself. 

 Eva turned to me. ‘What do we do now?’ 

 ‘We must be able to get closer,’ I said. ‘What about Titusville?’

 ‘Where’s that?’

 I gestured towards the darkness. ‘Around here somewhere.’ I nodded towards the 

south. ‘That way, I think.’

 (It was actually to the north.)

 ‘What’s in Titusville?’

 What wasn’t in Titusville? My new car had been making regular trips to the Barnes 

and Noble in Dr. Philip’s, where I had been spending a lot of time in the ‘Space’ stacks. 

This was how I’d discovered that Titusville was not only a famed Shuttle launch vantage 

point, but home to the US Space Walk of Fame, a collection of NASA memorials built on 

the banks of the Indian River in a place called Space View Park. 

 I mean, come on. 

 Space View Park? 

 ‘We have to be able to see the Shuttle from there,’ I said. ‘And it’s like, a town, so 

there’s bound to be a Subway or something.’ Dinner was on our To Do list and Christine, 

who’d said a few minutes back that she needed to go to the bathroom, visibly brightened 



at the mention of a restaurant that was bound to have some, um, facilities. ‘And there’ll be 

a gas station,’ I added. 

 That was the other thing on our To Do list: get some gas. The needle was 

approaching the Empty sign and having never let it run down that far before, I didn’t 

know how empty ‘Empty’ meant. But I knew that I’d rather be in a town than out in the 

middle of nowhere - and at night - when I found out. 

 We took the first turn off we came to, which I would later find out was the non-

scenic route going south to Cocoa Beach. At the time, however, we really had no idea where 

it was going, only that it was pointing in the right (but wrong) direction. And that was 

very, very dark. 

 There was nothing on this road but tarmac and my headlights. No buildings, no 

activity and no other cars. No turn offs or traffic signals. 

 Just road. 

 Five minutes passed. Still just road. Ten minutes. Just more road. Fifteen minutes. 

Still road, and a needle tickling Empty.

 I looked Eva, who looked back at me. Neither of us wanted to say it, but all the 

evidence was suggesting that we were lost. 

 Lost, and almost out of gas.

 In the dark. 

 There was a Subway just one minute’s drive from the door of my apartment; I 

couldn’t remember now why we hadn’t just gone there. 

 I could have had a meatball sub...

 I was beginning to wonder what we’d do if we actually did run out of gas - three 

girls, in the middle of who knew where and at night - when a light miraculously appeared 

on the side of the road up ahead. 

 We all leaned forward, hoping for a Hess or a Chevron sign, but it turned out to be 

the open door of a dive bar, roofed in corrugated tin sheets and sitting on the edge of a 

pot-holed parking lot filled with motorbikes. 

 We watched as a bull-sized man in a leather jacket watched us watch him watch us 

as we drove by.

 Where were we?

 ‘There!’ Christine said suddenly, and Eva and I followed her pointed finger to the 

most glorious thing I’d ever seen: a grimy old Mobil sign in the trees up ahead. 

 A gas station!

 We were saved!



 Thank-

 Oh.

 As we came upon it and I pulled into its forecourt, we realized it was more like a 

pump with a little store behind it. Moreover, the pump had real numbers, not digital ones, 

and no credit card slot which, along with Oreo Cakesters and up-to-date Oprah, was right 

up there with My Favorite Things About America. (Here in Ireland, we have to pay for our 

petrol in the shop.) The store had small, dirty windows and a door covered in years of  

overlapping stickers and peeling ‘Push’ signs. 

 Through the glass I could see a figure hunched over the counter, but other than that 

there was no one around but us. 

 ‘Do you think they have a bathroom?’ Christine asked from the back seat. 

 Eva and I both turned towards her, eyebrows raised. 

 She shrugged. ‘I really need to go.’ 

 We got out of the car, locked the doors and moved as a group towards the store. 

 Inside, the lights were bright and the air hot. The figure behind the counter was a 

man and... well, let’s just say that I wouldn’t liked to have encountered him in a dark alley.

 Or in a deserted gas station on a lonely road at night. 

 His good eye followed us around the shelves as Christine bolted in the direction of 

the bathroom, and Eva and I browsed for snacks. I was trying to decide between a  

Hershey’s Cookies and Cream and an Oreo Cakester snack-pack when a little ding 

signaled that the door to the store had opened, and I looked up to see another man enter 

the store. 

 He looked at us, then at the guy behind the counter.

 They exchanged a smirk.

 I could wait for Cakesters. ‘Let’s just get the gas,’ I said to Eva, who nodded her 

agreement and went to get Christine. 

 I pre-paid for twenty dollars’ worth and went back outside to pump it, keeping one 

eye on the store’s door while I did. This was clearly one of those situations your mother 

warned you not to get into and here I was, not only in it but in it in the dark, four 

thousand miles from home and with two other people I’d dragged in it along with me. 

 Note to self: no more nighttime drives to nowhere. 

 As soon as Christine and Eva reemerged from the store - both all in one piece, 

thankfully - we hopped back in the car and drove away as fast as we could.  

 (Which wasn’t very fast, considering I was still terrified to go above sixty.) 



 ‘You know what that place looked like?’ I said. ‘Have you seen Urban Legend?’ Eva, 

who had never seen any movies, shook her head. ‘At the beginning of it, this girl stops at a 

gas station out in the middle of nowhere, and it looked just like that place. And it had a 

really weird guy working there too. And it was dark.’

 ‘And what happened to her?’ Eva asked. 

 ‘Well...’ I bit my lip. ‘She thought that the guy in the gas station was trying to kill 

her, but he was actually just trying to tell her that, um...’ I glanced at Christine in the 

rearview mirror. ‘That someone was in the back seat. And that he was trying to kill her. 

And he did. Kill her, I mean. With a hook.’ 

 Silence. 

 Christine looked at the floor nervously.  

 ‘Anyway,’ I said brightly, ‘it looks like we’re in back in civilization.’ Our dark road 

had met the ugly - but now, also soothing - lights of Cocoa Beach. ‘Now all we need to do 

is find Titusville.’

III

Titusville, as it turned out, was easy to find - and easy to get to from Kennedy Space 

Center, if you knew where you were going and didn’t turn off onto dark, lonely roads 

running in the wrong direction. 

 Space View Park, however, not so much.

 We drove around in circles for a while until we spotted a parking lot, and decided 

the best thing to do was to leave the car there and go find someone to ask for directions. 

 We were just locking up when a man walked past with a dog on a leash, and I said, 

‘Excuse me, sir. Sorry to bother you. But we’re looking for Space View Park?’

 He stopped, looked at me like I had asked which way back to the mothership and 

then lifted his free hand to point behind me. 

 (You know what’s coming, right?)

 Only a couple of meters away was a huge sign that read SPACE VIEW PARK. We 

were parked in its lot. 

 Well, at least we’d found it. 

 The time was now approaching nine, and other than the man and his dog - who’d 

been leaving - Space View Park was as deserted as the road that hadn’t brought us here. 

There were street lights, but it was still an eerie place in the dark. 



 The Mercury 7 monument, a silver seven inside of the astronomical symbol for the 

planet Mercury and representing the original group of astronauts, the same men 

immortalized in The Right Stuff, glinted in the moonlight. Further away from us, other odd 

shapes blurred together in the poor light. With the park tucked away off the main road 

and no one else stupid enough to be wandering around it in the dark, it was almost 

completely quiet. 

 Almost. 

 There was the water. 

 At first we couldn’t see it but we knew it must be close; we could hear it, lapping 

gently against the dock. We walked to the edge and peered into the darkness, from where 

a short fishing pier of weathered planks eventually emerged. Tentatively we took a few 

steps out onto it, and studied the pinpricks of light visible on the horizon beyond. Between 

us and them was nothing but the black depths of the Indian River. 

 From here the VAB was visible but seemed further away, and the lights I could see 

seemed too small to be the launch pads.  

 ‘I can’t see anything,’ I said eventually, giving up. 

 I’d be sure to write Ron Howard a letter blaming him for leading this Shuttle viewer 

astray. While in the fictional Seventies world of Apollo 13 you could get close to the pads, 

in the reality of 2007 you couldn’t get anywhere near the place. 

 That was probably a good thing though, what with the shock waves and all. 

 ‘It’s kind of creepy out here,’ Eva said. ‘We should probably go.’

 I agreed on both counts. It was creepy. Urban Legend creepy. Or perhaps I Know What 

You Did Last Summer creepy, because I couldn’t remember any scene from Urban Legend 

involving three blonde foreigners and a deserted park at night. 

 I looked down at the water and saw headlines back home: IRISH WOMAN, 24, 

STILL MISSING IN U.S. AFTER ILL-ADVISED NIGHT-TIME DRIVE or, even worse, TWO 

GERMAN WOMEN MISSING AFTER IRISH WOMAN’S ILL-ADVISED NIGHT-TIME 

DRIVE TO “SEE SPACE SHUTTLE.” 

 ‘Yeah,’ I said, turning to go. ‘I think I saw a Subway back there somewhere...’

 Only a couple of weeks later I’d be back at the Cape, but - crucially - it would be 

daytime, and the Kennedy Space Center Visitors’ Complex would be open. 

 Nine months later I’d back in Titusville, but a little further up US-1 and watching 

the Space Shuttle Discovery launch across the river. 



 It would be on that morning that I’d realize our little adventure that night had, in 

fact, achieved its aim: those little points of light had been the Space Shuttle Atlantis on the 

pad, all lit up and waiting patiently to go to space.

 We just couldn’t tell from our view of it from (the so-called) Space View Park. 
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