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Chapter 1 

Winter Key 




Late Friday afternoon in the spring of 2011, Grayson Abel was getting fresh towels from Elio to refill the stock he kept in a cupboard in the kennel. As he stood waiting for them he cocked his head, so Elio told me, and looked past the interior door that led to reception. Gray said, “Elio, would you check the camera and see if there’s anything outside the front door.” He did, and noticed someone had dropped off a box containing a litter of pit bull puppies on the doorstep of Superior Bodies. He brought them inside while Elio summoned me from the pool. I took a quick look at the thirteen tiny puppies and determined that in addition to being dirty and hungry they were sick with pneumonia. Though I had left most of the hands-on doggie rescue work, including giving medicine and administering shots, to Rhoda, Kevin, Siobhan and others, I was not without experience. Though Grayson knew the layout of the club and kennel well enough to carry the box himself, I brought it down to the kennel, very quickly, asking: 



“What kind of medical supplies do we have?” Before he could answer, Elio, who had followed us, said: 



“Should you take them to the emergency vet?” I considered it and replied: 



“I don’t think there’s anything they can do that we can’t.” I looked at the pups, all of whom were covered in mucous, feces and urine, and continued, “I don’t think any of them will survive the night and I don’t want to pay thousands of dollars to the emergency clinic when…” I stopped myself before I could say when they can die here for free. I feel sick writing it, but it’s how things are in rescue. I looked from the puppies to Grayson to Elio and determined they were thinking the same thing. I said, “Let’s get them cleaned up.” Grayson followed me into the showers where a couple of members were beating each other off. I was glad the kennel manager and my newest friend couldn’t see them. The fellas stopped immediately, rinsed themselves off and disappeared. I got the water going and Gray soaped up his hands. Elio went to the front and returned with fresh towels and Marty Irwin. Very gently, the four of us washed thirteen puppies. 



OK, twelve. One died between the entrance and the showers. Without a word, Marty wrapped her up in a towel and took her to the back where he buried her among the white impatiens. 



Elio helped Grayson and me carry the twelve pups into room one. Then he went back to the wet area and cleaned up, getting rid of the filthy box and extra towels. When he and Marty were finished with their tasks, they rounded up eight members from the pool and gym and brought them back to the kennel. The fellas cleaned their hands with baby wipes and antibacterial gel and waited for me to prepare twelve bottles of formula. 



That litter wasn’t the first that had been left in front of the building and those puppies weren’t the first we needed to bottle feed. And all but one of the volunteers had fed a Superior Mutt puppy before. 



In ten minutes we were all bottle feeding the clean but very sick puppies. I said, “When they’re done, you need to rub their privates to make them go.” Everyone did. We all found places in room one and around the kennel. The usually noisy group of mutts staying with us at the time 2 



kept very quiet in their crates, aware that something very serious was happening. Everyone, including a trio of blue heeler pups who had played and carried on since they had arrived two days before, was completely silent. 



When everyone was fed and had urinated, defecated and burped, Grayson and I prepared antibiotic drops for them. I medicated the puppies we fed and then, one by one, we did the ten others. We thanked each volunteer member as he handed us his puppy. Each could have left then, but all stayed until all twelve got their drops. 



Elio produced three laundry baskets he lined with clean white towels and distributed the puppies among them. He and Marty returned to reception and the gym. All but the new volunteer also left. Fred who bottle fed his first puppy that afternoon said, “Is there anything else I can do?” I shook my head. 



“We just have to wait, and give them love to keep their spirits up.” He nodded and Gray and I thanked him. He returned to the gym and finished exercising. Before he left, thirty minutes later, he checked in on the pups. I was alone with them as Gray had left to get us drinks. “They’re sleeping,” I said. Fred looked at all of them and pointed to the one with the heaviest brindle coat and said: 



“He’s the one I fed.” He said it proudly. I was glad for his enthusiasm but I didn’t want to give him false hope, and so I said, as gently as I could: 



“If he survives, you can name him.” This both pleased and alarmed Fred, who seemed to think a bath, meal and dose of medicine were enough. He didn’t know. I felt bad being so frank with him, but it was better he learn. 



Gray returned to room one as Fred left. He handed me the energy drink I had requested, something I generally only drank in the morning when I was tired of coffee but still needed a jolt. We would be there for the night. Neither of us said so to the other; we just knew it. Gray took off his prosthetic leg and his prosthetic arm and got himself comfortable on the carpeted floor next to one of the laundry baskets. I sat between the two others. 



It was seven thirty p.m. on a Friday night and the place was busy with gay guys pumping themselves up before a night of clubbing and hooking up. They would be busy until Marty and Elio closed at ten and then Gray and I would be alone. I called Linden and told him I wouldn’t be home and why while Gray let all the mutts in the kennel out for their evening business. When he returned we sipped our drinks, stroked the puppies and spoke gently to them. Eventually, I asked Grayson what he had been up to. He told me of recent adoptions, of two dogs that had been returned and one whose new owners had made a large donation to Superior Mutts. 



“Excellent,” I said. Then he told me of an operation in Gainesville that was going under. 



“Last Chance Rescue,” he said. “They’ve got about forty dogs. Kevin’s going to take ten and six are coming here.” 
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“Didn’t we give them money, from the foundation?” I asked. Gray shook his head. 



“They asked for some. Then Siobhan showed up at their property unannounced and checked it out.” Gray paused and then said, only, “it was a mess.” I didn’t need to know details and didn’t ask for any. “She said to surrender the dogs to us and other rescues or she’d call the police and have them thrown in jail.” 



“Good for her,” I said. I really like Siobhan. I always have. She keeps a low profile, but she’s smart and fearless when she needs to be. Gray and I continued chatting about rescue stuff until we exhausted the subject. After ten minutes of silently watching and stroking the puppies, he asked: 



“What have you been up to, Christian?” I chuckled dryly and said, slowly: 



“Pissing off ‘Winter Key.’” 







I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



“Winter Key” got off to a strong start its first season, which began in the fall of 2009. An attractive cast, decent time slot and heavy promotion yielded respectable ratings. Had it been a Rona Howard production, she would have been satisfied with it, spun executive producer duties off to someone and developed her next non-extraordinary project. It was about volume with Rona. Volume of projects. It was about studying the market and developing series that would generate the most revenue for the least investment. It was about ratings and numbers. It was about cash. She loved her son and loved the work but not the shows. They were products to her, like toothpaste. Who loves Crest? 



Rona Howard would have been satisfied with “Winter Key” but she wasn’t its executive producer and she had not been my student. Bentley Howard had. He had been in my class and my coven. He had saved dogs with me and killed Chris Grace with me. He had loved Abigail Adams and had worn the costume she and her friend had designed and made for him, the military one, with as much pride and happiness as the rest of our English class. And Bentley Howard was not satisfied with “Winter Key.” 



Prior to the wedding in Rowaneck I had attended the summer before, I had appeared in a very brief scene for the season one finale of WK. It required me to go to Miami, where it was shot. 

The main setting for the show is a restaurant and bar called The Breaks. It’s owned by Morton Jennings, a single man in his forties, and his twin nephew and niece, Randall and Veronica Jennings. The twins’ mother and Morton’s sister Bronwyn got pregnant during her junior year abroad in Spain. She returned to Winter Key, where she and her brother were raised. She had her babies, left them with her parents Hal and Karen Jennings, who operate a small boat tour company, and disappeared. 



Got that, Gray? Hal and Karen Jennings had two kids: Morton and Bronwyn. Bronwyn got 4 



knocked up as a student in Spain. She had Randall and Veronica, left them with her parents and brother, and took off. 



OK. 



So in the WK season finale, The Breaks gets torched by a hired arsonist. There’s all kinds of drama but everyone survives and there’s enough insurance and everything to have it repaired and rebuilt. Of course, viewers didn’t learn this until the season two opener, because the place was still burning in the final episode. I know this because I appeared in the last scene. I stood among the WK townspeople and principals, specifically the Jennings family, though Garrett was also in that scene. I looked from the building to the Jennings, specifically Randall and Veronica. I looked very serious. I also looked really good. I had tight jeans and a tight black t-shirt. My hair was in a ponytail but some of it had come loose and fell across my face. The yellow light from the fire made my skin darker than it is, though makeup also contributed to that. And my eyes were greener than I have ever seen them…Oh, right, you can’t see. Well, take my word for it. 



The great thing is, neither Bentley nor any of his producers or writers knew what I…that is, my character, was doing watching the fire. Indeed, they hadn’t given me a name and I enjoyed no credit. Bentley just knew he wanted to spice up the show and was confident I could do it. He told his staff to stick me in and we’d figure out why and what to do over the summer hiatus. 



One thing I knew right away was that my character, whose name I decided would be Connor, would be a good guy. A wacky guy, a mysterious guy, and a good guy. He would also appear on occasion, at least initially. I was busy at home and with the clubs and the mutts and Lady Lake and everything. I was familiar with Reality TV: “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge,” “The Maitlands of Montverde” and “Stable Boy.” I didn’t know anything about prime-time network dramas, though, except that they were larger, more complicated productions, more expensive to produce, and required eighteen-hour days from cast and crew to produce twenty-four episodes a season. 



Yeah, I wasn’t ready for a full-time commitment to WK. I told Bentley Connor would be wacky, mysterious, good, and appear in four episodes in season two. “Twelve episodes,” he said. 



“Four,” I responded on the phone the week after I returned from the Rowaneck wedding. 



“Ten,” he said. 



“Six.” 



“Eight.” 



“OK, eight.” It was one-third of the second season, but still a big commitment, not the least because the show’s shot four hours away. Garrett went full time in season two. Not me. 

Audiences love him by the way. His good looks and voice help. And he’s adorable. 



So, season two opened with The Breaks being rebuilt and no one dying or anything. Audiences learned that the arsonist was hired by Joseph Lamb, whose widowed mother Isobel Lamb owns 5 



nearly everything on Winter Key. Joseph’s the show’s villain. His wife Barbara doesn’t love him. She loves Morton Jennings. They all grew up together on the key. The Lambs are rich and own everything and are miserable and mean. The Jennings are poor but they love each other and have character and are nice. It’s all so routine, hence Bentley’s getting me involved. 



One of the producers e-mailed me an rundown of the season two episodes, all of which at least had been outlined, though more than half were written completely. Bentley asked me to look at them and decide which ones I wanted to write myself…that is, Connor, into. I said to him, after reading the season two material, “I suppose I should figure out who he is, huh?” To this Bentley responded: 



“I know who he is, Christian. I’m just waiting for you to figure it out.” Then he hung up. I tried calling him back several times. I wanted to know what he meant, who he thought Connor was, and why he was being cryptic and irritating. I ran everything, the material and Bentley’s remark, past Linden and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia at dinner that evening and my husband said, as if it were common knowledge: 



“Connor is Randall and Veronica’s father.” 



“Really?” I asked, incredulous. Linden nodded and I said, “I don’t feel like playing it straight. I can’t.” He shrugged and said: 



“Gay men father children. You’ll figure out how he did it…” Linden continued eating and corrected Lil’ Samia’s table manners as I continued to struggle with Connor. 



“That’s all?” I asked. Linden wiped Lil’ Jacob’s mouth and said: 



“No, Christian. Connor…whatever his last name is, is an international man of mystery.” I shuddered. 



“Like that Mike Myers character?” Linden looked at me, annoyed, and said: 



“No, like another international man, or woman, of mystery…” I finally got it and shouted: 



“Samia!” so loudly the children nearly jumped out of their high chairs. Linden smiled indulgently and said: 



“Connor is Samia. He’s the twins’ father. Bronwyn’s a spy, recruited during college by the CIA. 

Connor’s a spy, too, but a hired gun who takes jobs he wants for causes he believes in. He comes off as silly and vapid, and he is, but he’s also compassionate, brave, committed and deadly serious when it comes to his work and protecting those he loves.” 



“That would be Samia,” I agreed. 



“Will you play him as a Brit?” my husband asked, clearing plates. I wiped Lil’ Samia’s mouth with a napkin and then asked her and her brother if I should play Connor as an Englishman. 
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Neither knew what I was talking about but they both liked saying the word “yes” and so they did. 

“I guess I’m playing him as a Brit,” I said to everyone, including Herod, The Whore of Babylon, Romulus, Remus, Dahlia and the handful of fosters who lay strewn around the living room. It occurred to me I wasn’t good at accents and I said, to Linden, “I’m not good at accents. Jim Weaver,” my friend and former “No Laughing Matter” costar, “does accents.” 



“I’ve heard you imitate Samia plenty of times,” Linden said returning to the table with four cupcakes he had picked up at Orlando’s vegan bakery that afternoon. The kids went nuts for them. The pups looked toward the dining table where the humans sat, attracted by the smell and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia’s excitement. Linden discouraged them with a look that nevertheless promised a yummy dog biscuit for each of them later. 



I did imitate Samia. A lot. I had stock lines of hers I did, the most frequent of which was something she said the day we met years before. She secured a Superior Bodies membership one day and then invited me to join her and a friend for lunch. During the meal she got all worked up and I asked her what was wrong and she sniffed and said, “No one has any compassion for the thin, rich and beautiful.” I repeated that line to lots of people, beginning that afternoon and nearly every day since. And I did it in a high-pitched, spoiled and grotesquely dramatic British voice. “Yeah,” I said to everyone. “I can do British.” Then I ate my cupcake and helped Lil’ 

Samia with hers while Linden helped Lil’ Jacob with his. 



After dinner I called Bentley and left a voice mail that said, in a spoiled and grotesquely dramatic British voice, “I am Connor, ‘Winter Key’s’ new recurring character, and I’m so depressed because, you see, no one has any compassion for the thin, rich and beautiful.” 



Ten minutes later I got a text from Bentley that said, “You‘re right, Connor. No one does.” 







I ran through the season two episode outlines with Linden one evening in bed in late June. After I was through reading twenty-four one-line descriptions of each, he said, “The fight club episode. 

Which one was that?” I returned to the second page of the binder of documents and said: 



“Three.” 



“Tell me more about that one.” I tabbed over to the treatment section, episode 2.3, and read the two-page description out loud. Briefly, The Breaks has a hard time coming back from the fire that nearly consumed it. Morton, or Mort as he’s called in the show, has to get some money fast to pay the contractors what insurance won’t cover—that, on top of mortgage, insurance premiums, wages, food vendors, etc. One of his cooks, which, curiously, is the fella Joseph Lamb hired to burn down the restaurant, tells Mort about an underground fight club that pays big money. Though in his early forties, Mort is in decent shape and so decides to fight. He gets his ass kicked in a clear set up and winds up in the hospital. The bills mount, the contractors threaten to sue, the food vendors cut off supplies, etc., etc., and Randall, who is also in kick-ass shape, joins the fight club and is victorious against his opponents and gets the money to pay Mort’s medical bills and save The Breaks, at least for the time being. “Dreadful,” said Linden. I agreed. 
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My husband and I spent the next hour working Connor Ransom into the episode. The following morning I typed up our treatment and sent it to Bentley. He read it immediately and responded with a one-word text: “Gold.” 



Three days later I got an e-mail from the head writer with a file attached. It was the full episode script. That night, again in bed, I read it to Linden. I did all the voices and described all the action, just as it was written in the formal script. I gave it my all, doing my best to present it in the best way possible. When I was through Linden again said, “Dreadful.” I agreed. 



Essentially, the version of episode 2.3 that featured Connor was the same thing I read to Linden four nights before, except that in the third act climax, Randall is getting his ass kicked and Connor shows up and saves him from a beating that might have killed him. Connor winds up kicking some big guy’s ass and saves the day. The episode was no better for my character’s being in it. 



My husband and I spent the next hour fixing the script. The following morning I typed it up onto a word document as I didn’t have scriptwriting software. I sent it to Bentley and the head writer. 

Bentley replied to both of us, the story editor, a producer, the episode’s director and his mother. 

He complimented me and instructed the writer to clean it up and the producer to mail me a scriptwriting program and the director to shoot the episode as I had written it. 



Linden and my new, improved episode and Bentley’s approval and instructions led to a string of e-mail responses objecting to this and that, messages that became increasingly heated and on which more and more people were copied: other producers, agents, actors, attorneys and people whose roles I never learned. I didn’t respond to any of them. I didn’t know these people, I had no authority beyond being Bentley’s friend and I had no credentials beyond his reality series. 



Oh, and I wasn’t interested. I had children to raise, a husband to love, a house and business to run and mutts to feed, walk and bathe. 



In spite of this, I opened each message. I scanned through them and deleted them. What I determined from the lot was that in spite of my producing the short-lived “The Maitlands of Montverde” and the shorter-lived “Stable Boy,” and in further spite of my occasional notorieties, I was a big nobody and I should stay out of television drama and let the experienced professionals write the scripts. 



Several days and several hundred, it seemed, messages later, Bentley hit “reply-to-all” and said, 

“Right now ‘Winter Key’ is as dull as ‘The O.C.,’ ‘90210’ and ‘One Tree Hill.’ I want it to be as exciting as ‘True Blood.’ Christian’s version of the fight episode is the first step in that direction. 

Shoot the episode as Christian wrote it.” Well, this would have inspired a second hundred responses had, twenty-five seconds later, Rona Howard not replied to all, “SHOOT THE 

EPISODE AS CHRISTIAN WROTE IT OR TAKE A HIKE YOU SONS OF BITCHES.” 



We shot it as Linden and I wrote it. 
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The episode began with vendors and contractors complaining and staff, including Garrett’s server/singer, having their paychecks bounce and all that. I had seen Garrett’s work in the first season. He was a recurring character who sang at The Breaks and waited tables. He was cute, talented and pleasant. Yup, I know. Not quite “dreadful,” but certainly dull. In 2.3 I made him mischievous. A prankster. But not routine stuff. The episode had to have a subplot that had to in some way complement the main story. I don’t recall what the original subplot was, but in mine, Garrett leads the rest of the wait staff, all of whom are young women, in a competition, the goal of which is to increase revenue enough to cover their bounced paychecks and contribute to the restaurant’s overhead . One of his coworkers asks him what the prize would be and he says, all playful-lewd, “My body, to do with as you will for twenty-four hours.” Well, they all agree, including Veronica, though she says that as her family owns The Breaks, should she win Garrett will have to let their busboy, a gay teenager with pimples, braces and a mad crush on him, have his body to do with as he will for twenty-four hours. 



Rona Howard loved this part. She said, “We need the fag market, Christian,” or something like that, bless her heart. 



In my version of the fight episode, Connor first appears in the hospital, dressed in scrubs, a badge clipped to his waistband, his long hair in a bun and wearing glasses. In an American accent he visits Mort’s hospital room. He makes conversation and checks his chart and IV. 

Mort’s semi-coherent and finds nothing odd about the visit. Of course the audience recognizes Connor as the fella who witnessed the fire and they don’t know if he’s good or bad or if he’s going to suffocate Mort or pull out his IV or what. 



Connor next appears in the third act climax. In the dark warehouse where the illegal fights are going on, Randall is about to receive a fatal blow to his face when Connor grabs his humungous opponent’s arm, preventing him from throwing the punch that would kill the smaller man. The humongous guy, the crowd and the icky MC get all pissed off at Connor, who is all middle-aged, slight and wears board shorts and a t-shirt featuring the Divine Miss M cover art from the classic Bette Midler album. The MC demands an explanation from extra-nelly Connor and he 

replies…yes, that’s right, Grayson, “No one has any compassion for the thin, rich and beautiful.” 



Yeah, it became the show’s unofficial tag line the night it broadcast, and it’s official tag line two weeks and two hundred angry e-mails later, the last of which was from Rona. She used the “c” 

word. It was fantastic. 



In the writing staff’s version of 2.3 Connor engages in carefully choreographed mixed martial arts, taking out the humungous fighter and two or three others before the cops raid the warehouse. In my version, by which I will always mean Linden’s and mine, Connor engages in a carefully choreographed combination of mixed martial arts and biting, scratching, hair-pulling and genital kicking. Additionally, he gets punched in the face more than once, remains conscious but loses his two front teeth.  This was a big issue with the producers and everyone. I mean, what character in movies or TV loses his teeth in a fight? I’ve seen it twice. No, three times: an episode of “Deadwood,” in which some guy loses a lot of teeth, and episodes of “Xena: Warrior Princess” and “Burn Notice” in which characters spit out teeth but not front teeth. 





9 



In “Winter Key,” episode 2.3, Connor Ransom spits out two front teeth, with Rona Howard’s approval. 



The scene ends with Connor holding a hairpin he pulls out of a female spectator’s ‘do and holds against the MC’s neck. It took three grueling days to shoot. It would only have taken two, had the director not been such a pain in the ass. You see, after I identified the extra out of whose hair I would pull the hairpin, I had this idea that she should get a reaction shot after Connor says the thin, rich and beautiful line. Like, as a thin, rich and beautiful person, she understands about nobody having any compassion and everything. The actress, a very beautiful thirty-something model a Miami agency provided, was all excited about having an additional “moment.” The director shot down my idea, which I thought was brilliant. 



I was very gracious about it, at first, asking him nicely to shoot the reaction while we were all there and then we could see if it worked or not and blah, blah, blah. When he refused I said, anxious not to waste time, “Do it or I’ll have Rona Howard shove her boot up your ass.” This remark didn’t have the desired effect of making him obey me. Instead, he flew into a rage and walked off the set, which was in the Miami soundstage in which all the interior sets had been built. All kinds of phone calls and texts and drama later, Rona called my cell and told me to put it on speaker. Without knowing, I choose to believe, that I said she would shove her boot up the director’s ass if he didn’t do what I said, she shouted loud enough to shake the sound-proof building: 



“You shoot the reaction shot or I’ll shove my boot up your ass!” He shot it. It was well received and made it through editing. We’ve used the actress more than once since. Further, as a result of that shot, she landed a couple of national commercials. Car insurance was one, I think. 



The episode ended with Veronica Jennings winning the contest about who can increase sales enough to help cover The Breaks’ overhead. The brace-faced pizza-faced busboy— who is actually a very attractive teenage actor whom we made all ugly and will have turn into a swan and maybe a regular cast member later—spends twenty-four hours with Garrett. They don’t have sex or anything. In a montage, the two of them go shopping, out to dinner, to the movies and then have a chaste sleepover in which they play video games, watch the stars from the busboy’s house’s roof, and then go to sleep in bunk beds. 



Yeah, if we didn’t have the cult following with the “compassion for the rich” line, we would have nailed it with the romantic teen gay date. 



The very final scene of 2.3, though, features Connor, his teeth reinserted into his mouth thanks to a bridge he wasn’t yet used to, visiting Joseph Lamb, who set the whole fight thing up, in the private bathroom of the office he maintains somewhere on Winter Key. Originally, Joseph was going to show up to work and find Connor in his office. In my version, he’s defecating and Connor walks in on him and sits on his lap, like a lap dancer. I mean, how much more vulnerable for Joseph to be? The actor, who’s my age and who’s been around forever doing this and that, had no problem dropping his pants and sitting on the toilet for the scene. He’s gay, too, by the way, but don’t tell anyone ‘cause he’s nice and feels bad about maintaining a straight persona in order to get work, such as he has. The director, who had given me such grief the day before, 10 



whined and whined about shooting something he found personally repugnant. Ultimately, he said, “I better do it, though, ‘cause I don’t want to wind up shitting Rona Barrett’s boot!” 



So funny, we haven’t used him since, and his agent still bugs Bentley about hiring him for season three. 



In the scene Connor says, in a hilarious combination cultured British accent/new bridgework lisp, “I know the fighting ring was yours and I know you set Morton Jennings up. I also know you paid someone to set fire to The Breaks.” I shake my head dismissively and continue, “All because your wife loves him and not you.” He reacts by passing gas. It’s gross and a little immature, but wouldn’t you in his position? I had to include it. Connor ignores it, ‘cause he was raised right and all, and concludes, “Your love-triangle doesn’t interest me. Your leaving the Jennings family alone does.” He…I, get up and add, before leaving the bathroom, “Don’t forget to wash your hands for a full minute. You don’t want to spread any bacteria.” OK, and the last thing you see and hear is evil Joseph Lamb pooping a large stool into the bowl and the water splashing hard. 



I know. I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it. 



So, we shot that episode in eight days and I don’t know how anyone can bear that kind of schedule. No wonder the same director doesn’t direct every episode of a show. And the actors and their schedules and the sitting around and all the takes and all kinds of other exhausting annoying things. It’s truly a grind. I recall reading somewhere how hard movie stars that had never done TV react when they get their own show. They can’t believe how difficult it is. I’m thinking specifically of Barbara Stanwyck. When she started “The Big Valley,” I think, she was like, WTF? She, who had shot two or three two-hour movies a year at her busiest was shooting twenty-plus hours of television a season. 



It is work, Grayson. Don’t let anyone tell you it isn’t. Of course, it’d be easier if bitchy directors would just do as I say and not waste time. And money. The money! The money that’s wasted. 

And I hear it’s worse in Los Angeles where they have unions that require all kinds of outrageous benefits and breaks. I mean, I’m all about saving coal miners from black lung, but the crew…what babies. No wonder Rona Howard’s such a bitch. Dealing with the unions alone would turn me into Cruella De Ville. 



Now, I gotta hit the boys’ room. That Rock Star went right through me. It’s made me kinda jumpy, too. When I come back, if you don’t mind, I’ll tell you about the hurricane episode…
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Chapter 2 

Hurricane 




Grayson Abel hit the ground running at Superior Mutts Doggie Rescue, Inc. He learned the layout of the building in two days and the operation in another three. He used a wheelchair for Rhoda’s memorial service and never again. Kevin spent those two days with him introducing him to all the dogs we had in the kennel and describing the daily routine of letting them out, feeding them, cleaning up their feces and urine, washing them, administering medicine if necessary and generally keeping the place clean and everything in order. 



The first thing I did was hire someone to put Braille messages all over the place, and not just the kennels. We had them on rooms one, two and three. The bathroom entrance, the showers, gym, all of the gym equipment, the patio, vending machines…the vending machines were complicated because while the sodas were always the same flavor, the vendor sometimes mixed up the snacks. I told the guy who serviced them he had to keep the same stuff on the same shelf. He said he would. He also said no where else are there Braille descriptions of each snack stuck across the glass. I said, “Welcome to Superior Bodies.” I asked the fella who put the Braille stuff up everywhere if he could give me a labeler that Gray could use with all the dogs, to put on their collars and crates. He hooked me up with something and I was very grateful. 



Linden and I learned Braille, too, just because. It was tough at first but we picked it up quickly. 

Garrett also learned it, also just because. 



Grayson learned his way around the building, parking lot, patio and neighborhood streets quickly. He could see light and shadow only. That, his cane and the Braille names on the crates and everywhere else helped him navigate the neighborhood and kennel as well as any sighted person. Indeed, someone who didn’t know he was blind wouldn’t have realized by the way he worked. He was that smooth. 



More difficult was keeping the mutts’ records, both hard copy and electronic files, and maintaining their online profiles. For that we hired Ann Margret Koontz, the odd and unattractive girl whom I met twenty years or so before when she auditioned for “No Laughing Matter.” Ann Margret was a strange one, but so sweet and very reliable. She still lived with her parents, who were very old, and watched soap operas. She began volunteering with Superior Mutts when it opened and has so consistently for five years. 



As seemingly dumb as Ann Margret is, she’s actually literate and very computer savvy. She doesn’t know the hardware or anything, but she knows a lot of programs and she’s able to figure things out easily. Rhoda was once having a hard time uploading pictures of some of the dogs to the site and was screaming “Mother of God!” over and over this one day. Ann Margret was playing with a couple of puppies in the back area and heard her. When she continued screaming, Ann Margret brought the puppies inside and asked her what was wrong. “I can’t upload these God damn pics!” she said. Ann Margret handed her the puppies and asked her if she could try. 

Rhoda let her give it a shot and in a few key strokes, she determined the files were too big. She opened Photoshop or something like that, shrunk the images, and then uploaded them without a problem. Rhoda was so impressed, because she also thought Ann Margret was dumb or, as she put it, “a retard.” She asked her if she would update all the pics on the site and the information 12 



and remove profiles as dogs were adopted. Ann Margret was very happy to do so. 



Going from maintaining the Superior Bodies website to maintaining the files was no problem for my old friend. I offered to pay her as a part-timer and she refused. Her parents supported her and made arrangements for her to be taken care of financially after they died. This I learned because she told me flat out. “I don’t need the money, Christian,” she said, “but the dogs do.” She comes in three days a week to file, update the site, and help Gray with any clerical thing he needs that he can’t do himself. Ann Margret likes Gray. She likes him a lot. She likes men a lot. She’s respectful about it, though. She says she “gets it” regularly from escorts her parents hire for her. 

About once a month. Yup, she told me that flat out, too, shortly after we met. I guess it keeps her from bothering other men. I don’t know. It makes her happy. It’s all good. Gray likes Ann Margret, too. She’s reliable and does only what she’s asked to do and doesn’t try to do everything for him like he’s an invalid. 



Gray can’t read or measure medicine, which makes administering it to sick dogs impossible. He and I discussed having all the prescriptions and everything in Braille, like we did with the name tags on the crates and collars. Together we agreed it was too much of a hassle and kind of risky, so it became Linden’s responsibility, and it’s not a big deal for him. My husband manages Superior Bodies Orlando, which amounts only to the gym, lounge and patio since the cubicles closed. We own and manage it together, of course, but I’m still at Montverde and I still make appearances at existing clubs throughout the country. Linden goes to the club every day even if it’s just to check in. Because of this, it made sense for him to monitor the dogs’ drugs. These include vaccinations, antibiotics for infections, eye drops, topical ointments and every other kind of medicine. Gray can give a pill to a dog or puppy, and he can give shots, too, but Linden has to give him the pill or the shot to administer. Linden and Grayson like each other and work well together. Linden doesn’t do anything more for the mutts than measure medicine and, like Ann Margret, doesn’t try to do everything for Gray like he’s an invalid. 



Grayson likes everyone at Superior Bodies, I think. He’s friendly to everyone and even indulges Elio’s playful remarks. He doesn’t hang out with anyone outside the kennel or club and doesn’t bring anyone over to the house he and Garrett rent for next to nothing from Linden and me. He works out a few days a week with Marty and they’ve shared take out meals in the lounge and on the patio, but they’ve never gone for a beer or anything. Marty’s asked him. Ditto Elio, of course. 

Others also have, including Olivier Korstanje and Keith Pilcher. Grayson always says no, politely. The only socializing I’m aware Gray does is with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia when Linden and I enjoy an occasional date. He seems to enjoy babysitting and won’t ever take money for it. He and Garrett will go out to eat when the younger Abel’s not in South Florida shooting WK. That’s usually one or two weekends a month, though Garrett spends a lot of his visits catching up on his sleep. Shooting the weekly drama is exhausting, tedious work. In addition to long days on the set he has to make appearances at Miami clubs and also flies with the other cast members to New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago and elsewhere for entertainment industry and promotional events. 



Grayson gets up at six-thirty every morning and arrives at the club at seven. Elio or someone else is always there first as it opens at six a.m. for folks who want to exercise before work. He lets everyone out in groups, being careful to keep those dogs that don’t get along with each other 13 



separate. While the mutts are outside he cleans their crates, if necessary, and refills water bowls. 

Those dogs, or puppies, that are new to the rescue have to be quarantined for a week to make sure they aren’t sick with something that others could catch. After all the regulars have gone out and are back in their clean crates, the newcomers are also let out. 



Gray can clean up poopy crates, but he can’t see it on the grass outside. Elio, Ann Margret if she’s there or whoever opens on a given day picks it up. Sometimes the club members do it, just to be nice. 



After the morning stuff is done, Gray gives individual attention to dogs that need it. He walks mutts that don’t walk on leashes properly, training them not to pull and to stop at corners. Gray takes a break after all of this, for an hour or so, in the lounge or on the patio. He listens to music or reads newspapers and books he gets in Braille. Funny about his hearing, it was also affected by the blast that tore off his arm and leg and blinded him. He has almost no hearing in his right ear and about fifty percent in his left. I wasn’t aware of this when I met him and Garrett didn’t know about it for a long time. Of course it stood to reason a blast powerful enough to tear him up would be loud enough to damage his hearing. It was something Gray could hide, though, thanks to a tiny device implanted in both ears that gives him, and I’m not kidding, bionic hearing. Gray can hear things regular people can’t. Its why he knew the thirteen puppies were outside the front door. He heard them when no one else could. He came clean about this ability one day when he invited me to listen to something on his ipod and its volume was on super low. “What’s up?” I asked. 



“I can’t hear so well,” he explained. 



“Well, not at that volume,” I said, turning it up. It was a band some of his fellow soldiers put together in Afghanistan. They did covers of Journey and Cheap Trick. They were pretty good, too. 



Garrett later told me his brother was reluctant to mention his hearing loss because he didn’t want people to find him even more pitiful. I said, “There’s nothing pitiful about being able to hear as well as Jamie Sommers.” My friend was too young to appreciate the reference to “The Bionic Woman,” but he gave me a courtesy laugh. 



Gray was on the patio when he shared his friends’ music with me. It was a warm day in April or May of 2010 and the sun was bright. Though it was a weekday morning our regular retired members were also at the pool, in shorts and Speedos with no shirts. Grayson wore sweatpants and an army t-shirt, and his prosthetic arm and leg. He had done the dogs and had also walked three or four. His shirt was damp with sweat from his effort and from the temperature, yet he didn’t take it off. I didn’t suggest it. Gray had been there a few months and had gotten to know all of the staff and most of the regulars. He was friendly with everyone and expressed no discomfort or disgust with homos. Still, he wasn’t removing his shirt in front of any of them. 



I wondered if Gray was uncomfortable showing his torso to gay guys or uncomfortable with showing the actual stumps where his arm and leg had once been. I never asked. A month later on a particularly hot day for June, he relented and removed both his shirt and sweats for his late 14 



morning break. He sat reading a Braille newspaper wearing olive green boxers I imagined he got in the army. Linden saw him in the security monitor from the office and called me on my cell at home. I said, “Is he still wearing his fake limbs?” Linden said: 



“Yes,” paused and continued, “wait, he’s taking them off, too.” 



“Good,” I said from home. “Why don’t you do a quick walk-through and make sure no one ogles him. He may be blind, but I don’t want anyone disrespecting him.” 



“I’m on it,” said my husband. No one ogled Gray or bothered him that day or any other, to my knowledge. I was confident if someone did he would handle it by gently and firmly advising someone he was not interested or something like that. Again, I’m not aware of any club member or day visitor making an advance on him. 



After his late morning break Grayson feeds all the dogs and let them out a second time. He washes any that needed washing in advance of his favorite part of the day, greeting volunteers and prospective adoptive families. Superior Mutts used to pack up pups and go to pet stores like the one in Winter Park Village where Susie Green worked. Rhoda and Kevin did that until Kevin and Siobhan moved to Lady Lake. Rhoda one day realized it was a lot of work and unnecessary since the kennels were always well kept and people could come there to see dogs. “But people who might not be thinking of getting a dog might see one if you’re outside a pet store and adopt someone,” I suggested. She acknowledged my point, then reminded me that the kennel was one half of a gay gym. 



“We get enough traffic, Christian.” Rhoda was right, and the weekend outings to Winter Park Village and elsewhere stopped. 



Superior Mutts hosts people from two to six each afternoon. Sometimes we have a lot of volunteers and families and sometimes we have no one. Ann Margret is usually there. She likes taking dogs out to the patio and loving on them while she watches the scantily clad and, sometimes, completely naked gay men. Other club members will give the mutts attention as they’re sunning themselves or after a workout. We have some joggers who will ask Gray who wants to run if its not too hot. There’s always someone. 



A person or family who wants to adopt a dog will fill out an application and give it to Gray, who will give it to Elio, Linden, me, Marty, another staff member or one of our volunteers. We’ll go over it with Gray. If it looks good Linden, I or someone else will do a home visit. If that looks good, then we’ll copy the dog’s vet records and give it to the family with their new baby. 



Gray let’s the dogs out a final time in the evenings, usually between seven and eight. Then he walks home and goes to bed. 



Yeah, Gray doesn’t do home visits. He doesn’t file, update the website, give drugs, or pick up poop in the back yard. He can’t read an application. He can’t run errands or pick up supplies. On the one occasion a dog got loose outside the building he couldn’t go find her. And yet he knows every thing about every dog. He can speak to volunteers, foster families, adoptive families the 15 



local press and other interested folks about each dog as if he were his own. He knows every inch of the building and grounds. He keeps the kennel cleaner than my sighted clean freak husband keeps our house. Gray’s always on time, always busy and always in a decent mood. No dog is too frustrating for him, no mess too icky, no volunteer too maddening, no adoptive family too annoying. 



Gray’s a gem and I mean it. It was hard to lose Rhoda and Aki and Sayaka and no one Linden and I have hired since has been as interesting or wonderful as they, especially Rhoda. She was the heart of Superior Mutts. It was her life for the last five or six years of it. I never though I could replace her and I never thought it would be by a blind man with missing limbs and bionic ears. She and Grayson couldn’t have been more different in personality and background, but they both made the rescue the focus of their lives. I will always miss and mourn Rhoda Rage Feinman, my friend and the rescue’s first manager. Grayson Abel, her unlikely replacement, is a as competent and devoted as she, and it’s a comfort for me, Linden and the mutts that he’s in charge. 







We lost two puppies during my description of the fight episode. I put them in a towel and left them on a shelf on the patio. Elio was in charge of burying them, and he knew where all of them were. I knew in time we would run out of space in the club’s modest grassy back yard and under the hedges that border the patio. The larger dogs we lost,  Olivier, Dan Green, Keith Pilcher or other volunteers sometimes brought to Orange County Animal Services, where the staff would cremate the bodies among others. The puppies I wanted to bury, near and next to Eleanor van der Walls as long as I could. 



I got fresh sodas from a refrigerator in the office and returned to room one to find Gray checking each pup, to see if he was alive. Satisfied the ten were still with us, he took a drink from me and said, “Tell me about the next episode.” 



I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



Winter Key…Florida. Florida…hurricanes. The writers hadn’t done a hurricane episode in the first season. They were too busy with the drama among the characters. They were saving it, too. 

They could use it once and season one was too soon. The hurricane episode was 2.6.  In its original treatment the storm, named Harriett, found different combinations of characters in different settings: 



Joseph Lamb is in Ft. Lauderdale with a hooker, unconcerned about the storm he’s aware has descended on his home. 



Barbara Lamb is safe in the Lamb’s large antebellum mansion, the exteriors of which are shot at a large antebellum mansion in a suburb of Miami. She’s unconcerned about her husband, whom she knows is safe someplace and certainly getting it on with a girlfriend or prostitute. She’s concerned about Morton, whom she loves but can’t have because she’s married and can’t risk a divorce because she’ll be penniless and all that nonsense. Against her mother-in-law, Isobel 16 



Lamb’s, warning, she drives away from the house in the wind and rain claiming she needs supplies. She goes directly to The Breaks where Mort and Randall are shoring things up. She helps them and gets stuck at the restaurant with them because it’s unsafe for her to return to her house. 



Garrett, Bettina, a server and the show’s token black character, and Veronica find themselves at the Jennings’ cracker house, locking shutters. Garrett lives by himself in a studio apartment above the Jennings’ garage. Bettina, whose mother is a servant at the Lamb’s house, has a crush on him and deliberately shows up to offer him shelter at the mansion, where Isobel, who is sometimes nice and sometimes a bitch, invites her servants to bring their families for the duration of the storm. The three of them get stuck at the Jennings house. 



Hal and Karen Jennings, Mort’s parents, are characters that don’t get a lot of air time because they’re old, unattractive and therefore uninteresting. When they hear the first hurricane warning, they evacuate the key, find a hotel on the mainland and enjoy a romantic weekend. That’s all you hear from them. 



I shared the 2.6 treatment with Linden, who said, because it became routine, “Dreadful,” though we both agreed there was some potential. The first thing my husband and writing partner did was tackle Joseph. While a horrible, evil, J.R. Ewing-like man, we gave him a redeeming quality: he loves his wife, Barbara. Heretofore, Joseph had been written as wanting her only because she was pretty, marrying her because she was the prettiest woman in Winter Key. She was his possession, and was more precious to him because she clearly loved Morton Jennings. Neither Linden nor I were down with the whole Barbara Lamb just being an object thing, and so when her husband discovers she’s in the middle of Hurricane Harriett, he ignores the Ft. Lauderdale hooker he’s secured and spends the duration of the storm trying to reach her by phone, watching a cable weather channel, and making vain attempts to secure transportation back to the WK to be with her. 



“What goes on at The Breaks?” I asked my husband during our rewrite session. 



“Randall gets injured.” Hmmm. “The wind picks something up and whips it at his head, giving him a concussion.” 



“Good,” I said. Randall gets hit but taking him to the WK health clinic is out of the question. 

Barbara and Mort move him into the restaurant’s kitchen propping him up against a counter with towels and cushions from the patio seats. Barbara finds a first aid kit and treats his head wound while Mort finishes tying everything down. When everything is secure, he joins the married woman he loves and his nowhere-to-be-found sister’s son in the kitchen and helps the former keep the latter conscious lest he slip into a coma. The storm and Randall’s injury give Morton and Barbara an opportunity to play happily married parents administering to their sick child. It’s a fantasy they enjoy without being aware of it. In spite of his head wound, Randall observes his uncle and Barbara Lamb of the Winter Key Lambs and finds what he sees sweet and tragic, but mostly sweet. 



Meanwhile, at the Jennings house, Garrett, Bettina and Veronica engage in dialogue that reveals 17 



to viewers Bettina and Veronica are both attracted to Garrett, something that was established in season one but never developed. The three of them pass the time playing cards and engaging in love-triangle dialogue.  Linden and I agreed gathering the trio in the Jennings house was a good idea. Limiting their visit to Go Fish double entendres and veiled insults between the women was not working for us, though. Linden suggested strip Go Fish. He suggested Bettina suggest it, which we had her do. It was a challenge to Veronica. See who had the better body. See who dared to reveal the most. See whom Garrett found sexier. It was a great idea. Gold. Veronica agrees and Garrett, of course, is all over it. 



Elsewhere, in a hotel on the mainland, Hal and Karen Jennings enjoy their romantic weekend, which Linden and I chose to give more air-time than a fifteen-second “Storm’s coming, let’s to to a hotel in Naples.” Hurricane Harriett, determined to be a category two, doesn’t bother Hal or Karen. They’re in their late sixties and have spent their lives on WK surviving several dozen severe storms. They know enough to hit the road, that they’re older and don’t have the strength to ride it out. At the first sign of trouble, they pack a suitcase, wish their son and grandchildren luck, and git. They are among the first evacuees and find a hotel easily. They secure a room and proceed to enjoy a getaway that includes drinking by the pool, while the weather holds, getting massages, dressing for dinner, donning sexy underwear, watching an adult film in their room, and finally getting it on as passionately as they had forty years before. Their hair is white, their faces are lined, the weather makes their joints ache, but they’re coy, horny and completely in love, carrying on as if they were teenagers rather than senior citizens. 



Bentley loved it. Rona loved it, too. She loved the strip Go Fish more. Bentley loved them equally. The head writer grudgingly acknowledged the episode as I’ve so far described it was good. What he didn’t like was what Connor Ransom did after blowing into town. 



“He needs to check on his family, first,” Linden stated the obvious, though I didn’t say so because I was still so impressed by his strip Go Fish idea. 



“And then?” I asked my husband. I had my own idea but wanted to know what he was thinking. 

Linden thought for ten or fifteen seconds and then shrugged. I responded to this gesture of defeat by saying: 



“Connor hijacks Winter Key’s one school bus and collects the homeless and mentally ill who remain in town without shelter.” 



“Nice,” he said, smoothly. “Then where does he take them?” he asked, knowing my answer would be: 



“The Lamb house.” Linden considered it as I explained, “Joseph’s out of town so he can’t object. 

Ditto Barbara, though she wouldn’t have.” 



“And Isobel?” 



“Connor’s handsome, charming and twenty years her junior. And he’s got a British accent. Who doesn’t love them?” Linden wasn’t convinced, so I continued, “He pulls the bus up to a rear 18 



door, knocks, and tells the housekeeper, Bettina’s mother Lettie, that he’ll give her five hundred dollars to claim that the thirty folks he gathered up on the streets of Winter Key are gardeners, contractors, plumbers, etc., who have at one point worked at the house.” 



“Does she take the money?” Linden asked. 



“No,” I said. “She tells him to distribute the money to the people after the storm. Then she indicates a large guest house on the rear of the property and advises Connor to bring the men there while she invites the women into the house. There are nine of them. She keeps them in the kitchen where she and some other staff feed them. Then, one by one she brings them to her quarters where they wash up in her private, albeit modest, bathroom. The Lambs’ actual gardener, with his father and adult son, give Connor a hand with the men. Isobel remains unaware of the goings on in her kitchen and guest house for most of the episode. At the end, however, she discovers that Lettie, her gardener and other staff, and a British stranger with a long, thick, graying ponytail have turned her home into a temporary shelter. She confronts them in the kitchen at the end of the storm. There’s a long, tense moment where Lettie and her coworkers are certain they’re going to be fired. Then Isobel looks out a kitchen window at the clean, fed and relieved group of homeless and indigent as they board the school bus. She is touched and appears about to cry for just a moment. Then she steels herself, turns to her staff and Connor and says, “You are sooooooo lucky my son’s not here.” Then she advises Lettie to prepare sandwiches for their guests to take with them. She already has but pretends she hasn’t and does so again. Then Isobel excuses herself, returning later with a stack of bills. She hands them to Connor, whom it’s clear she finds attractive, and says, “Please distribute this among them.” He says nothing but kisses her on the cheek, holding his lips there for several long moments. She closes her eyes, enjoying the feeling. Then he leaves the house without a word. 



The writing staff took it well and the producers and that episode’s director did, too. At least they all appeared to take it well in that there weren’t tons of angry e-mails flying around. The writing and production staff knew that jobs and series come and go in Hollywood, you’re only as good as your last project, the economy still and would suck for years to come, and, most importantly, it’s not a good idea to irritate Rona Howard or me. I mean, what did they care? I was one more diva in a constellation of them. I think also, but for the 2.3 director, they recognized that the direction I was taking the show was a good one. I think. I don’t know. They could all have been ripping me to each other, hanging me in effigy and sticking pins in Christian Gallagher voodoo dolls. The thing was, I didn’t get any grief from any of the behind-the-scenes folks. 



The actors, however, were a different story, but while only two of them ever attacked me personally, they all bothered me in some way. 



Now, you already know what a brat Garrett was when we shot “Stable Boy.” Whatever, it’s old news. He was young and full of himself, and completely devoted to you, Gray, which you also know. Working with him on “Winter Key” is a complete joy. Curiously, the actor who plays evil Joseph Lamb is, too. He’s grateful for the work and, I think, a little embarrassed at attending PR 

functions with actresses and other women. Maybe he’s just indulging me. Maybe he sees the writing on the wall and is hitching his wagon to my horse. I don’t know. He shows up on time. 

He knows his lines and he doesn’t cause trouble. He doesn’t require take after take, either. He 19 



trusts the writer and the director. His work is solid. It always has been. He’s been around, our Joseph. He’s Canadian. He’s done a series there and has appeared on series in the US. Bit parts in big movies, big parts in bit movies. He was on “Pagan,” too. Oh, that’s a series…it was shot in New Zealand years ago. 



Long story short, Joseph is a talented veteran, a hard worker, and a pleasant person. And he’s in the closet. That bothers me, but not a lot. 



Barbara Lamb is kind of an idiot. She’s a model who married a baseball player. Or football. Or hockey. She married him years ago. She was on some TV shows and in movies in small parts, playing herself a couple of times. I think her first gig was a “Murder She Wrote.” Her credits since then have been few: a movie part one year, a guest part on a comedy another, an appearance on this awards show here, an appearance on an ESPN special featuring her husband there. Barbara’s forty-one, I think. She’s had no surgery and looks great. She’s nice enough, too, and she tries. She just has a hard time getting her lines down and following simple directions. 

The funny thing is, in spite of her confusion and clumsiness, at least in terms of hitting her mark and, are you sitting down, not looking at the camera lens all the time, she’s actually pretty book smart. She’s always got some high-end novel open during breaks. She gets along with everyone and chats and plays games to pass the time between takes and scenes and whatever, but there’s only so much of each other we all can take, and she often retreats to some fat honkin’ bestseller to pass the time. 



She calls her husband, too. She appears to be genuinely in love with him, and from the scuttle I hear, he’s devoted to her. 



We love Barbara. We just wish she wouldn’t stumble over her dialogue, make eye contact with the director and others while her scenes are being shot, and cause delay after delay. Honestly, I think WK is just something for her to do for a while. Her husband’s got all kinds of money and endorsements, I think. They don’t have any children, which is good because I don’t think she’s sufficiently focused to take care of one. Of course, with their money they could hire a streetcar full of nannies. 



Bottom line, Barbara Lamb is doing “Winter Key” just ’cause, and while she’s nice to everyone and on time, she’s not an actress and doesn’t have to be. She doesn’t have to learn her lines or hit her marks or develop and maintain a good reputation among producers and directors. She’s a hassle. A friendly, genuinely pleasant hassle…the best kind, but a hassle nonetheless. 



Veronica Jennings is a hassle, too, for very different reasons. She’s got the good looks and fit body young actresses need to play ingénues. And she’s very talented. A Manhattan native born to wealth, she’s studied acting all her life and had roles on Broadway since she was five. She’s a serious actress in an easy role, one through which she could sleep walk. I once asked Bentley why she auditioned for Veronica and he said appearing in WK would give her the exposure she needs to viewers, something that would lead to offers in the kinds of projects she would prefer to do. He likened her to the very talented Michelle Williams, who had appeared in the similar 

“Dawson’s Creek” and who presently enjoys interesting and challenging roles in a broad range of films. “She’ll do commercial stuff if a part has depth,” he said. “She’s also always appearing 20 



in independent projects in offbeat roles.” Veronica is our Michelle Williams. She is good and rarely requires detailed direction or a second take. She is also dripping with disdain for her role and the show. She never says anything against WK, but her disgust with the series is evident in the way she carries herself on the set and at promotional events. Veronica tolerates the directors and her co-stars, speaking to them nicely but without warmth. She avoids day players and crew entirely. 



Veronica avoids me, too. I think she regards me as someone whose goal is to make a drama that’s barely worthy of her into something silly and ultimately intolerable for her. I know this because she conveys it to me every time we make eye contact. An experienced and well-trained stage actress, she knows how to communicate with her eyes and whenever we’re in the same place she non-verbally tells me how much she resents my turning something that’s beneath her into something that’s really, really beneath her. 



Randall Jennings, the young hunk of the show, is another experienced actor; however, unlike Veronica, he has never viewed a theater from the stage. A Los Angeles native born to a father who builds studio sets and a makeup artist mother, he made his first TV appearance as a baby and has worked steadily since. A veteran of two successful TV comedies and a short-lived but critically acclaimed family drama, Randall’s appeared in A-list movies as this famous star’s son and that famous star’s student and another famous star’s kidnapping victim, etc. He’s also done lots of voice-overs, and commercials too, though he quit doing them when he landed his first series. 



Randall’s worked more in his twenty-two or three years than most actors do in a lifetime. His experience is evident as, like Veronica, he hits every mark and nails every line. The problem is that, like Veronica, he regards himself as above the work. WK is his fourth series and he’s over TV. Randall’s had supporting roles in dozens of successful movies, many of them blockbusters. 

He fancies himself more than ready to enjoy leading roles in big budget films. I and everyone else know this because he’s always waving around scripts his agent sends him, describing their plots and the roles for which he is being considered to everyone in earshot. What he doesn’t say, but is nevertheless clear, is that he doesn’t care in what direction WK goes or if it has a third season because he doesn’t plan to renew his two-year contract. He’s careful not to say any of this outright because, while young, he’s experienced enough to know that today’s PA is tomorrow’s James Cameron. As such, he’s decent to everyone. Still there’s not a bit of warmth, sincerity or humility in Randall Jennings. 



Bettina Avery is another actress who doesn’t care what happens to WK. She also doesn’t care whether she works past the second season, in anything. That’s because there’s not a person on the crew or any other person on the planet who isn’t aware she intends to give up acting to attend law school. She announces it to me and everyone else every time I see her. She’ll put it in different ways, like: “I’m going to give up acting to go to law school,” and “When I go to law school my schedule is going to be even more grueling,” and “I haven’t decided what kind of law I’ll study, but it’s going to be something that will help black people.” Bentley and others have told me they endured her law school references throughout the first season and don’t even hear them anymore, that it’s become background noise, like traffic or an air conditioner. To further confirm her plans, she carries around non-fiction books about the law, the titles of which I can’t 21 



name specifically, but the themes are always black people and the law: historically, in the US 

and internationally. 



I’m all about Bettina Avery quitting acting to become a civil rights attorney. Truly, I admire her for it. I just wish she would quit talking about it and do it. I mean, to my knowledge she hasn’t applied to schools. Nor has she advised Bentley or anyone else that she won’t be renewing her contract. I’d suggest getting rid of her but she polls well, or whatever, among black viewers. 

She’s extremely beautiful and has a music video/porn star body she displays in The Breaks’ 

uniform of denim cut offs and half t-shirts. She was cast as the token black, and Bentley’s marketing folks have determined that her looks and popularity have attracted viewers that might not otherwise have watched WK. She’s an asset. She’s numbers. She can crow about law school and wave her thick books around as much as she wants, but unless she leaves the show on her own, Bettina Avery will remain on “Winter Key.” 



Isobel Lamb, the matriarch of the Lamb family and the Grande Dame of Winter Key, is pushing eighty and, therefore, a contemporary of Sophia Loren, Elizabeth Taylor, Joan Collins, Julie Newmar and Barbara Eden. She’s as beautiful as these women and has aged as well, or better than all of them. Her looks and talent could have made her the household name that all these film and TV actresses are, but her career was constantly interrupted by personal tragedies. Isobel got off to a strong start in the mid-fifties playing Iris Jones, the spunky amateur detective daughter of professional detective Ian Jones and his wife and secretary Elizabeth. Isobel played Iris in five successful movies from 1955 to 1961. They were B-list but popular and she enjoyed a large and devoted fan base. Then she got married to a powerful studio attorney who discouraged her from making further films. The marriage lasted three years during which she miscarried twice. It ended when he left her for a mistress who carried a love child to term. A smart and ruthless man, Isobel’s husband left her with nothing, forcing her to move in with her sister and brother-in-law. 

She lived with them off and on for decades during which she married another scoundrel, had a nervous breakdown that hospitalized her, married a third scoundrel, and enjoyed two more visits to psychiatric hospitals. 



Isobel is bipolar, which is a bad enough thing to be. Add marriages to three cads, one of whom beat her so badly he dislocated her jaw, and multiple miscarriages, and her life was truly hell. 

Her sister’s husband, who was also not so great a man, treated her like a servant whenever she stayed with them. He died of emphysema in the late 70s. His death, the end of her third marriage and electro-shock therapy gave the middle-aged actress a second wind and she returned to acting as the murderer in a “Columbo” movie. She worked steadily after that, albeit in guest roles on 

“Charlie’s Angels,” “Love Boat,” MacGyver,” two stints on “Murder, She Wrote” and dozens and dozens of other popular TV shows. She was happy living with her sister, whose husband left her comfortable, and for the work, but disappointed always to be cast in roles of villainesses and other unhappy women: several more murderesses, scorned wives, bitter librarians, aging actresses, homeless women and such. Winter Key was the first series she had ever done and Isobel Lamb was the first steady character she played since Iris Jones, a role of which only old people, movie historians and gay men like me are aware. 



Written initially as an angry and selfish snob, the mother of super-evil Joseph Lamb enjoyed plenty of mean moments of her own in WK’s first season. Her work was good when she was 22 



there. Her illness, though treated, still plagued her and, as a result, interfered with the shooting schedule. While she stayed in the same condominiums as the rest of the cast and was driven to and from the sets, she was often late and, more than once, didn’t show up for work at all. Her sister spent much of season one with her in the Miami condo, but she has diabetes and other health problems that prevented her from keeping Isobel on her meds and on time.  Her mental health issues and the delays and money they caused were forgiven by Bentley and even Rona, who has a bit of a heart and cast the troubled actress out of kindness. Everyone was sympathetic to Isobel except the younger cast members, who regarded her as a failed old relic whose character was unimportant to the show and its storylines. Veronica and Randall found her very frustrating because, while their scenes with her were very few, the delays she caused with her tardiness, absences and retakes interfered with their own scenes. Veronica made remarks about how nice it was Isobel was working and what a pity she never reached her full potential and what do you mean I have to work this Sunday I was planning on flying to New York to see a play. 

Randall made remarks about how Debbie Reynolds, with whom he worked in this movie and Jill St. John, with whom he appeared in that TV series, would be very glad to assume the role and be much more reliable. 



Bentley wasn’t having any of it and privately advised both actors to shut up before their carrying-on got back to Isobel. Both actors continued complaining until Rona got them on a conference call and threatened to disembowel them if they didn’t shut their fucking mouths. To my knowledge, neither has said a word against her since. 



Isobel’s appearance on WK led whomever had the rights to her five Iris Jones movies to release them on video. I ordered them on Netflix and watched them with Linden, who had never seen them. “She’s adorable,” he said twenty minutes into the first one. She was. We both considered her mean rich lady role on WK and agreed she was capable of being much more entertaining. 

“We need to write her some funny stuff,” my husband said. I agreed. The hurricane episode was the first opportunity we had to demonstrate something other than rich bitchiness in old Isobel Lamb. There would be more to come, and with each new warmer, funnier and richer scene and storyline, she would become more reliable and healthier. 



Then there was Morton, whom I would describe as my nemesis had I let him be my nemesis. Oh, wait, I forgot Hal and Karen Jennings. Grrrrr. Fun-loving Hal and Karen, and I mean that in the most frustrated way, are also married in real life, for the third time, to each other. In their sixties, the couple are also veterans of film, TV and, primarily, stage. Plain looking, neither was ever a lead in anything but “Love’s Labor,” the amusing two-person play they wrote about their own marriage in the early seventies. It was a hit on Broadway and they performed it in Manhattan, throughout the country and in Europe for decades, updating  it as they divorced, got remarried, divorced again, married other people, divorced them and got remarried again. The play got produced as a TV movie in 1983 and sucked. Badly. They did their best, but it didn’t translate to the screen. I saw thirty minutes of it before shutting it off. It’s failure as a movie didn’t prevent its continued popularity as a play, and they toured and toured and toured, premiering updated versions every five or six years during a summer season in New York City. It’s a strong and funny show and they’re good in it. 



The problem with Hal and Karen Jennings is that they’ve done “Love’s Labor” so often over 23 



such a long period of time, they can’t distinguish the play from reality. Subsequently, they’re always “on,” and I mean that in the worst way. Their whole life is one long stage play about their forty-year relationship and how amusing they are and how they love-to-hate and hate-to-love each other. It’s horrible. They’re insufferable. I can’t bear to be around them on set because they’re always performing. Whenever I’m in their company, I feel like I’m watching the first thirty minutes of their 1983 movie on a loop, except it’s worse because as unwatchable as their play was on TV, it’s Hell on earth to watch it in what is real life for the rest of us. And they think we’re all as tickled with them as all their international audiences always have been. 



Honestly, Hal and Karen are only tolerable when the camera is rolling and they’re actually playing Hal and Karen Jennings, parents of Morton and the missing Bronwyn and grandparents of Randall and Veronica. As the two low-key life-long residents of Winter Key they are completely and mercifully not themselves. To their credit, they maintained their Winter Key characters when I wrote them the romantic weekend in the hurricane episode. As soon as a scene is shot, though, any scene, it is “Love’s Labor” all over again. No one can stand them. No one. 

The people I like and the people I hate all share the same attitude toward them, even nice Joseph Lamb and mildly dim-witted Barbara. Isobel Lamb is the only one in the cast and crew I think who has not expressed frustration and disgust over those two, perhaps because her scenes with them are rare or maybe because, next to abusive husbands, lost babies and harrowing mental illness, Hal and Karen’s 24/7 show doesn’t even register. 



Then there’s Morton Jennings, the fella I said would have been my nemesis if I let him. As irritating as every other cast member could be, whether he was nice or not, Morton Jennings was the worst. Mean, angry, full of himself, nasty, ego-driven, resentful, evil, horrible, deliberately cruel and every other negative word is how I would describe Morton Jennings if he was worthy of the time it took to say them all. 



Mort’s my age. In the eighties he costarred with Matt Dillon in one movie, had a supporting role to Tom Cruise’s lead in another, played Brad Pitt’s brother before Brad Pitt was Brad Pitt in a third, and starred in his own successful teen romantic comedy. Because of these early credits he regards himself on the same rung of the Hollywood ladder as Cruise and Pitt, and a rung higher than Dillon. The problem, however, is that he spent the last twenty years starring in one straight-to-video erotic thriller, action movie, police procedural, romantic drama, romantic comedy, sci-fi job and every other genre after another. On occasion his films were broadcast on a cable station prior to hitting the rental shelves, but mostly they just appeared, released two or three years after they were made, one copy per Blockbuster or Hollywood Video. Mort could have appeared in A-list movies, but he would only audition for leads and rarely had the opportunity. He could have done a television series but he wouldn’t consider it. He was a leading man and he would only take leading man roles in feature films, however narrowly distributed. I mean, did Johnny Depp take supporting roles? Did Sean Penn have a sitcom? 



As a result of his ego and obstinacy, Mort found himself working less and less frequently. Craig Sheffer, Eric Stolz and Lou Diamond Phillips, all of whose careers also got off to strong starts in the eighties, all also wound up on the straight-to-video highway, but they stayed busy on television. Ditto Charlie Sheen, Rob Lowe and Kiefer Sutherland. Not Morton Jennings, at least not until he found the real estate in which he had invested his B and C-movie salaries worth less 24 



than he still owed on them after the housing bubble burst. He defaulted on tons of properties, residential and vacation, and his Beverly Hills bungalow, on which he owed the most money, lost the most value. Mort was getting fewer and fewer offers from second-rate producers for their second-rate films, thanks to the poor economy and competition from actors ten and fifteen years younger than his forty-five. 



When Mort heard about “Winter Key” in the trades he contacted the agent that had made decent money securing roles for him in nonsense like “Shattered Heat,” “Innocent Betrayal,” and 

“Message from Mars.” He advised him he was ready to consider television and asked him to get him an audition. Bentley told me he cast Mort in part because he didn’t think someone at his age and with his modest credits would be too difficult. “He was as good as anyone else, Christian,” 

said my young friend. “Ultimately it came down to money. Mort’s resume was weaker than D.B. 

Sweeney’s. We did the math, offered him less and he took it.” 



To his credit, when the cameras are rolling, Mort’s work is good. In that, and only that is he easier to work with than Barbara Lamb. In every other way he sucks ass. Though he never calls in sick, he is later to set, and with greater frequency, than Isobel. He fancies himself a greater actor than Veronica. He thinks himself more worthy of a seven-figure salary than Randall. He thinks he is more interesting and amusing than Hal and Karen, combined, and he carries on about running for a public office from which he would fix the economy and the world louder and more often than Bettina mentions law school 



The cast and crew does their best to ignore Morton Jennings. When they can’t they indulge him just enough to make him tolerable. Joseph Lamb, the actor whom I like the best, in spite of his being in the closet, calls me during weeks when they’re shooting episodes in which I don’t appear to tell me what kind of diva shit WK’s male lead is giving everyone. His descriptions often go, “He yelled at a PA this morning over old coffee or something. Then he argued for wearing a tank top because Randall was in a tank and his shoulders and arms are as developed. 

Then he said he wasn’t getting paid enough to live and work in a third world country,” Miami, 

“and why is Garrett the only one who gets to sing when he did his own singing in ‘Desperate Longing,’” in which he played an alcoholic rock singer who is framed for murder. 



Joseph told me Mort got pissed when I rewrote the fight club episode so Connor would save the day with my hair pulling while he was holed up, injured and weak, in a dark hospital room. One of the PAs told me Mort complained that Connor’s highjacking the school bus in the hurricane episode was a despicable jab against Ray Nagan, whom he described as the heroic mayor of New Orleans during Katrina. Others tell me every time Mort complains that my notoriety is hurting the integrity of the show and that my appearances and influence should remain infrequent and limited. 



I don’t care what Mort or anyone else’s opinion of me is. I expected to make enemies when Bentley invited me to join WK as a recurring character, writer and creative consultant. I’m too busy recreating the show into something I would watch and that would lead to WK clubs and conventions, to be concerned that loser Morton Jennings threatened to walk out on his contract if we shot my Halloween episode script. “This is a serious drama about people struggling with the elements and the economy and their own interpersonal desires,” he wrote to Bentley in an e-mail 25 



he forwarded to me. “It’s not ‘Twin Peaks.’” Bentley replied, and blind copied me: 



“Break your contract, Mort, and Christian Gallagher will be the show’s new lead.” Bentley was serious, though I would never have agreed. Connor Ransom is the kind of character that needs to be seen in small doses, to keep him fresh and amusing. More importantly, I have young children, puppies and a husband who needs me in Orlando, and I’m already away from them enough. No, I informed Bentley, I would never be WK’s leading man. “I know,” he replied, “we’d get D.B. 

Sweeney. That would bother Mort, of course, but not as much as the idea of your taking over The Breaks.” He was right. 



Mort relented and the Halloween episode was shot just as I wrote it. 
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Chapter 3 

Halloween 




The pups weren’t the first Grayson had lost. In his second week we pulled a pregnant schnauzer from Orange County Animal Services. The volunteer coordinator there called Gray, because she couldn’t e-mail him, and told him about her. He did a quick inventory in his head and said, “We can take her.” She dropped her off that afternoon. 



The schnauzer, which Gray named Lucy, gave birth at two a.m. the following morning. Gray had an idea she would drop soon and spent the night in room one with her. She had seven puppies. 

One was stillborn and another died a few hours later. It just happens. It’s no one’s fault, particularly Grayson’s. He seemed to take it OK, from what everyone said about him the following day, including Linden. Elio buried the two puppies and it was business as usual. 



Then there was Happy Boy. 



There are several puppy stores in Orlando and its environs. On occasion I’ll join Central Florida members of the Animal Rights Foundation of Florida, headquartered in Ft. Lauderdale, at a protest outside one of them. We hold signs and encourage patrons to get a puppy at the pound instead. We distribute literature to passersby educating them about pet overpopulation and Mid-Western puppy mills. 



Yeah, I could reference the protest we did with Ben and Reid Maitland, but I do my best not to think of either of them. They always come up, though. They always will. 



Some loser Superior Bodies member purchased Happy Boy, a yellow lab pup, at one of these stores, in spite of being aware of Superior Mutts existing in the very same building as his gym. 

He got buyer’s remorse immediately and brought him to the club. I think it was…I don’t know, shortly after Gray started. He received the dog graciously from the member and then Elio and our other staff spent the next year pulling pranks on him, effectively driving the loser away from the gym, all with my blessing and, OK, participation. 



Happy Boy was three months old when we got him, and the loser member had him for three weeks. He had to have spent at least a week in the puppy store before being sold. Transportation from the Mid-Western puppy mill where he likely was born must have taken a week which meant, being as generous with time as possible, he was taken from his mother before the minimum eight weeks of nursing. Removing puppies from their mothers before they’re finished nursing is just one of so many things about breeding and puppy mills that suck. 



In spite of this, Happy Boy was a healthy, happy boy. He required some training and needed housebreaking, as does every puppy, and Grayson taught him quickly and gently. 



Grayson teaches every dog to obey and walk properly on a leash and not defecate and urinate inside quickly and gently. He’s very patient and very disciplined. I think, too, the dogs sense his disabilities and do better for his sake, as if his safety depended on their learning quickly how to walk without pulling and stop at intersections. As if they know how much harder it is for someone with one leg, one arm and no sight to walk, hold a leash and clean a crate or carpet. 
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Happy Boy learned extra quickly because Gray brought him home every night for the short time he was with us. “I know,” he said to Linden one evening, “I can’t keep all of them.” He was clearly telling himself because it hadn’t occurred to Linden to say that to him. 



Gray brought Happy Boy home every night and played with him in our back yard alone and with the other mutts. He brought a leash with him when he brought the puppy to and from the club, but always wound up carrying him most of the way. At work, Happy Boy was always loose. He followed Gray as he let each dog out to do his business and he followed him to the shower and the bathroom and the kennels as he cleaned. He joined him for his late morning break on the patio or in the lounge if it rained. And he followed him back and forth from the large food tubs as he scooped out lunch for everyone. Volunteers and potential families played with Happy Boy in the afternoons and while he enjoyed their attention, he was always looking around for Gray. In the evenings it was the same, the puppy followed Gray in and out of the building as he let each dog out to take care of business before tucking them all into their crates for the night. Following that, of course, was the walk back to our houses—the walk that always turned into the carry. And every day ended with Happy Boy snuggling next to Grayson in bed. 



Two and a half weeks after we got him Happy Boy got adopted, by a young man who, like Grayson, had also recently been overseas fighting, albeit in Iraq. 



Anthony Maniaci lived in Apopka, which is northwest of Orlando. He had seen Happy Boy on the Superior Mutts website and called to see if he was still available. Gray said he was and Anthony said he would drive over right away to meet him. 



Maniaci visited the club on a Wednesday afternoon when there were no other volunteers. Indeed, Ann Margret wasn’t even there that day. He introduced himself to Grayson, whom he determined was army. Soldiers can recognize other soldiers. It’s like gay guys having gaydar. Gray recognized Maniaci as army and they both carried on a bit about the military, where the other served and for how long, and what they were both doing then. According to his application, Maniaci had returned from Iraq a few months before and was living in a house he and his wife owned. He wasn’t working at the time but the Orange County School System had offered him a job doing maintenance for several of their buildings and it would start soon. 



Long story short, Grayson let Maniaci take Happy Boy with him that day. No home visit, no meeting the wife, with whom the dog would live, and an application that said he wasn’t employed.  Now, I don’t usually fuss at my employees; indeed, I’m loathe to call anyone “my employee,” but Grayson made several mistakes and they had to be addressed. “Gray,” I said to him the following day during his late morning break on the patio. “You can’t let someone take a dog without someone doing a home check.” He nodded. “You can’t let one spouse adopt a dog without meeting the other spouse and getting his or her approval, too.” He nodded. “And you can’t adopt to someone who is unemployed.” 



I think Grayson wanted to get rid of Happy Boy quickly, because he knew it was going to happen and the longer he fostered him the harder it would be to let him go. Also, in adopting him to another soldier, someone with whom he had something in common and whose friend he would 28 



probably be, he would be able to see him sometimes. Both things  occurred to me, but I didn’t say them out loud. Gray said, “Should we go visit him?” 



“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s go.” I found his application and Gray called him. Maniaci didn’t answer and he left a friendly message suggesting he come over and they hang out, etc., like they were old buddies or something. It was a good message, betraying no hint of concern over whether he was suitable adoptive owner. 



A few days with no response from Maniaci and Gray tried again. This time he picked up and they chatted a bit. Gray suggested a visit and Maniaci said that would be great but wouldn’t agree to a specific time. Gray didn’t want to push and let it go, certain they would meet up in the next week or so. He did ask after Happy Boy and Maniaci said he was doing great and while his wife wanted to rename him Lucky, Happy Boy grew on her and they’re going to keep it. “That sounds good,” Gray said to me. It did to someone new to rescue, I thought but didn’t say. There was no reason for Maniaci not to have Gray and me or someone else over that afternoon. I got worried and asked my private eye friend Patterson to run a background check on him. 



Anthony Maniaci was twenty-seven years old. He grew up in Eustis with his father, their mother having left them when he was a kid—I learned some of this from the background check and some of it later. It seems his father slapped his wife around and slapped his son around, too. His mother left but didn’t take him with her. Maniaci had some trouble with the law as a juvenile: drugs, fights at school, breaking and entering. When he turned eighteen and kept breaking and entering a judge told him to go to jail or join the army. He did the former, for less than a year. He got out and got a job with Orange County doing maintenance on its buildings. He met a young lady named Regina, who was a teacher’s aide at one of the schools, and they got married. They bought a small cracker house in Apopka and lived together for two years, apparently happily. 



The economy went bad and Maniaci and his wife got laid off from their jobs within weeks of each other. He couldn’t find work and joined the army. He did two tours in Iraq where he killed a lot of Iraqis unnecessarily or something and agreed to be dishonorably discharged rather than be court martialed or go to Leavenworth. 



When Maniaci got back he beat the fuck out of Regina and she left him. Then he got lonely and called Superior Mutts. 



Upon learning this…pieces of it, I drove Gray out to Apopka. There was no one home, neither Maniaci nor Happy Boy. I peeked into his house. There wasn’t a lot of furniture but everything appeared clean. I looked in the kitchen and saw no food or water dishes. We noticed an older couple sitting on the porch of the house next door and approached them. Gray and I introduced ourselves and said we were friends of Maniaci and did they know where he was. They shared a look of concern and said they didn’t. “Have you seen his puppy?” Gray asked. They shared another look of concern and said they didn’t know anything about a puppy and they were sorry to have bothered us. It was a strange thing to say since we were the ones bothering them. It was clear they wanted us to go away. It was also clear they were afraid of Maniaci and they were aware of his having, or having had, a puppy. We thanked them and got in my Miata, which I drove to the next block and parked. “We’re going to stay here until he gets home and tells us 29 



where Happy Boy is.” 



Gray and I both knew Happy Boy was dead. I was reluctant to say it out loud because I didn’t want him to feel bad about not having done the home check. Grayson said it, though. He said, 

“Happy Boy’s dead, Christian.” I came very close to telling him we didn’t know that for sure, but I didn’t want to insult him. He sat in silence for several moments and then said, “I can’t wait here. I need to move. We need to see if he’s buried.” Without waiting for a response he got out of the car. I did, too, and led him back to the house and to its back yard. 



“Stay here,” I said to him, leaving him in the middle of the small yard. Then I looked around. 

There was some grass, some mulch, a few unkept bushes and lots of dirt. As I looked the old man from next door came over and said: 



“Are you looking for that puppy?” 



“Yes, we are,” I said. He looked very said and very worried and asked: 



“Will you do something with him? Make him go away?” I said: 



“Yes, we’ll make Mr. Maniaci go away.” With a sigh of relief, the old man pointed to the rear corner of the yard that bordered his property and said: 



“Under that azalea.” 



Nothing, reader, has ever made me sadder in my life, I think…I know, than the sight of my desperate friend Grayson, hurrying on his bad leg, all but blind, toward where he thought the old man was pointing. He went the wrong way, his left hand in front of him, calling “Happy Boy. 

Happy Boy!” He stumbled over a concrete block before I could warn him. He got up and kept going. To my shame I was frozen watching him, overwhelmed by sadness, not knowing what to do or say. The neighbor, however, rallied and went after him. 



“Son, stay right there,” he said, gently. “Please. Don’t move. Let me take you to him.” The old fella’s effort snapped me out of it and I followed them to the azalea. “He’s at your feet,” the man said and then withdrew a few steps. Gray fell to the ground, tore off and discarded his limbs and began digging with his good arm. I stood next to the man and watched, again frozen. Gray had to do this, by himself. He needed his space because he had to find Happy Boy and endure the pain of it. It was his thing, and I let it be. 



It would have been bearable, but only just, had he not kept saying, “Happy Boy,” over and over, as if the puppy would hear him and respond. 



Gray found the body, wrapped in a plastic grocery bag, in less than ninety seconds. He tore off the bag, revealing, to me and the neighbor, the puppy’s battered corpse, which was covered in dirt and dried blood. Gray held it closely and let out a howl of pain so loud and sad my heart nearly broke, and I mean nearly stopped, because his expression of pain and grief was…I can’t describe it. Gray let out a second cry and then wept quietly as he held Happy Boy’s body to his 30 



face. I turned because I couldn’t watch it, and saw Maniaci watching us from the far side of his house with a look of extreme menace on his face. I said to the old man, “Go home and call the police.” He saw the neighbor he and his wife feared, panicked and booked back to his house. 



Maniaci said, no growled, “What the fuck?” and started toward where Gray sat rocking Happy Boy. In three quick steps I moved between them, pointed at my right finger in Maniaci’s face and said: 



“Stop right there, asshole or I’ll tear you in half!” And he did. And I knew he would, because bullies are cowards and I was one hundred fifty pounds of rage. 



Maniaci stopped, said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” and then collapsed in front of me. He began sobbing and saying, “I’m sorry,” over and over again. He held his arms across his chest and rocked as he did so. It was the same position and movement Gray was doing as he held Happy Boy’s remains. I looked from one man to the other and back and froze a third time, watching until I heard a siren and knew I would need to keep it together to deal with the police. 



Neither Grayson nor Maniaci reacted to the siren. They both continued to rock and mumble as the cruiser pulled into the back yard and two officers stepped out. I approached them, holding up my arms and explaining that no one was armed and no one was in danger. I explained what had happened as clearly and briefly as I could. Then the old neighbor came over and told the officers that Maniaci had beat his wife and drove her away and that he had beat his puppy and ultimately killed him. 



“My wife saw him bury the dog early one morning.” One of the officers stayed with the man while the other followed me to where Maniaci kneeled and rocked. The officer said, respectfully but firmly: 



“Sir, I need you to come with me.” Maniaci stopped and looked up at him. Then, slowly and quietly he stood up, turned around and offered his wrists for the cop to cuff. He led Maniaci to the car, and put him in the back seat. The old couple and I gave statements. The other officer took photographs of the back yard. Then he gently asked Gray if he could photograph Happy Boy. Gray laid the body down and let the officer photograph the puppy from several angles and close up. Gray turned Happy Boy over so the cop could take additional pictures. Then he said: 



“Can I take him, to bury him properly?” Without consulting his partner or anyone the officer said: 



“Of course.” 



The cops took Maniaci away and I thanked the neighbors. I helped Gray put on his prosthetic leg and held his prosthetic arm. He held Happy Boy and I led them back to the car. 



Grayson held and rocked Happy Boy during the drive home. He held and rocked him for ninety minutes in the back yard. Then we buried him. Grayson dug the hole, because he asked us to let him, and we left Happy Boy with the other dogs we had loved and lost. 
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When we were finished Gray went into his house and Linden and I went into ours. I had asked him to come with us, to have a meal and hang out, but he refused, politely, and I didn’t press him. 



The next day Grayson was back to his old self, going about his duties as if nothing had happened. I was initially comforted, thinking the grief he expressed was sufficient for him. Had I remembered my initial grief over Deirdre’s death, and what happened later, I would have been more concerned for Gray. Instead I carried on, too, as if it was all over and we were all over it. I mean, Gray had fought in a war, you know? He had lost two limbs, most of his sight and most of hearing. He had lost friends. He had killed people undoubtedly. What was Happy Boy to that? 



Two days later the old neighbor called Superior Mutts to tell Gray Maniaci hanged himself in jail. He told Linden who told me. I went to see Grayson that evening when he got home from the club. I asked him how he was and he said he was fine, that it was sad, but he was OK. “I’m not surprised, Christian,” he said and then changed the subject. 



The next two weeks was business as usual at Superior Mutts. Dogs came and went. Some came back and went again. Fewer came back a second time. Everyone ultimately got adopted, if it meant by me and Linden, who claimed only to be fostering Dahlia and the rescue’s other unadoptable dogs. We’d have her and other special needs mutts for the rest of their lives, and that was OK. 



Everything was OK with Grayson Abel until one weekday night Linden came home from closing the club. The kids were asleep in their separate bedrooms and I was hanging out in the living room with the beagles and mutts preparing the summer school final exam for my English class. I could tell something was wrong by the look on Linden’s face. Before I could ask he said, “It’s Grayson. It’s going to be OK, though.” He told me Gray asked to speak to him after letting the mutts out for the last time that evening. “He asked what kind of mental health coverage we had, Christian.” 



“Oh, Gray,” I said, both concerned and relieved he was looking for help. 



“It’s Happy Boy,” Linden said. “He can’t stop thinking about him.” I shook my head. “He feels responsible for giving him to Maniaci. He said he can’t stop thinking about him and it’s eating him up.” 



“I’m sure it is,” I said, so sorry for him. 



“He said because he was in the army and he was really nice when he came he was sure he’d be a good owner. He was another soldier and a good guy. He should have done a home check.” I thought about it, again, because I had also done so for weeks, and said: 



“That wouldn’t have showed if he was violent.” 



“Yeah, but if we, or he, had met the wife…” 
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“Maybe…” 



“And he didn’t have a job, which alone should have disqualified him.” It should have. “He just wanted to give another vet a break.” I understood and Linden did, too. Everyone did. Gray couldn’t have known, but you can say it and say it and it’ll still tear him up. “We went online and found a therapist that deals with vets.” 



“Good,” I said, certain that there were plenty of things related to his service in Afghanistan that were also bothering him. 



“He said he got counseling in Germany after the explosion. He said it was good and that he thought he was OK. He said being busy and having a job was the best thing for him.” 



“And then he let Maniaci take Happy Boy.” Linden nodded as in a moment I imagined both the bouncy yellow lab puppy who spent ten days with us and the broken body wrapped around the grocery bag Gray dug up frantically and then held against his face. I looked at Linden and saw that he was remembering the pictures from the police report. They were online. I had advised him not to look at them, but he did anyway. 



“If you saw it I need to see it,” my husband had said to me, as if we were one. If our roles were reversed I also would have sought them out. “Gray says he’s the first thing he thinks about when he wakes up and the last thing he thinks about when he goes to sleep. And if his mind isn’t busy every minute during the day he thinks about Happy Boy then. The beatings and the fear. Being chased around the house. Having his bones broken.” 



“I’ve thought about Happy Boy,” I said, “but not like that.” I imagined it all and then stopped out of self-protection. Then I said, “Gray can’t stop.” Linden who was able to turn Happy Boy off, too, shook his head. 



Gray called the therapist the next day and saw him the following afternoon during the volunteer and adoption hours. I covered for him then, and during all of his subsequent appointments until I began working on “Winter Key.” Ann Margret was usually there, and our other friends. And there was always someone working reception who could, in a pinch, show a dog. 



No one ever got adopted on the spot again, though. And we added background checks to the application process. Though Gray wouldn’t do them, because he couldn’t see a computer monitor, I told him we were doing them for everyone. He said, just, “Thanks.” 







I described the actors who played roles on “Winter Key” to Grayson using their character names only. It was easier than telling him the character name and then telling him the name of the actor who played him or her; this, because he didn’t know who any of them were anyway. Even before he went blind he wasn’t much of a TV or movie watcher. He would likely have recognized faces had he been able to see them, but that wasn’t an option for him anymore so I made things simple. 
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We lost another pup as I described the hurricane episode. I knew we would lose more and so did Gray. We also knew that if we lost them all, the last thing they would know would be full bellies, medicine, clean comfort and rubbies from two people who loved them. 



We filled syringes with water and gave the nine pups drinks. Then we rubbed their privates to make them go. We wiped them down with wet wipes and wiped our hands, too. Then we relaxed. 







Then I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



As originally conceived, the “Winter Key” season two Halloween episode wasn’t that bad. It took place at The Breaks on Halloween night. There was some interpersonal drama among Randall, Veronica, Bettina, Garrett and a couple of recurring characters their age. There was also a costume contest one of whose categories was “Who looks most like Isobel Lamb.” Honestly, it was a great idea, though it wouldn’t have occurred to me to include until at least season three. I saw the entire first season and while she was featured in nearly every episode, her character traits, clothing and mannerisms weren’t sufficiently established to warrant a look-a-like contest. 

Linden agreed. I said to Bentley, “We’ll do it next season,“ and he said: 



“OK.” 



The Christian/Linden version of episode 2.9, I think, opens late afternoon on Halloween at The Breaks. It’s already dark. Several of the main characters are inside the restaurant/club and each is expecting a visitor. Randall has a date. Garrett is meeting with a songwriter. Morton is seeing a sales rep from a new fish wholesaler. Veronica is interviewing a new waitress. The gay busboy, who still sports pimples and braces, will finally see in person another gay teenager with whom he has been corresponding online. Bettina’s expecting a Miami modeling agent who is scouting beautiful black women for a clothing line a client is producing. And Karen, who hosts on busy nights, is seating lots and lots of people who have never been to The Breaks before. 



The first guest is Randall’s new girlfriend. She hangs out on the back patio of the restaurant until Veronica recognizes her. “My brother’s in the kitchen,” she says. 



“Can I come in?” the date asks, still standing on the patio. Veronica finds it odd that she just doesn’t come inside, but not enough to say something. Instead she nods. 



Garrett’s songwriter knocks on the office door in the back. Mort answers thinking it’s the fish guy. He invites the songwriter in. The fish salesman shows up after the songwriter enters and Mort invites him in, too. 



An extraordinarily handsome teenage boy spots the gay busboy, whose character’s name, by the way, is Evan, in the parking lot. “Hey,” he says. Evan looks at him, mortified by how great looking he is in person and embarrassed at how ugly he is in person. 
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“I’m sorry,” Evan says. “If you want to call it off that’s fine.” 



“Why would I want to call it off?” asks the handsome teenage boy. 



“Because I lied to you. I’m ugly. I photo-shopped out my pimples and braces.” He’s on the verge of tears. The handsome teenage boy takes Evan’s face in his hands and says: 



“I’m here because I like you, Evan. I think you’re beautiful.” The busboy leads him inside saying, “The kitchen’s closing early tonight ‘cause there’s going to be a special concert and costume party. If you have dinner here then we can stay for the party after I’m off, but I’ll have to help clean up after it’s done.” 



“Whatever you want to do tonight is fine, Evan.” At the door the handsome teenage boy, whose really, like, eight hundred years old, asks, “Can I come in?” Evan doesn’t hear him the first time or doesn’t get why he’s asking so he doesn’t respond. The eight hundred year-old teenager remains outside the restaurant. Evan sticks his head back out the door and says: 



“What’s wrong? Do you want to call it off after all?” Eight hundred year-old teenager says: 



“I don’t want to call it off, Evan. I want to come in. May I?” The viewer finds the questions creepy, and it kind of reveals a bit what’s going on, that all these people visiting The Breaks are vampires and, as such, have to be invited indoors anywhere. Evan doesn’t get it, though. He thinks it’s chivalrous or something and says: 



“Yes, please come in.” 



A moment after Evan and the vampire who plans to kill him enter the restaurant, Veronica’s waitress interviewee knocks on the front door. Karen invites her in. The modeling agent arrives next and Karen invites her in. She and Bettina spot each other right away. She approaches the agent at the hostess stand and introduces herself while Karen answers another knock. She opens the front door, a bit curious that people seem to be waiting to be invited inside before entering, but not enough to say anything. She greets a couple and welcomes them inside. “Thank you so much,” says the woman, who enters first. 



“We heard about your restaurant online and couldn’t wait to eat here,” says the man. 



“Well,” Karen says, beaming at the compliment, “I hope you brought your appetites!” The man replies: 



“Oh, we plan to eat, a lot tonight.” 



The camera then moves from the vampire couple’s faces up to and through the restaurant’s ceiling into a crawlspace under the roof. Guess who is there, watching all the vamps enter? 

Connor Ransom! He…I lie on my stomach watching the action through tiny holes in the ceiling. 

Next to me is a crossbow and a bundle of wooden stakes. If any viewer hasn’t figured out yet 35 



that a small army of vampires has descended on The Breaks Halloween night to feast on the staff and party-goers, it’s clear by then. 



Connor says, “Well I hope you like sharp wood, ‘cause that‘s the only thing you bitches are eating tonight,“ which I delivered…well, the exact same way I just delivered it. We were going to cut the teaser at that point, ‘cause it’s a cool response and everything, but we had to set something up for the ending so we had Connor pull out his cell phone and type a message into it. 

The last thing the viewer sees is a close up of the text, which is going to someone whose code name is HBOO. It says, simply, “HELP!!!!!!!!” 



That’s the end of the teaser. It seems long, but it moves. 



After the opening, Garrett chats with the bohemian-looking songwriter on the stage on the far side of the dining room. The dialogue is unremarkable and then Connor approaches them from the tiny wings and says, “Excuse me, are you Garrett?” Your brother, who hasn’t met Connor yet, replies: 



“Yes.” 



“Great,” I say, “I’m here to audition for your band.” Garrett looks surprised and uncertain. I introduce myself to the songwriting vamp and then ask them to help me with my equipment. 

They look at each other, shrug, and then follow me backstage where, in a flash, I produce a stake and drive it through the songwriter’s heart. He dissolves into black dust. Garrett watches, stunned. He opens his mouth to shout and I cover it with my hand, throw him against a wall and say, “That guy was a vampire. This place is filled with them tonight. I can’t kill them all by myself so I’m going to need your help. Will you help me?” Garrett doesn’t answer, because my hand is covering his mouth. I take it away and he says, terrified: 



“You killed that guy.” 



“I killed a vampire.” 



“There’s no such thing.” 



“How many humans do you know dissolve into black ash when they’re staked?” Garrett considers this and says: 



“Oh. Right.” 



“I counted fifteen of them, so far. More may be coming. They’re going to take all of you out tonight if we don’t stop them.” 



“How do you know this?” Garrett asks. 



“It’s a long story,” I answer, ‘cause neither Linden nor I felt like coming up with an explanation and decided it didn’t matter. “That salesman meeting with Morton is a vamp.” I hand him a 36 



stake. “I need you to take him out.” Loudly, Garrett says: 



“You’ve gotta be f-” I cover his mouth again and say: 



“I’m not kidding. If you don’t want your friends to die you need to help me kill these vampires. 

Understand?” Garrett nods. I take my hand away. “We have to do this quickly. Once their whole gang is here they’re going to descend on all the humans at once. If people are missing the others will try to contact them as everyone will need to feed at once before they blow up the building. If you run into any humans you know who trust you, tell them to leave quietly and without making a scene. Tell them you’ll explain later.” 



“OK,” Garrett says. He takes the stake and goes to the office while I go to the kitchen. 



I’m saying all my lines in an American accent, by the way. I use a British one on camera. It’s an effort to do it, even now, so I’m not. Just sayin’. 



In the next scene Randall is making out with a hot blonde vamp next to the stove. They’re getting all heavy and she’s feeling him up; this, an excuse to display the actor’s abs. He runs his hand over her tight ass and blah, blah, blah and then she reveals her fangs, ‘cause she’s too worked up and hungry to wait for the rest of her crew. Randall is too stunned to move or cry out or anything. A second before Blondie plunges her teeth into his neck, Connor taps her on the shoulder and says, “Could you tell me where the men’s room is?” She pauses, thinks and says: 



“I’m not sure,” ’cause she’s a dumb vampire. No sooner does she reveal her ignorance of the location of the restrooms than I stake her and she dissolves. 



In the office, the fish guy chats with Morton. Garrett enters and says, “Hi.” Morton: 



“Hi Garrett, what do you need?” The vampire fish salesman is in a polo and chinos. He turns around in his seat to look at Garrett. Garrett studies his position and determines he has no clean shot. “Garrett?” Morton asks. 



“Ummm…ahhh…I just wanted to meet your new friend.” Morton finds that odd but says: 



“Garrett, this is Frank Larkin from Something Fishy. Frank, Garrett’s on our wait staff and he also sings a few nights a month.” Frank gets up and extends his hand to Garrett, who stakes him so clumsily he misses his heart. “GARRETT!” shouts Mort. Vampire Frank flies into a rage, revealing his teeth. Then he lunges for Garrett, who responds by covering his neck with his hands so that Frank’s fangs penetrate his fingers. This buys Mort enough time to pull him off, which is easy given the surprise Frank registers at biting through Garrett’s right hand. With his left, Garrett grabs the stake, which still sticks out of the vamp’s chest, and stabs him with it again, effectively. Frank dissolves. Mort stares at the dark ashy remains of the Something Fishy salesman. Then he looks at Garrett, who extends his right hand and says: 



“I’m gonna need a Band-Aid for this.” 
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Then there’s a commercial, I think. 



After the commercial, I go into the ladies room where the modeling agent is fussing with Bettina’s hair in front of the mirror. They both look at me and I say, “Ooops, I thought this was the men’s room.” Then I look at Bettina, whom Connor also hasn’t met, and add, “You are so beautiful.” She blushes and the agent says: 



“She sure is.” She studies my face and adds, “And you are, too.” 



“Why you’re nice to say that,” I respond and then, because the room is small and I need space, I say to the vamp agent, “Would you mind holding your arms out like this.” I hold mine out to the side. She looks at me kind of strangely but does so. “Thank you,” I continue, “that makes this very easy,” I plunge a stake in her chest and she dissolves just like her friends. To a stunned Bettina I say, “I hope you weren’t counting on that modeling contract.” 



In the break room Veronica chats with the prospective waitress/vampire, asking her questions like, “Where have you worked before?” and “Why did you leave your last job?” Garrett enters with a bandaged right hand on which a tiny blood stain is evident. The vamp looks right at it with hunger. Garrett’s feeling a little silly from the shock and everything and nearly dying so he decides he’s going to tease her interviewee. 



“Hi Veronica, do you mind if I sit in on the interview?” he asks. 



“I don’t know,” she says, kind of annoyed. “Are we busy out there?” 



“It’s picking up, but I just made the rounds and Bettina’s got everything under control.” Then we cut to a shot of Bettina having hysterics in the bathroom. Back in the break room Garrett pretends to have just noticed the vamp’s interest in his wound. Indeed, so interested is she, she stands up to look at it closer. “You know I just got this today. I was helping Randall in the kitchen. He needed me to chop onions. My eyes watered so badly I couldn’t see the knife and then I brought it down right on my fingers and almost chopped them off.” He laughs. The interviewee looks increasingly hungry. Veronica looks increasingly annoyed. “You should have seen the blood. Lots of it. Warm and red. Thick and salty.” He unwraps his bandage to reveal the still open cut. “So much of it. I thought I was going to go into shock I lost so much blood. A whole puddle of it. Fresh and tasty.” He waves his hand in front of the female vamp’s face and a moment before she chomps down on him he stakes her. Veronica shoots to her feet in an effort to grab the wounded vamp and is shocked and disgusted when her ashes spill over her. She brushes them off as if they were bugs. Then she looks at Garrett and says: 



“Was that a vampire you just killed?” He responds with a big proud smile. 



In the dining room Mort approaches the couple Karen had invited into the restaurant earlier. He says, “I understand this is your first visit to The Breaks.” 



“Yes it is,” says the woman. 
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“I’m so glad you’re here. May I show you around while you’re waiting for your appetizer?” 



“Of course,” says the man. They stand up and follow Mort out to the rear patio. He indicates the view of the Gulf, which is really a bay attached to the Atlantic Ocean…Miami. Miami, Miami, Miami. Mort says: 



“Isn’t it lovely?” 



“It sure is,” says the man. 



“Lovely,” says the woman. Veronica and Randall appear behind them, tap them on their shoulders. They turn, get staked, and dissolve. Without a word, the three vampire slayers return to the dining room to find Isobel, Joseph and Barbara Lamb enter. 



“What are they doing here?” asks Randall. 



“We’re having the Mahi Mahi tonight,” Mort says, smiling as he watches Barbara. “She comes whenever I make Mahi Mahi.” Veronica snorts and says: 



“She doesn’t care about your Mahi Mahi, Mort. It’s her excuse to see you.” She scowls. Mort continues to smile. Randall says: 



“Can we stake the other two?” Veronica and Mort consider it. He says: 



“We shouldn’t.” She says: 



“Could we offer them to the vampires?” Mort: 



“If it comes to that.” 



In the ladies room Bettina is still hysterical. A woman tries to come in. I say, “Please use the men’s room,” shut the door and lock it. I turn back to Bettina and say, “You need to go home.” I notice a window, high enough to discourage people from climbing out in an effort to avoid paying for their meals. I open it, pick up the still raving young woman and begin shoving her through it. 



In the dining room, Mort approaches the Lambs and says, softly, “You all need to leave. There’s a bomb in the building and we’re trying to evacuate everyone quickly and quietly in order to avoid a panic.” They’re incredulous. 



At the hostess station, Veronica says to Karen, “Randall started a grease fire. It’s out, but the kitchen’s closed. Please don’t let anyone else in, especially if they ask to be invited in.” Karen’s incredulous. 



Garrett approaches the eight hundred year-old handsome vamp who sits alone at a two-seater. 

“Look you,” he says, “Evan is my boyfriend and I don’t appreciate your trying to move in on 39 



him and everything, so you just need to fold up your menu and get your sorry ass out of here right now!” Connor (me!) approaches him and says: 



“Garrett, can I see you at the bar for a moment.” 



“Yes,” he says to me. “You better not be here when I come back,” he says to the eight hundred year-old vamp. At the bar I say: 



“He’s not human,” and Garrett replies: 



“Oops!” 



“Yeah, he needs to stay, and get staked. He escapes and he’ll seduce and kill someone else.” 

Garrett nods. I approach the eight hundred year-old vamp alone and say: 



“I am so sorry for our server’s outburst. I do hope you’ll accept my apology.” 



“Of course,” he says. Then suddenly, across the room, Garrett drops a tray full of plates. 

Everyone’s attention turns to him, including the eight hundred year old vamp’s. Connor stakes him and…poof! Everyone’s attention turns back to wherever it was and I walk away 

nonchalantly. 



Back at the Lamb’s table Joseph says to Mort, “I know you don’t like us, but you can’t deny us service, especially when we hold the note on the restaurant.” Isobel: 



“Joseph, darling, don’t be that way. If Morton says there’s a bomb in the building I’m sure there’s a bomb in the building.” Someone at the next table overhears her and screams: 



“There’s a bomb in the building!!!” A panic erupts and everyone who is not a vampire, not an employee and not the Lambs books out the multiple exits. From the stage, Connor examines those that are left in the restaurant and determines that the eight patrons who have remained at their tables are vampires. The same thing also dawns on Randall, Garrett, Veronica and Mort. 

Evan and Karen know something strange is going on but say nothing. A small, frog-like looking man who had been drinking red wine at the bar climbs off his stool, waddles into the center of the dining room and says to the seven other patrons: 



“The jig is up.” All eight of them reveal their fangs. 



Then there’s a commercial. 



After the commercial the frog vamp says, “Well, you’ve succeeded in scaring away most of our dinner, which means we’ll have to be satisfied with you.” 



“Don’t feel so bad,” I say. “We’ve taken out half your crew, so you won’t have to share.” 

Everyone looks at me angrily. “What? None of us is getting out of here alive. What does it matter what we say?” Outside, a calmer Bettina peeks through a window. She covers her mouth 40 



so she doesn’t reveal herself by gasping. No one sees her. She walks carefully away and then runs to Hal and Karen’s cottage, which is on the water next to the dock where their deep sea fishing boat is. She bangs on the door and he opens it. “Trick or treat!” she says, and then barges in. 



Back at the restaurant, Joseph says, “I have money. I can pay you. Please let my mother and my wife go and I’ll give you everything we have.” 



“Not everything,” Isobel says, vehemently. 



“Mother?” 



“No, they can’t have the china. It’s too valuable and has been in the Lamb family for over a hundred years. Well, what pieces that haven’t been broken.” 



“Mother, they can have the china.” 



“OK, they can have the china, but they have to let everyone go. It’s worth that much.” Barbara says: 



“Why can’t you get your blood at a clinic? Donated blood.” The frog-like leader answers: 



“It’s stale, and cold. It loses something when you refrigerate it.” 



“Oooo, how do you stand it?” asks Veronica, who gets a nudge from her brother. “They’re going to kill us. What does it matter what we say?” 



“You’re right, dear,” says Karen, who regards frog-vamp and says, “Tell me something. I thought all vampires were supposed to be beautiful, or at least become so when they’re turned.” 

A beat, “What went wrong with you?” This makes Connor laugh, really hard. Rather than get angry, frog-vamp shrugs and says: 



“You should have seen me before.” Everyone shudders, including his crew, who appear to know what he looked like before. 



Back at Hal & Karen’s house, Hal’s busting up a banister that leads up to his house’s tiny second floor while Bettina gathers up the pieces. She hands him half and says, “Let’s go, there’s not much time.” 



At the restaurant the humans: Isobel, Joseph, Barbara, Mort, Randall, Veronica, Connor, Garrett, Evan and Karen are lined up on the dance floor. Opposite them are frog-vamp and his seven friends. “Someone gets two of them,” he says. I think it should be me, since it’s my birthday next week.” The others object in a chorus. The humans are incredulous. Love that word, incredulous! 



“You can have the two old ladies,” a male vampire says. The others laugh. The humans remain silent, increasingly scared. A sexy female vampire walks the length of humans examining each 41 



one, clearly more interested in the men. She indicates Mort, whom she finds attractive, and says, in a faux Transylvanian accent that clearly annoys the rest of her crew: 



“I want this one.” She indicates me, whom she also finds attractive and says, “And this one.” 



“No thanks, sugar,” I say, “my pendulum doesn’t swing your way.” Hurt, she says, all Queens: 



“Fine, then you can have Harold.” Harold’s frog-vamp. I grimace, but before I can say anything further, Hal and Bettina come bursting from the wings of the stage, take running leaps over us, during which they drop the crude wooden stakes that had been part of the banister, and tackle Harold and the vampire on the opposite end of their row. Both dissolve right away. The rest of us, except for Joseph, pick up stakes and lunge for the vamps. Regrettably, while the element of surprise made it possible for Hal and Bettina to take out two of their number, the remaining six are ready and fight back, disarming everyone easily with their superior strength. A moment later Hal and Bettina have joined the row of humans. The sexy female vamp does the math and says, all Transylvania again, “Now each of us gets two.” Evan counts everyone, does the math and says: 



“Close enough,” Joseph says. 



“How about you make some of us vampires, since you’ve lost so many tonight? I think you should make me and my wife and mother vampires since we’re the only ones who didn’t kill any of you.” Evan didn’t kill anyone either, but he remains silent as he would rather die than be a vamp. Sexy vamp looks at Joseph and says: 



“I can barely stand you for an evening. No way are you joining us for eternity.” The others agree. 

She looks at me and says, “And now that Harold’s dead, I guess you’re mine again.” She pulls me out of the line and leads me onto the stage. “Now, everyone, I want you all to see how you’re going to die tonight.” To me, she says, “On your knees, worm.” I refuse and she pushes me onto them. She grabs my hair and regards the other humans, behind whom stand the five remaining vampires. “Mostly I like to pierce the neck and suck the blood until my victim is completely drained. Sometimes, like tonight, I like to play with my food…” One of her female vamp friends says: 



“Jody, we’re hungry, can we get on with it, please.” All Queens again, Jody says, simply: 



“OK,” and extends her fangs. Before she can bite me,  however, something small, furry and pissed off bursts through the ceiling holding a stake in her front paws. Honey Bunches of Oats—

that is, an animated version of my late Pekingese created in post production—plunges the stake through Jody’s heart while Joshua and Jacob Kelly, playing themselves, attack the five other vamps from behind. 



Honey Bunches of Oats nails Jody quickly, but the twins’ fight with the other vampires is very well choreographed. It took forever to shoot, too. Joshua and Jacob are lean and in good shape, but they’re not fighters and they’re not that coordinated. That meant hiring twin stunt doubles. 
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Bentley agreed to include the Kellys immediately. He had a harder time agreeing to a CGI version of Honey Bunches of Oats. “It’s so expensive, Christian,” he said on a conference call with me, Joshua and Jacob. Joshua said: 



“We won’t take a fee.” His brother added: 



“And we’ll cover the difference in the animation.” Bentley said: 



“You’re on.” 



How fabulous that Jacob and Joshua paid tribute to Honey Bunches of Oats like that. 



Most of the WK cast and company were familiar with Joshua and Jacob Kelly because of Abigail’s murder and The Coven and everything. They understood their being included in the episode because of their notoriety, and because they’re so attractive. Honey Bunches of Oats they didn’t get. Jody, the sexy vamp, found me and asked, Queens again as it was her normal accent, “What’s up with the Peke?” I told her and others, including Barbara, Isobel and Joseph, about bringing her with me, Joshua and Jacob as we toured Superior Bodies locations. “Nothing very exciting went on in Assisi, so the fellas and I concocted this adventure as we drove from it to Kingdom Come, one that included Honey Bunches of Oats turning into a heroic doggie vampire.” 



Some people got it. Some people didn’t. I didn’t care, and neither did the twins, who were grateful to have appeared on the show, though they agreed it was a lot of work. “Not every scene is a carefully choreographed stage fight with trained, identical-looking stuntmen.” They shrugged their agreement and then suggested staying overnight at William Bishop’s house, where I stayed when shooting, and drive me back to Orlando with them after the next morning‘s shoot. “Excellent,” I said. “It’ll be like old times, but without Honey Bunches of Oats.” 



“She’ll be with us, in our hearts,” Joshua said. He is so cool. Ditto Jacob. 



The Halloween episode was a hit and a turning point in the show. What made it additionally cool was that Jacob, Joshua and, especially, Honey Bunches of Oats were never explained, and Connor’s knowledge of vampires was never explained. What made it even more additionally cool was that it was never revealed to be any character’s dream or hallucination. And what made it the most additionally cool thing ever was that so far it’s been referenced in three subsequent episodes. 



The fight club and hurricane episodes were fun and different, but they only provided a glimpse of what “Winter Key” would become. The vampire episode put the series well on the road to wacky fan cult-dom. “How are you going to top this?” Bentley asked over the phone after he reviewed a rough cut of the episode. 



“I’m sure I don’t know,” I said. “But I’ll do it.” He said he was sure I would. 
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Chapter 4 

The Christmas episode 




Grayson and I discovered Happy Boy together and I witnessed his terrible grief. His agony. It’s extremely intimate to see someone suffer so badly and to express it as he did. It’s as close as we ever got, though. Gray’s pain wasn’t a breakthrough for us, wasn’t the beginning of anything and didn’t lead to confidences or a close friendship. We lived in adjacent houses on the same property, but we saw little of each other and less as I got involved in “Winter Key.” Indeed, I wound up seeing more of Garrett in Miami than I did of his brother in Orlando. 



While Gray had asked Linden about getting mental help and explained how Happy Boy’s loss was eating him up, he shared nothing more about it or anything else with him. He found a counselor and saw him weekly and still does, I think. 



Grayson didn’t hang out with anyone and didn’t get close to anyone or have a best friend or anything. And he didn’t date. That is, he didn’t date right away. 



Had I spent more time at home and the club I would have pried some personal information out of Grayson Abel. I was certain of this until I mentioned it to Linden one night as we drifted off to sleep. Gray was approaching his one year anniversary with Superior Mutts and my husband and I were discussing how large a raise to give him. It was mid-January and I had just returned from New York City, where I had shot the spring break episode. I was gone so often that year, and for only eight episodes, though I also joined the cast for the occasion industry event in this or that city. One time I had to go to England. That was a hassle, not the least because everyone I met gave me grief about my accent. I gave them all Rona Howard’s cell phone and dared them to complain to her about it. Whatever, Linden and I were lying in bed talking about Grayson and how little we knew about him even after one year and I said, “If I had been around I would have found stuff out about him.” Linden replied: 



“Oh, like you got so much out of me.” He made a good point. I didn’t know anything about Linden until our trip to the opening of Superior Bodies Boston. I learned what he chose to share with me when he chose to share it. “I don’t think you would get any more out of him, Christian,” 

he said. I thought about it a second time and agreed. Then he said, “Elio, on the other hand, is more relentless than you are when it comes to prying into people’s personal business.” I sat up, shot up, really, and said: 



“What did he find out???” Linden laughed and sat up, too. The Whore of Babylon, who had settled in comfortably between our prone bodies was irritated by our moving around. I loved on her as an apology while Linden explained that one day that fall, before Halloween, Grayson had come to the window to get fresh towels from Elio while Linden was voiding a transaction. Out of nowhere, Elio said: 



“Papi, how come you never show us your dick? Does it work or did it get blowed off?” Linden never had imitated Elio. It was hilarious and I wish I could describe it better, phonetically and everything. 



“Gray didn’t answer right away,” Linden said in his normal voice. “But when he did he said, ‘It 44 



works. My buddies told me I was wearing enough stuff on my belt to give it cover.’” 



“Really?” I asked. “That’s amazing.” It was great news: that his penis worked properly and that he was comfortable enough with someone…Elio, to say so. 



“You would never have asked him like that,” my husband said, correctly. 



“What else did he ask?” I asked. Linden said Elio also asked how come he didn’t have any scars on his face from the shrapnel. “And how did he pronounce ‘shrapnel?’” I demanded to know. 

Linden said: 



“I can’t do it justice. You’ll have to ask him the next time you see him.” I considered calling him that night. “Gray said the shrapnel didn’t blind him. The explosion sent him through the air and his helmet came off. He hit the ground head first and the trauma from that is what blinded him.” 

That was interesting, though I kind of assumed that. What I really wanted to know was why he wasn’t seeing anyone and how he got off. Reading my mind, Linden said, “Then Elio asked him why he wasn’t seeing anyone and how he got off.” 



“And…?” 



“And Gray said he was still getting over some things and when he was ready he would start dating.” It was a good response and I said so. Then I said: 



“Did he answer the other thing, about getting off?” Linden nodded, smiled and said: 



“He told him he watched porn. Girl on girl, and then he described it. Women’s bodies. Their breasts and their vaginas. He said he liked small ‘tits’ and carefully shaved ‘pussies.’ He told Elio about his favorite porn scene, featuring women who pierced their clitorises. He said something about them sixty-nining, licking each other’s ‘love buttons’ and biting their metal hoops, sucking on the rings and the flesh at once.” Linden went on further, which made me laugh as I imagined poor Elio, who found women’s bodies super disgusting, listening to all of it. 



“And he finally told him to stop when?” I asked. Linden said: 



“When Gray described the ladies doing the ‘scissor grind’ after hooking their ‘clit rings’ 

together.” 



“Wow,” I said, and actually found it kind of arousing, in spite of my also being gay. I said: 



“Wanna try it?” My husband thought about it, laughed, nodded and then we…well, you know. 

Before we got started I said, “Wait a minute, Grayson can’t watch porn. He can’t see!” Linden said: 



“Duh,” and then we got started. 



Like Linden, Grayson chose to share what he wanted when he wanted. That October day he 45 



chose to tell Elio, which he knew meant everyone, that his genitals were in working order and that he wasn’t dating but would. Elio, only told others that Gray got off watching straight porn, having never realized, like I did, that he couldn‘t. 



Grayson was ready to open up that fall but he didn’t begin dating until, curiously, the day after Linden told me about his razzing Elio with talk of lesbian sex and scissor-grinding. While it took our friend nearly a year to begin dating, he could have right away if he wanted. Though not as handsome as his brother, Grayson Abel is nice looking. His disability, which I believe was among the things that kept him from seeing women sooner, was far from a liability. Indeed, the whole wounded soldier thing was an extra turn on. Women, some of them, want to take care of a big, strong, wounded hero. That he’s also blind makes him super-dee-duper attractive in that women, some of them, don’t have to be concerned about not being supermodel gorgeous or skinny, ‘cause Grayson can’t see ‘em. Add working with sad, abused and lonely rescue dogs and you have what amounted to, at least in the first nine months of his employment, an army of these women descending on the club like gay men never did, even at the height of our bathhouse popularity. 



Gray went back and forth from our houses to the club and few other places, but for the occasional doctor and regular therapist appointment. Had he stuck to this regimen, he wouldn’t have been pursued as he had for most of 2010. All the attention started when one of his doctors asked him if he would consider speaking to children in area hospitals who had lost limbs and/or their sight. He agreed right away and asked Linden to help him prepare a presentation to give. It began with a very brief description of his army service and the explosion that injured him. He talked about recovering in the hospital and being very sad and scared about losing his arm, leg and sight. He stressed that there were a lot of people who were there to help him feel better and adjust to his disabilities. He said the first thing he did was learn Braille, and then he got fitted with prosthetic limbs when what remained of his arm and leg healed. He described learning how to walk with his artificial leg using a cane. Then he told the kids in this hospital and that rehab center that he could have been sad and sat around his brother’s house, but even though he was disabled he could do a lot of things. He talked about reading Braille and walking through the neighborhood. And then he told them about how he was the operations manager of Superior Mutts Doggie Rescue, Inc. 



Dahlia always accompanies Gray on hospital visits, which he made twice the first month and then twice a week, all over Central Florida, until it became too much for him. He brings her because she’s small enough for him to carry in his left hand and she lives with us and therefore can be scooped up and thrown in the car of whatever hospital volunteer is tasked with transporting them. Dahlia is also the least attractive dog anyone has ever seen. She’s got a head bob, the result of having distemper as a puppy, and she’s incontinent, also from the illness. Gray is disabled but he’s happy and can work. Dahlia is disabled and ugly but she is loved. The two of them are a hit wherever they go. They’re a hit with the young patients and they’re a hit with their mothers, the female volunteers, the female staff, including nurses, doctors and administrators, the local female news reporters that have done stories on him and his outreach and the female population of Central Florida who have watched the stories. 



Yeah, Grayson Abel was in large demand there for a while. They were all over him, “Gray’s 46 



Groupies,” we called them. Not the most clever term, but the most accurate. They showed up at two p.m. every day starting the day after his first presentation. Six of them came, Marty told me. 

To “help out” and “maybe adopt a dog.” They were interested in doing neither. As Marty said, 

“They wanted to help him out and adopt him.” Again, not so cleverly put but dead-on-balls accurate. 



At the height of “Grayson-Mania,” we had close to thirty groupies a day ranging in age from sixteen to ninety wanting to adopt the poor, compassionate, sexy kennel manager. Some women came with young children, but I didn’t count anyone under thirteen as an admirer. When we began seeing ten a day on weekdays and over a dozen on weekends Linden asked Gray if he wanted him to put a stop to it. “No way,” he said. “The dogs are getting so much attention. I don’t care why they come, as long as they give love while they’re here.” Linden advised him to say the word and he would create a volunteer schedule limiting the number of people who could visit each day. 



The problem with Gray’s Groupies coming to the club under false pretenses is the chance that they might adopt a dog they don’t want, just to please him. I suggested that right off the bat and told him to be aware of it. When he suspected it was happening he advised me and Linden or I would make home visit. “But where’s Gray?” one woman asked me when I showed up holding Queenie, the elderly, blind poodle mix in which she had feigned an interest. 



“He can’t see your home so he can’t do home visits.” 



“Well, I thought he would come with you,” she said. 



“He’s busy. Now, Queenie’s pretty good about holding her bladder, but any dog this age is going to have accidents…” The woman gave me as little time as she could without, she thought, being rude. Then she said she was having second thoughts and bye-bye. I made a total of eight home visits to Gray Groupies and Linden made more than that. Two of them wound up taking the dogs that had been ruses. One kept the dog and then turned him in to Orange County because she was too embarrassed to bring him back to us. It was one of the schnauzer puppies at whose birth Gray was present. The county volunteer who hooked us up with the mommy dog thought he might be her offspring so she checked his chip and called us right away. Keith Pilcher, who volunteered with one of his sons that day, offered to get the pup. When I heard what the woman did, I called her up and gave her a rash of shit that included this doozy: “Even if he didn’t find your voice and personality unbearable, you don’t think, as blind as he is, Grayson wouldn’t have figured out how ugly you are?” And then I laughed maniacally and hung up the phone after she burst into tears and vomited profanities at me. I confessed my cruelty to Linden who laughed also, but not as maniacally as I did. 



“It’s OK, Christian. Her contract required her to return the dog to us. He could have been euthanized at Orange County. She used him and made him think he had a loving home.” Then he asked me to repeat what I said to the woman. I did and he laughed again. 



Grayson had his first date, since I had known him, the last Friday night of…something. God, I get worse and worse with dates! Or maybe lazier about remembering them. Anyway, it was with 47 



an attractive woman who happens to be a dwarf. I was careful to say she’s a woman who is a dwarf rather than just a dwarf. I’m sensitive like that. Her name is Michelle and she’s a friend of Olivier Korstanje’s wife Kristen. They met when Kristen agreed to pick up a returned dog, also from the schnauzer litter, from someone who had moved to West Palm and claimed he couldn’t take her. Michelle went along for the ride. Grayson called Kristen during the trip to check in and find out when she would be arriving so he’d have a crate ready and she said, “Oooo you‘re going to have to give him a bath before you put him anywhere.” The pup, whose former owner assured her she had gone potty seconds before she arrived, had an accident in her backseat. Gray greeted the women and doggie in the parking lot armed with a roll of paper towels, a sponge and two kinds of cleaners. He and Michelle said their first hellos as they scrubbed runny feces off Kristen’s rear car seat while Kristen brought him inside to bathe. 



Gray and Michelle were so impressed with the good humor with which the other handled their messy task, they made a date for that weekend. They had to cancel it when Michelle had to go out of town on business. She’s a forensic accountant and takes jobs all over the country. They postponed their date twice because of her work. When it finally happened, she picked him up in a run-of-the-mill Ford sedan that had been altered so someone her size could drive it. I was home with the kids at the time and the three of us, and some of the pups, too, I think, watched them drive away on their big date. They went to Julie’s Waterfront Café and enjoyed seafood and then to some concert given by a local choral group at the Lake Eola band shell. The following day I called Elio and asked him for details. He said, “Querido, I haven’t had a chance to ask him yet!” 



“What, were you too busy fucking someone in room two?” I asked, jokingly. 



“No, baby, he was fucking me.” 



“Was Gray working outside in the kennels?” I asked, as the three rooms hustlers used to use were never completely soundproof. 



“No, baby, he was watching the front for me.” I laughed and asked: 



“Was there a dog in there with you?” because we use those rooms to quarantine new arrivals. 



“Oh, yeah. A big bully dog. A big one, with his balls and everything. He got hard watching us.” 



“Stop right there,” was something I had never said to Elio, but I was afraid. I was afraid he was going to tell me the dog began humping one or both of them and they didn’t stop or didn’t make him stop. It’s something I couldn’t bear to hear. Yes, I have limits. 



I later found out, from Garrett, on a plane ride to Los Angeles, where we attended the Emmys as Rona and Bentley’s dates. This pissed off the rest of the cast, especially Morton, who had been nominated for one as a young actor, and Randall, who had also been nominated for one, as a child actor, and Veronica, who learned Glenn Close was going to be there and she really wanted to meet her. 



They would all go the following year when “Winter Key” got nominated for best drama thanks 48 



to…OK, I won’t say it. (Me.) 



Garrett said Gray and Michelle had fun on their first and second dates but then got into it over politics on the third and got into it again over politics on the fourth, and last one. He said, “I guess Michelle had her opinions and argued them and argued them and wouldn’t give up until he changed his mind and agreed with her.” 



“He doesn’t seem the type who would,” I said, sipping champagne in first class. 



“No. Gray’s a live and let live guy, but he’s not going to say he believes something he doesn’t just to make someone else happy.” 



“Did they fuck?” I asked, just to be silly and, well, ‘cause I was curious. 



“No,” Garrett said, laughing. “They made out, though.” 



“Oh.” 



That spring and summer Gray dated three more women. Among them was a transsexual whom I recall as a man but never knew as a woman. Gray only knew her as a woman and she was, and is, a super person, so he gave it a shot, twice. It didn’t work out, he said, because she talked too much about her transformation and, in doing so, reminded him, too much, that he had been a man. “I knew it, but she just said it over and over again. I gave it a shot, Elio.” Another was Keith Pilcher’s ex-wife. Yeah, he got divorced. It happens. It was amicable, and they still brought their sons to volunteer on weekends together. They went on one date and she tried to nail him right away, which doesn’t bother me a bit but bothered Gray, who probably hadn’t had sex with anyone since getting injured. He discouraged it and they went out three more times. Each time she tried to nail him and each time he discouraged her. She finally gave up and didn’t call him back when he called her for a fifth date. “I would have done it ultimately, if she just let it happen, but it was dinner then ‘Let’s go to bed,’ dinner and ‘Let’s go to bed,’ each time. And I think she didn‘t even want dinner, Elio.” Elio took the words out of my mouth when he told me he replied: 



“Papi, she’s divorced and has kids. She’s twenty years older than you. Of course, she just wants to fuck.” 



The final woman Gray dated was the other woman who had made an adoption inquiry as an excuse to see him, and then wound up adopting. She came back to the club to find a friend for her baby. As she wasn’t all over Gray and needy and everything, and her visit was sincere, he felt comfortable giving attention he would not have otherwise. The dog she adopted was a seven year-old male Pomeranian and she wanted another one, of either sex, around the same size and age. Gray recommended the five year-old female Shih Tzu mix some friend of someone’s was fostering at his house. They made arrangements for the two dogs to meet the following weekend at the club. They got along well and the woman adopted her. The weekend after that they had dates on Friday and Saturday. They spoke during the week and saw each other again after that. 

Then an old boyfriend called her up and she started going out with him again. She let Gray down 49 



gently, though. “There’s no hard feelings between us, Elio,” Gray said. Elio said to me, and I tend to agree: 



“Querido there’s always hard feelings.” 







I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



Every show’s got ‘em, every season. The Christmas episode. Linden and I checked out the treatment for WK season two’s. There were things we liked about it and things we didn’t. The thing we liked the best was how Christmas at the Lambs was portrayed. In an early scene, Joseph asks his mother what she wants for Christmas. She says she has everything she could want. She tries to put it warmly, but her response is awkward and seems insincere. Joseph is disappointed. 

Later, Isobel asks Barbara what she wants for Christmas. Her response is similar and Isobel feels disappointed. Still later, and the creepiest of the three requests, Barbara asks her husband what he wants for Christmas and his response is the same: “I have everything I need.” 



The three Lambs may have every object they need, but their emotional needs are clearly not being met by each other. I asked Linden, “What did they do in the Christmas episode last year?” 

My husband and I had watched the entire first season in a few days after Bentley asked me to appear in its finale. Linden thought about it and said: 



“The same thing. They each asked what the other wanted for Christmas and they each said he had all he needed.” We agreed it was cool the Lambs’ Christmas sucked, and sucked in the same way two years in a row. 



Lettie and Bettina give each other full spa treatments on Christmas Eve, right before the annual Christmas Eve party at The Breaks. A housekeeper and waitress, mother and daughter enjoy being queen for a day. Whatever. 



The worst part of the episode was the whole “Gift of the Magi” thing one of the writers came up with for Morton, Randall and Veronica. In one scene, Randall and Veronica talk about what they’re getting Mort. They agree to have the leather seats of the vintage wood paneled station wagon he tinkers with replaced. Veronica and Mort talk about what they’re getting Randall. 

They agree to have his jet ski repaired. Mort and Randall talk about what they’re getting Veronica. They agree to have her raggedy signed first edition of “The Heart is a Lonely Hunter” 

restored. In order to pay for his share of the others’ gifts, Mort sells his vintage wood paneled station wagon, Randall sells his jet ski and Veronica sells her raggedy signed first edition of 

“The Heart is a Lonely Hunter.” 



The problem with this is in no prior episode did Mort ever tinker with a vintage wood paneled station wagon, Randall never rode a jet ski and Veronica never opened a book. All these things that were so precious to them were made up for the sake of the episode. “No way,” Linden and I said simultaneously. “You can’t instantly establish something that means so much to one of them and expect an audience to be moved by him giving it up out of love for someone else.” I said this 50 



passionately to Linden, who agreed but kind of mocked my verve by saying, sarcastically: 



“Yeah!” We laughed and then he asked, “How does Garrett spend Christmas?” I finished the treatment and said: 



“In the beginning he asks his wealthy Washington DC parents for clothing, a gift card to Target, money, camping equipment and tons of other stuff.” 



“That doesn’t sound like Garrett” 



“No,” I said, “it’s not.” I smiled, ‘cause I liked the part of the episode. “In the last scene, Garrett’s in his studio apartment, which is above the Jennings’ garage. He is surrounded by boxes. He opens them all and sorts through them, awed and excited by his parents’ generosity. 

Then he loads them all into his older black Nissan pickup and takes off. In the scenes over which the ending credits roll, Garrett gives the Target gift card to one homeless person, the clothing to another, the sleeping bag to a third, cash to a fourth, etc. etc.” 



“Fantastic,” said Linden. “Let’s keep that part.” I agreed we would. 



“What about the ‘Gift of the Magi’ thing?” We both shook our heads. “Lettie and Bettina?” The queen for a day thing was OK, but I thought we could do better. “And the Lambs?” I didn’t know. I liked that they would spend Christmas the same way they had the year before, suggesting that they always did, and that it was miserable. Still…  



“Connor’s supposed to be in this episode, right?” Linden asked. 



“Yeah,” I said. “Maybe. He could be in any eight, but I have to have a decent reason for him to be in Winter Key.” Linden asked: 



“How did we spend last Christmas? And the one before? And every one since we met Ben and Reid?” Ben and Reid Maitland. I never thought of them without feeling acute pain at how close Ben was to killing me and how Reid, his son, killed him to save me. Yeah, those two aren’t ever a fun topic, and Linden wouldn’t bring them up except to make a good point, which was that every Christmas since we met them, my husband and I pulled as many foster child present requests off the Christmas tree in our Publix lobby as we had people for whom to buy gifts. Then we fulfilled the foster child’s gift request and advised the loved one to whom we would have given a gift what we got the kid instead. Linden said, “The episode opens with Connor breaking into the Publix on Winter Key. One by one he pulls off foster kid Christmas present requests and examines them. He puts each in a bag, leaving the tree bare. Then he leaves.” I knew the rest of the episode, and I really liked it. So did Bentley and so did the woman who had the final word on everything WK, Rona Howard. 



The episode teaser is Connor pulling off the requests. Then, after the regular opening, Garrett writes to his wealthy DC socialite parents with a list of things he wants for Christmas. Then Randall and Veronica talk about the station wagon’s leather seats and the former says, “Yeah, but Mort hasn’t looked at that car in a year.” Veronica and Mort talk about the jet ski and the 51 



former says, “Yeah, but Randall hasn’t ridden that jet ski for two years.” Mort and Randall talk about the first edition book and the former says, “Yeah, but it’s been boxed up in her closet for three years.” The episode’s original writer was really pissed off at this change, as you can imagine. He didn’t approach me. Indeed, I haven’t met any of the writers in person and wouldn’t know them by name or sight or if I slept with them. Bentley, who absorbed a lot of criticism people meant for me, told me the guy threatened to quit and he said that was fine and good luck and the guy never quit. 



“So many babies, Christian,” he wrote to me in an e-mail. “With such huge egos. He didn’t get paid any less when you rewrote the episode. I think he was embarrassed with your pointing out that his gifts were all items made up on the spot.” I agreed, but was gracious and didn’t gloat. I had no quarrel with anyone in the WK company. I had no time for one. 



Interspersed among these Randall-Veronica-Morton scenes are the ones where the Lambs ask each other what he wants and Lettie and Bettina decide they’re going to give each other full spa days. Finally, Garrett runs into Hal and Karen. He asks them what people who have been married for over forty years get each other for Christmas. Karen says, “We don’t buy each other anything,” and Hal adds, suggestively: 



“But that doesn’t mean we don’t give each other anything.” Garrett thinks that’s grand. 



Then the foster kid requests begin to appear. Randall finds the first one, in that circular thing where servers stick their orders so he can cook them. Yeah, The Breaks isn’t up on the whole punching the order into the computer thing. He pulls it off the wheel and reads it. It says, “Boy, 14, ipad.” It also says, “Monroe County Foster Care Services,” an agency I made up for the show. The foster care system is state run, by districts, not county. Randall thinks the thing is odd. 

It’s a busy day at work and he’s aggravated. He crumples it and throws it out. He looks at it several times as he’s cooking other orders, and ultimately takes it back out of the trash, smoothing it and putting it in his pocket. 



Morton finds his request among a stack of mail; Veronica, in the cash register; Lettie, in the Lambs’ morning paper she collects; Hal, taped to the cabin door of his boat; Joseph, in a fresh roll of toilet paper he unwraps; Isobel, among holiday fundraising invitations; etc. 



In addition to discovering all the foster care requests, everyone at The Breaks prepares for an annual Christmas eve open house they have every year. It’s an island tradition, one that was referenced in the first season’s Christmas episode. 



Bettina brings up the local women’s spa’s website on her computer and checks pricing for the full-day treatment she agreed she would give her mother. Before ordering it, she takes a hard look at the kid’s request, which is “Girl, 12, a backpack kids won’t make fun of.” She goes back to the computer and clicks out of the page. 



In the following scene, Isobel is at the desk in her bedroom examining donation requests from charities. She writes check after check and when she’s done she puts everything away and gets up. Then she sits back down and opens a drawer out of which she pulls her request. It says, “Girl, 52 



16, braces.” She calls for Lettie and asks her to get the number of an orthodontist. Lettie notices the note and says: 



“Ma’am, if you don’t mind, where did you get that?” Isobel says: 



“In a stack of…something. Why?” 



“I found something like it in the newspaper yesterday morning.” Isobel asks: 



“We get the newspaper?” Lettie blushes a bit and says: 



“I put it out for years but no one ever read it.” Isobel chuckles and says: 



“But you.” 



“Yes, ma’am,” the housekeeper admits. 



“Well, you must continue reading it and you must help me find an orthodontist for this sixteen year-old girl.” She pauses and asks, “What did your request say?” Lettie pulls hers out of her pocket and reads, “’Boy, 6, books, books, books.’” 



“Then we must get him books, books, books,” Isobel says, getting up. “Shall we go to the bookstore?” Lettie smiles, hesitates and then says: 



“Ma’am, if you don’t mind,” a beat during which Isobel studies her, “I would like to buy the boy his books myself.” A beat, and her employer says: 



“But Lettie, whoever delivered the request did so in the newspaper.” Lettie considers this and says: 



“I know, ma’am, but somehow I think he…she…the person who put it there knows I’m the only one who reads it.” Isobel considers this and nods. Then she says: 



“Choosing children’s books is so much nicer than finding an orthodontist. May I help you pick them out?” 



“Yes, ma’am,” Lettie says, gladly. 



Joseph buys a child’s kitchen set than includes a working toy oven; Barbara, action figure soldiers with complex battle gear; Karen, something I can’t remember and Morton, something else I can’t remember. I recall coming up with specific brand-name toys and ipods and stuff, but the story editor was concerned about endorsing products without receiving compensation. I suggested Bettina get her foster girl a backpack or similar carrying case from the Coach website. 

The editor nixed that, which was fine with me as I had recommended a leather company reluctantly. I held firm to Veronica’s foster kid request, which was a donation made for him to PETA. Again, the story editor gave me grief. I went to Bentley and he sided with the story editor, 53 



which I kind of admire him for. Of course, that didn’t stop me from appealing to Rona. I emailed her image after image of factory farmed pigs suffering in crates too small for them to move around in and egg-laying hens crammed so tightly in battery cages they can’t spread their wings. She replied to an image of a bear-baiting in South Carolina, the only state in the country where it’s still legal with two words, “Do it.” She copied her son and he took care of the rest. 



Every one of the requests contained instructions to drop off the presents at a foster care agency event at five p.m. at a community center on Winter Key. At that time, from a rental car in the center’s parking lot, Connor watches the cast pull up in different vehicles to drop off their gifts. 

Bettina and Lettie arrive first. Then Hal and Karen. Then Morton, Veronica and Randall and, finally, Joseph, Barbara and Isobel. 



Connor follows the Lambs into the building. The event is huge, with lots of children from newborns to sixteen and seventeen year-olds. Both genders, many races, some physically challenged and some mentally challenged. Agency staff, social workers, foster parents and other gift-givers are also there. And the best part is, Bentley and I arranged with Florida Department of Children and Families for the district that includes Miami-Dade County to appear. It was a hassle and involved lawyers and approval and that kind of thing. It could have gone on for days had Rona not finally called Governor Crist and invited him to appear, too. After that it was cake, 

‘cause he’s such a poser. We distributed real gifts to the real foster kids. And the production company arranged for a girl with severely crooked…malformed, really, teeth to get braces and everything. Bentley offered to pay some hot shot orthodontist in Miami half the fee in exchange for an appearance in which Isobel introduces him, by his real name, to the girl. Everybody won! 



At the reception, Isobel and Connor find themselves watching Lettie and the six year-old boy for whom she bought lots of books. Isobel looks from her housekeeper to me and she says, “You’re the man who brought all those homeless to my house during the hurricane.” 



“Yes, Mrs. Lamb, I am,” I say. She continues to look at me and says: 



“And you gave out all of these requests, didn’t you?” 



“Yes, Mrs. Lamb, I did.” She continues to look at me and asks: 



“How many did you distribute?” I pause, think about it, and answer: 



“I don’t know, though I have it written down someplace.” 



“And did everyone respond to his request?” she asks, hesitantly. 



“Regrettably, no,” I say. She sighs sadly and says: 



“But the children…” 



“I got it covered. I took care of those who didn’t fulfill the requests I gave them.” 
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“Was it very expensive?” she asks. 



“It depends on what you mean by expensive,” I say. “I don’t think your son will miss the funds I used to pay for it. He so rarely checks the balances of his Cayman Island accounts.” Isobel thinks about that, looks for her son, who is helping a little girl pour batter into a toy cake pan, and says to Connor: 



“You are a little tiger, aren’t you?” She looks back at me to see my reaction and discovers I’m gone. 



That scene ends and then the final scene, in which Garrett distributes his parents’ gifts to the homeless happens. The credits run over it, but instead of the closing music, Garrett sings “My Grown-Up Christmas List” without music. He gives everything out that he asked his parents for and is about to drive back to his car when he notices a homeless guy in a ratty coat and shoes. 

Garrett takes off his coat and shoes and gives it to him, and then drives home, alone, in the dark. 
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Chapter 5: 

Grayson 




We were losing puppies and I was losing Grayson, to despair and fatigue. I don’t know what kind of day he had but I knew the night I had and I was wiped. He and I both had to stay awake and happy in order to inspire the remaining puppies. Their survival rested, in part, on our ability to keep their spirits up with rubbies, happy sounds and positive energy. 



I had told Grayson about the fight episode, Halloween, the hurricane and Christmas. I think he was getting tired of “Winter Key,” or he needed a break from it. Distributors generally put only four TV episodes on a disc. Maybe they know something I don’t. I had talked for hours. It was time to get him to. The first thing I thought to ask was how he got blown up, but I thought that even if he answered, which I wouldn’t have, the story would not create the mood the puppies needed. I said, “Garrett told me how you rescued him, when he was a kid. Second grade?” Gray looked grave and I regretted having brought it up. I said nothing further. After a few long moments he said: 



“Yeah. I did. Stupid asses thought our mother had money because our father was a one-hit wonder. Didn’t they see us? Didn’t they see our clothes? I had two pairs of pants and two shirts. 

We had toast for breakfast and an apple for lunch, on a good day. Our mother sometimes had food, but mostly she took us to a soup kitchen for dinner and loaded us up. And those guys thought we had money ‘cause the radio still played Randy Abel’s ‘Love the Pain Away.’” 



I really regretted having brought it up. 



“Yeah, I found the guys and I busted them up. I knew they couldn’t retaliate ‘cause our mother was dating a cop. I would have busted them up anyway, I was so mad. I was so mad.” He paused. “I was always mad. I was mad at my father for dying and leaving us with our mother. I was mad at my mother for being a skank and not providing for us. I was mad at her boyfriends for taking her away from us. I was mad at Garrett for being so needy. I was mad at everyone I knew.” 



Yeah, not the positive energy the pups needed. I was going to have to describe the spring break episode. I opened my mouth to begin but Grayson cut me off: 



“I saved Garrett that day, though I think the guys would have returned him that night or the next day when they realized what idiots they were. They didn’t hurt him. He probably ate better at their house than he did at ours. Still, I busted them up and I was glad. It felt good to bash people and bust their windows. It felt really good, so good that I did it again, and again. In school, in the neighborhood. Cars, houses, stores. I went out at night and busted things up. Sometimes I stole, but I was more concerned with breaking things, with a bat. Bats are good. Bats can do a lot of damage.” I just listened. “I never hurt anyone. Not after the guys who took Garrett. I was mad but nobody did anything to me, except my mother, who didn’t feed me or Garrett right, or get us clothes or school supplies. I would have liked to hit her with a bat, and would have if she was around more. She hung with us at the house for a couple of weeks at a time and then found some boyfriend and stayed with him. It was like she hung out until she could feel my rage building up and right before I was gonna bash her head she took off. I’d go on a nighttime rampage, busting 56 



streetlamps and knocking down fences, setting the asphalt on fire. I’d get it out of my system and she’d come back for a little while. With gifts or food or something, and things would be OK until I got pissed off at her again.” I just kept listening. “The fact is, I didn’t save Garrett. I mean I did, but only that one day. Really, he’s the one that saved me.” He chuckled, “That whiny little bastard kept me from going to jail. I got caught on my sixteenth birthday sawing through a wooden bench in a park a few blocks away from our piece of shit house. What was I thinking? I got a big saw out of a neighbor’s yard and took it out the night of my sixteenth birthday. I thought I’d cut a tree down, but then I thought the tree didn’t do anything to me, like other people didn’t. I wasn’t going to kill a tree. A park bench, though, was different. So I sawed it, and it was hard. The wood was old and super hard and it’d been painted over and over. It was tough but I was determined to saw it in half. I did all three slats on the back. I think there were three. Maybe four, and then I started on the seat. I was so focused on sawing through the first slat I didn’t even notice a police officer walking up to me. Just all casual, like I was playing with a yo-yo and not destroying public property. He said hi and I said hi back. Then I remembered what I was doing and I ran. Of course, I was really tired by then, from all the sawing, and the cop caught up to me fast. He took me downtown and called my mother. She was at someone’s house.” 



“Wasn’t she seeing a police officer?” I asked. Gray shook his head and said: 



“No, that was, like, four boyfriends before. No, she was seeing someone but I didn’t know who. 

Garrett answered the phone. I told the cop he was my nine year-old brother and I had to go home and take care of him. He asked me where our parents were and I said our dad was dead and our mother was over at some guy’s house I didn’t know where. He asked me how old I was and I told him I turned sixteen that day. Then he felt bad and he took me out of the station and back into his car. He said, ‘Your mother’s not with you on your birthday?’ and I said, ‘No.’ He didn’t say anything against her or anything. He didn’t sigh or shake his head against her, either. He just said, ‘Let’s get your brother and then go have ice cream to celebrate.’” 



“He did?” I asked, wanting to give that man a big hug. Grayson nodded. 



“He drove me to the house and said, ‘Before we get your brother, I have to tell you that if you pull this shit with park benches and any other stuff, you’re going to wind up in jail and your brother’s going into the system.’ I didn’t think about that. I should have but I didn’t. I’m glad he told me. Our mother wouldn’t take care of Garrett if I was gone. She wasn’t home for me when I was his age and he was, what, two? Nope. I changed his diapers and taught him how to shit in a toilet. No, she wouldn’t be there for him if I wasn’t, and Garrett wasn’t as…resourceful as I was.” It was a nice way of saying he was tough and Garrett was weak. “So I stopped that shit. I stopped busting things up at night around town.” 



“What’d you do with all that energy?” I asked. 



“Started working out. There was a gym at school and I lifted at lunch cause after school I had to get Garrett. I lifted for the rest of high school. It was good. It gave me relief, like breaking things with that bat. 
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“When did you join the army?” I asked. 



“I was going to join right after I graduated high school, but I didn’t graduate on time. I had to take summer school that year. They were going to let me walk with my class even though I had two classes to make up. One was gym, if you can believe it, and the other was English.” 



“So you walked with your class. That’s cool.” 



“I almost didn’t,” said Grayson. “I was mad. Again. Mad, mad, mad, at myself for blowing off gym, which I had last period my senior year. I was working at a bowling alley, renting shoes and vacuuming the carpet. I was looking after Garrett and seeing a couple of girls. I didn’t have time for gym. Leaving at two instead of three was just the extra hour I needed to get stuff done.” 



“But you knew they’d fail you.” 



“Yeah, but I didn’t care. There was a year there…more than a year, between the kidnapping and my sixteenth birthday, when I didn’t think I was going to finish at all, so graduating late wasn’t a big deal. Gym and English, which I was never good at.” 



“That’s because you never had me as a teacher,” I said, proudly. Gray smiled and said: 



“I think I would have done well in your class, Christian. If they’re as interesting as your stories about ‘Winter Key.’” So he was interested. Still, we needed a break from the show and I found Grayson’s story as interesting and probably more. 



“So when did you join the army?” I asked. 



“When I was twenty-two.” 



“Did you work at the bowling alley the whole time?” 



“No, I quit that job. I got sick of hearing the balls hitting all the pins. I heard it when I wasn’t there and even in my sleep.” I found that funny but didn’t say so. “I got a job at a convenience store near our house. Third shift. It was rough and not safe. I mean, until I started there. I brought my bat.” Gray smiled and so did I. “It came with me to work at eleven p.m. until seven a.m. for three and a half years. I was alone most of the time. That cop who busted me, on my birthday. He was still around, though and he kept an eye on the place. Between him and my bat…” 



“And your weight training,” I suggested. 



“Yeah,” he laughed. “We kept the store pretty safe and more people came to it late at night and also really early before work.” 



“You increased sales.” 



“Yeah, I did. I got paid OK, too. I was happy.” 
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“So why’d you join the army?” I asked. 



“I had to get away from our mother.” It was always “our mother.” Never “Mother” or Mom.” It was creepy, though not as much as when Garrett called her “Jennifer.” “She was getting on and not taking care of herself. She put on weight. She didn’t have so many boyfriends. And Garrett was growing up and getting handsome. And he could sing.” I knew where this was going. “She stopped seeing people mostly and focused her attention on him. She worked steadily, doing home health care for old people. She worked hard so she could spoil him. She was suddenly mother of the year and he loved her and everything as if she hadn’t neglected us for years.” 

EEEEK. “She got paid well and got overtime working overnights. And she bought him a lot of stuff. Clothes and shoes and a really nice book bag. She got him singing lessons and got him a big boom box. She gave him an allowance, too. She got his haircut at fancy places. It didn’t look any better than when I cut his hair.” The image of sixteen year-old Grayson Abel cutting his little brother’s hair was a moving one. “Our mother was all about Garrett and she barely noticed me. I noticed her, though, and how she was spoiling him and I said so. She wasn’t hearing it. She said she was sorry she wasn’t with us more when we were younger. That’s all. ‘Sorry.’ Whatever. 

She said I turned out OK but she was worried about Garrett and she was making it up to him. I told him she was making him a pain in the ass, which he was becoming, but she didn’t listen. I told him he was being a pain in the ass, too, and he said I was just mad our mother loved him and not me. That was hard to hear.” I bet it was. “The little brother I looked after who would have been really cool if our mother stayed away was turning into a…” 



“Diva,” I suggested. Grayson nodded. 



“I couldn’t watch it. The kid I loved, and still did, turning into a diva because men wouldn’t look at our aging mother and she needed a hobby and it turned out to be Garrett.” Grayson sighed heavily. “I tried, Christian. I tried really hard, but she had her hooks into him and drove us apart. 

On purpose. I finally moved out. I asked Garrett to come with me and he said no way. I wasn’t making the money our mother was and she could give him more stuff and that’s what he wanted. 

He said, ‘I’m going to be a singer like our father.’ He was talented enough. He was such a pain in the ass, though. He needed an ass-kicking and I nearly gave him one or two. I couldn’t smack him, though. He needed a whack but it would have driven us more apart and our mother would have really used it against me. I moved out but did my best to spend time with Garrett, but he wanted to see me less and less of the time. Then I stopped altogether. I quit calling and going over there. Then I joined the army. I told him I wanted to see him before I left. I didn’t want our mother to come. I asked if he would go out with me and we could get ice cream at the same place that cop took us on my sixteenth birthday. He said OK and he even asked if the cop would come. 

Delgado was the guy’s name. Officer Delgado took me and Garrett for ice cream on my birthday and drove us around in his squad car. It was awesome. He even turned on the lights and the siren and drove really fast. Just for a little while, and only after we had finished our ice cream. He didn’t want us dropping it on the floor of the car or anything. We took turns riding up front and then he put us in the back seat and we pretended to be criminals he just arrested. It was crazy fun. 

It was the best night of my life.” Grayson thought about it some more, to himself, his eyes bright and smiling. Then he came to himself and looked embarrassed. “Did I just say that was the best night of my life?” He was embarrassed and I was sorry he was embarrassed so I said: 59 





“Yes, Gray, and I’m sure it was. That’s a good thing.” He smiled, sheepishly, but appeared to feel better about having opened up. “Did Delgado join you for ice cream the night before you went to the army?” 



“Yeah, he made it. He was off and he actually had some family thing going on but he made it for a half hour with me and Garrett. We talked about the night he drove us around. It was good remembering it. I thanked him for it and for not busting me. He said he was proud of me and Garrett. He didn’t know our mother was making Garrett into a little bitch and I didn’t tell him. 

Garrett was really good that night. Like he wasn’t spoiled. He was nice to Delgado and nice to me and didn’t put on any airs. He was away from our mother, with me and the cop who kept me out of jail by telling me I had to look after my little brother. It was all good and I felt that maybe, if I kept in close touch with him, even from the army and overseas and everything, that he might overcome this ego phase and get over himself and be a cool guy.” 



“And he did,” I said matter-of-factly, because it was a matter of fact. 



“Yeah, he did,” Gray said, “thanks to you.” 



“I don’t know about that, Gray,” I said. “I don’t think I was around for enough time, or often enough to influence him like that.” 



“Yeah, you did something,” he said. I wanted to tell him Garrett snapped out of it when he got blown up, but I didn’t. I didn’t want to go there. If Gray wanted to give me some credit for his brother growing up, then he could. To my surprise, he continued, “Even when he was being a bitch to everyone, like you and Dad’s friends…” Not “our father,” “Dad.” “Even at his worst, he was always good to me, when I went to the army, I mean. He wrote e-mails all the time to me and sent letters and magazines and funny stuff like joke books and care packages.” 



“Really,” I said. “What’d he send?” Grayson explained, even happier than when he talked about the ice cream thing: 



“In the beginning, the usual stuff. Baby wipes, peanuts, powdered drink mix. And a letter, telling me about school and choir and some play he was in or something. He’d mention our mother sometimes, to goof on her. It was good. It gave me hope.” He paused and I said: 



“In the beginning…” 



“Oh yeah,” he continued. “In the beginning it was all the stuff you hear we want. Razors and tampons and stuff. And we do. I mean, we get the stuff from the army, but it’s standard issue and sometimes it’s nice getting something special, even if its mouthwash or something.” 



“What else?” I asked. 



“Gum. All kinds of gum. Regular flavors at first, then watermelon and berry and something that had juice inside when you bit into it. That was cool. He always got gum and he always tried to 60 



find a different flavor than the ones he sent already. And he’d send wacky candy, too. Like the candy necklaces and the thing with the lick-a-stick. Taffy, too. All kinds. He tried not to repeat himself with the stuff he sent. He sent pistachios. That’s the only kind of nut he sent because it’s my favorite, so there was always a big bag of pistachios. Always in the shell, ‘cause he knew I liked to bust open the shell to get ‘em.” I thought how I wanted pistachios right then. “And he’d put in cologne. Samples. He’d get them at the mall. Fistfuls. Those were fun. I’d share them with my friends and we’d all be dirty and sandy but we’d smell like Polo or Obsession or something. 

It was funny.” This was good, for the puppies, and for me. 



“What else?” 



“Magazines. ‘Rolling Stone’ every month. Of course, its articles always trashed the war and everything, but it was still a good read.” I wondered what Grayson thought of the war that had cost him his arm, leg, partial hearing and nearly all of his sight. I didn’t ask and never would. 

“Sidewalk chalk. That was good. Those big fat sticks of colored chalk. We’d draw with those. 

Play hopscotch.” 



“Hopscotch. Now that’s a game I haven’t thought about for thirty years.” 



“It’s a good time. I know only girls played it in grammar school,” and me, “but it’s fun.” I would love to watch a bunch of army guys playing hopscotch. “And Mr. Bubbles. He sent that more than once. That’s always fun. Crayons and coloring books. Word searches, crossword puzzles, mad libs. And books. Legal thrillers. I like them. They make me want to go to law school.” I couldn’t help saying: 



“I don’t think practicing law is so much like a John Grisham novel.” Grayson laughed and shrugged his shoulders. 



“I may still go. I don’t know.” I thought if he went Linden and I would pay for it, but I didn’t say so then. “Oh,” he got really excited, “and he always snuck in some porno picture of a chick. He knew it was against the rules for us to get porn, but he’d find a clever way of hiding it in the packages. Like in the crayons. He folded up a pic of super hot chick with these legs…I’m a leg man,” fabulous, “and he folded it up and stuck it in the crayons and I only found it when I pulled out the black, or the green or something. It was hilarious.” 



“How often did he send you packages?” 



“Once a month at least. Sometimes more but never less. Some were bigger than others. It just depended. They always came at a good time. Not that there’s not a good time to get a package from home, but they always seemed to come on some day something really bad happened.” I didn’t ask what and he didn’t say. “I got the most of anyone of my friends. I always shared it, of course. Everyone shared everything. I let the other guys see the porno pics, but I kept them.” 



“Did you get breaks, to go home and visit?” 



“Oh, yeah. I went back to Houston a couple of times. I hung out with Garrett and it was fun. Our 61 



mother always worked extra hours when I came back for a visit. I stayed in a motel so she wouldn’t have to see me. Garrett and I would do stuff together like go to the movies or just go grocery shopping. He went on a bit about his singing and how he was going to be a star and I told him ‘good for you’ but that’s all he mentioned it. He was working at a record store someplace, but it wasn’t doing so well because of downloaded music. And then he worked at a video rental store but that closed because of downloaded movies and Netflix.” 



“He didn’t go to school?” 



“No. He took singing classes. He didn’t go to community college or anything. He didn’t need to. 

He sang with a couple of bands, but they didn’t work out because, he said, they had ‘artistic differences’ or they were ‘losers’ or ‘no-talents.’ I think he was just so full of himself people didn’t want to work with him.” He paused. “Then he saw ‘The Maitlands of Montverde.’” God, I know I keep saying it, but I would never think of that show without thinking of Reid shooting his sick asshole of a father because he wanted to kill me and Patterson in the clearing off I-75. And the pictures…Gray said, “He thought he was as good looking and talented as the son. Damien?” 



“Reid,” I said, sadly. 



“Garrett thought Reid had nothing on him and neither did our mother. Then she remembered Dad sang with the dean of Montverde. Dean Simon. And Dick Solmes had something to do with the school. Like he’s a patron.” I knew the rest of that story, too well. Grayson blushed and continued, “Even when he was driving you guys nuts doing that show and looking so stupid, he kept the packages coming, with the pistachios and the different flavor gums and cologne and nikkid pics.” Ooooo, he did look stupid, ‘cause he was naturally and also because we set him up. 

I felt guilty recalling it in Grayson’s presence, especially as I learned he was sending all that stuff to him. 



“He gave it up when you got hurt,” I said. Grayson looked sad. “He walked out on a reunion show that was broadcast live all over the world and the universe.” 



“I know,” Gray said. “But not because he told me. Our mother told me.” 



“She went to see you?” 



“Fuck no,” Grayson said. “She wouldn’t cross a street to see me. No, she called me when I was still in Germany and just found out I was blind and couldn’t hear worth shit and she screamed at me about how I fucked up Garrett’s career and why did I have to go and get blown up.” I held up my hands to stop Gray. I held them for a moment and then said: 



“You’re making this up.” He shook his head, bitterly. 



“OK, I wasn’t going to say this earlier, but feel comfortable calling her a gaping thundercunt.” 

Grayson considered the term and nodded. 



“Yeah, that’d be accurate.” 



62 





“She hasn’t called you back, has she?” He shook his head again. 



“She knows I’m onto her and won’t see me or talk to me.” I considered the extent of Grayson’s injuries. He must have read my mind or something ‘cause he couldn’t see my expression and he said, “Yeah, how about that. I almost die. I can see only shadows and have no right leg or arm and she won’t call or visit.” He paused and then said, “It’s a good thing.” He paused again. 

“Even better, Garrett’s onto her. Garrett’s onto Garrett, too. He wised up quick about himself, his career and ‘Stable Boy’ after I got hurt. He doesn’t like to talk about it. He blushes every time someone brings it up.” 



“We don’t run the episodes anymore,” I said to Gray. “I mean, Bentley doesn’t. They’re buried someplace.” He shrugged, smiled and said: 



“Someday he might think they’re funny. When more time goes by. Right now he’s just embarrassed.” I felt really bad about ‘Stable Boy’ and setting Garrett up to think he got Sylvia pregnant and adding all those silly elements to the episode where Dean Simon gives him a campus tour and bunches and bunches of other mean things I did and thought. Again, Grayson read my mind. “It’s OK, Christian. He forgives you.” I was speechless and almost mortified. 

Such a life of neglect and then weird indulgence. Losing his father before he was born and having no real food to eat for years. I felt horrible and said: 



“I feel horrible for making ‘Stable Boy’ silly because Garrett was a…” 



“Diva,” Grayson offered. 



“Yeah.” 



“It’s OK, he forgives you. And so do I.” It was nice to hear and made me feel better. Then Grayson and I saw that we had lost another puppy and we were devastated. 
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Chapter 7 

Spring Break 




Christmas Eve 2010 the Central Florida coordinators of Animal Rights Foundation of Florida arranged a protest outside two Orlando puppy stores. One was at the shop on 50 where Ben and Reid had appeared. The other was on Orange Avenue between Sand Lake and Holden. Linden and I chose to attend the latter as I could never look at or think of the former without thinking of the Maitlands. 



We left Lil’ Samia and Lil’ Jacob with Elio in reception. He kept an eye on them as he checked in gym members. My husband and I generally didn’t impose on the Superior Bodies staff like that, but Elio insisted. He said he would behave and not sneak off with anyone to fuck. 

“Queridos, this place is no bathhouse anymore,” he said. 



“Elio,” I replied, “every place you go becomes a bathhouse.” Still, for an hour, we felt the kids would be OK, not the least because the more responsible Marty Irwin would also be there. 



Grayson and Garrett, on holiday hiatus from “Winter Key,” also joined us at the Orange Avenue store. The ARFF people kept Garrett’s participation from their members as they didn’t want everyone going to the protest he was at, leaving the other store with no one. They nevertheless alerted the media to his appearance and they showed up: the network affiliates, Channel 13, WMFE TV and radio, “Orlando Sentinel,” “Orlando Weekly,” “Open Doors”…everyone. 

Garrett was used to speaking to the press thanks to appearances he was required to make for WK. 

He also studied up on statistics regarding homeless pets in Florida and throughout the United States. The ARFF people met with him prior to the protest to run some potential questions by him and he nailed each of them. 



Seventeen of us attended the protest. ARFF had advised the Orange County Sheriff we would be there as the store was outside the city limits. A couple of deputies showed up to make sure we didn’t bother the store’s staff and they didn’t bother us. 



We showed up at one p.m. and reporters descended on Garrett and Grayson, about whom they were also all aware from his hospital appearances, before we could assemble along the sidewalk. 

Linden and I stood on the far end of the Abel brothers holding our signs, making eye contact with drivers and nodding and waving at those who honked in support of us. Ten minutes into the protest a toothless old hag approached me and said, “You’re Christian Gallagher, aren’t you?” I was surprised but not a lot. Though I had enjoyed my share of media attention over the years the Abels were the stars of this show. 



“I am, “I said in a friendly way, thinking the woman was another volunteer. She wore faded jeans and a t-shirt with the image of a pug puppy. “What’s your name?” 



“Alice Merrill, and my son and his partner own this store.” Her tone was pleasant, though her eyes were narrow and beady. 



“What can I do for you Ms. Merrill?” Still friendly, she said: 
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“I would like to speak to the reporters, too, to give my son’s side of the story.” I looked at her and thought the son and his partner probably thought making his mother a spokesperson was a good idea, her being an old lady and everything. If she had a proper pair of dentures and was dressed nicely, it might have been. She was nice enough in her tone and manner, but there was no warmth in her eyes. I thought I would very much like the media to talk to Alice Merrill. I led her to where Garrett and Grayson were giving interviews and got the attention of the WOFL 

reporter that had just finished with the fellas. I said, loud enough for lots of people to hear: 



“Ms. Merrill is representing the puppy store and would like to make a statement for the press.” 

She thanked me and I excused myself as several reporters stuck microphones at her. When I returned to Linden it was to find him speaking to another trashy woman, though a little younger than the crone I had just left. She looked up at me and to my shock and dread I recognized in her face Garrett and Grayson’s features. “Jennifer,” I thought I said to myself but really said out loud. 



“Yes,” she said, also missing teeth, but in the rear. She held out her hand and said, “And you must be Christian.” I smiled and took her poorly manicured hand and shook it. Jennifer Abel was standing in front of me. Five foot six in her dirty sneakers, wearing faded black jeans and a frilly white short sleeved shirt that stopped above her pudgy navel and needed ironing desperately. 

Worst of all was long hair dyed so white over such a long period of time it looked brittle enough to break, entirely, should she run a brush through it. 



Jennifer Abel could have been attractive and was likely very pretty once. On Christmas Eve 2010, she looked like an old brood mare that had been rode hard and put away wet. “I’m glad to finally meet you,” was the biggest lie I had said in ten years. 



“I’m glad to meet you, too. And your husband.” My husband and I smiled. “Garrett’s told me so much about you.” I knew he kept in touch with his mother, in spite of her having not seen or contacted his brother after he returned from Germany. I didn’t know how well he kept in touch or what he told her about his life, career and friends. Jennifer could know a lot about us or she could know nothing. It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t be spending any time with her. Linden and I didn’t hang out with people we didn’t like. I said: 



“Thank you for coming to the protest. Please take a sign and,” I looked around, “there’s a gap down there between that heavy man and the teenager texting her friends. If you could fill that in that would be great.” What a slap that was, and how hilarious that it went right over her head as she said: 



“OK. How long will we be out here? I really want to see my sons.” 



“About another thirty minutes,” Linden said. “Unless there’s press. We’ll stay as long as they do. 

We reach so many more people when there’s news coverage.” 



“Of course,” Jennifer said. “And my famous son looks like he’s getting a lot of it.” She stared down the block at Garrett, standing with his back to us, talking to what appeared to be broadcasting students from one of the local colleges. The rest of the media had followed Alice 65 



Merrill inside the store, which was great, because they could expose how shabby it was. 



I kept looking down the block and around and didn’t see Grayson, who had also been interviewed. I looked back at Linden and we said to each other, silently, that he had realized his mother was there and had taken off. 



“I’ll just get a sign,” Jennifer said. Linden gave her his and she stood between the heavy man and the texting teenager. She held the sign high and waved to people as they drove by. Linden and I just stared at her, still in silence, as she glanced to her right at her son and to her left at us. Each time she did my husband and I smiled back at her. I said to Linden: 



“She’s going to want to come to our house.” We were having a Christmas Eve open house. We would exchange gifts with the Abel boys the following day—gifts to foster kids like with the Maitlands and on the Christmas episode. 



“Can we stop her?” Linden asked. 



“I don’t think so.” 



“Will she spoil the holiday?” he asked. 



“No,” I said. “You, me, the kids and the pups are there. She can’t spoil anything…for us.” 



The University of Central Florida students finished their broadcasting project and left, but not before they posed for pictures with Garrett Abel, the young hottie who acted and sang on the increasingly popular “Winter Key.” Curiously, they didn’t follow the other reporters inside the pet store, more concerned about meeting and interviewing the young TV star than exploring the puppy mill/puppy selling issue. 



Garrett walked down the block toward Linden and me. We watched his mother see him before he saw her. She held the sign in front of her face until he was a foot away from her and then she put it down, revealing herself to her son. Garrett nearly jumped out of his shoes. He smiled broadly and hugged his mother. From half a block away I couldn’t tell if he was glad to see her or not. I figured it out, though, when he steered her back to us. Above and behind his genuinely happy face, he wore an expression of horror and disgust. “Christian, Linden, this is my mother, Jennifer Abel.” 



“We’ve met,” I said. 



“I went to the Superior Bodies club,” Jennifer explained. “There was a little Latino man playing with very sweet children.” I didn’t care that she was complimenting Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 

Indeed, I didn’t want her talking about them at all. “Then that nice man, Marty, told me where you were and he drove me over here.” Asshole Marty. 



“Well, we’re certainly glad he did,” Linden said. Then he looked around, saw the media leaving, and checked the time on his cell phone. “I guess we’re done here.” Linden took our signs and 66 



returned them to the ARFF coordinator assigned to our demonstration. I said to Jennifer: 



“Garrett came here with us. Can we drop you off at your hotel?” Yeah, I’m a cheeky monkey. 

Jennifer responded by stammering: 



“I…I just got off the bus. From Houston. I took a cab to your gym. I…” Garrett said: 



“We’ll take you back to our house. You know Gray and I rent a house on Christian’s property.” 



“Yes, that’s right,” his mother said. She paused and added, as if she felt obligated, “Where is your brother?” Garrett looked around and I said: 



“He had to leave early. One of the pups was sick. He took a cab back to the club.” I made it up. 

Jennifer nodded, clearly relieved. Linden returned, produced his car keys and said: 



“Ready to go?” The rest of us nodded and he added, to Jennifer, “Can we drop you off at your hotel?” Cheeky monkey. I wanted to laugh, but stopped myself by saying: 



“Jennifer’s coming back with us.” 



What I later learned was that when he returned the signs to the coordinator, my husband called Grayson to find out what his plans were. He advised him he had returned to the club and would spend the night there with the mutts. Linden said, “OK,” kind of wanting to sleep there, too. 



Linden drove the four of us to our houses and left us there so he could go to the club and get the kids. They were small enough that they still required car seats, two of which were in the trunk. 



At home Garrett brought his mother into the house he shared with his brother while I went into the one I shared with my husband. I wondered how long it would be before my young friend brought Jennifer over. To my and Linden’s relief, it wasn’t until our Christmas Eve open house started at five p.m. Jennifer appeared to have showered, but she wore the same faded jeans and too-short shirt. She had, however, put on Christmas wreath earrings. We introduced her to Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia, whom she hugged and kissed as if they were her own grandchildren. It was over-the-top and annoying. Jennifer clearly wanted to ingratiate herself with me and Linden, and gushing over our children was not the way to do it. To their credit, they resisted her and asked us with their limited vocabulary if they could go outside and play with the mutts. They enjoyed Dahlia especially, because they had watched me tickle her to make her go wee-wee outside and they liked doing it themselves. When they did and she urinated they praised her and gave her hugs and kisses, which she loved. Garrett volunteered to bring them outside, which I understood and forgave, his having put up with her for several hours that afternoon. 



Our friends visited over the next several hours. None stayed very long as everyone either had multiple parties to attend or, like Dan and Susie Green and their family and Keith Pilcher and his sons, they spent their Christmas Eves at home. Jennifer met everyone and was “warm” and 

“delightful.” It was such an act and so embarrassing to watch. Everyone saw through her, especially when she went on about how proud she was of Garrett for having “made it” and how 67 



she longed to see her courageous hero son Grayson. I spent as much of the evening out of earshot of her because I thought I would hit her every time she mentioned the son whom she had made no effort to contact or see in the near year since he was blown up. 



As always, I missed Rhoda. Linden did, too. We always thought of her. 



All of our friends, including Kevin and Siobhan from Lady Lake and Dean Simon from Montverde, did a tour of duty with Jennifer. Dean Simon, whom I had begun to call Dean a year before because his first name is actually Dean, suffered the most. An original member of “Stable Boys,” the boy band in which Jennifer’s late husband and Garrett and Grayson’s late father had also performed, he had the most in common with our unwanted guest. When he arrived she all but pounced on him, hugging him and crying over Randy Abel and Stable Boys nostalgia. As dean of Montverde College, Dean was a politician, and as a politician, he was able to rise to the occasion with his old…friend really isn’t the word. He bore Jennifer for nearly thirty minutes before Garrett reluctantly rescued him, suggesting to his mother that they walk around our long block to see some of the lights on our neighbors’ homes. None were especially extraordinary, as I recall, though it was a great way to relieve all of us of her. Indeed, it was like a gift. 



“Christian, Linden,” Dean said. “I can only stay until they come back.” We understood but wished it weren’t so. Dean was a single late middle-aged man with no family and few friends. 

We didn’t pity him as he had made choices. Still, we knew he liked us and enjoyed Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. And he liked Garrett, too. We wanted him to stay and he wanted to stay, but Jennifer ruined it for him. She really did. 



When Garrett and his mother returned from their walk, he took Dean and the kids, who were still up at…I don’t know, nine o’clock, into the back yard, saying, “You’ve got to watch Jacob and Samia tickle Dahlia, and then hug her.” Before he knew it, Dean was being dragged out the back. 

Jennifer wasn’t quite as bubbly after seeing the lights. Maybe she was disappointed by how unremarkable they were, or maybe something else went down. 



Elio came over a moment later. Though he was aware Jennifer was evil, he found her amusing and spent the next sixty minutes regaling her with his sexual exploits back when Superior Bodies was a gay gym and bathhouse rather than a gay gym and dog rescue. Being a piece of trash and everything, she was all about listening to his filthy stories. Being a really big piece of trash and everything, she told him some of her own, including details of her relations with Garrett and Grayson’s father. Elio loved it. I heard bits of their conversation and was sickened but didn’t begrudge my friend his interest as he spared the rest of us a solid hour of her 



Garrett ultimately came back inside with the kids, Dahlia and assorted other dogs. Dean wasn’t among them, having left without saying goodbye to us or Jennifer. We understood this and, really, expected it. Linden and I put our children to bed and Marty Irwin, his current boyfriend and some Superior Bodies part-timers left soon after. Elio was the last to go. When he did he gave Jennifer a big hug and kiss, which she returned. Sharing their sexual adventures had made them “girlfriends,” and he wound up really liking her. 



Garrett said goodnight to us and Jennifer did, too. Linden said goodnight back and escaped into 68 



our bedroom before she could hug and kiss him. I stayed and suffered a long, foul hug and sloppy kiss on the cheek that was too near my lips. They left and I followed Linden into our bedroom where we got ready for bed. We spent forty-five minutes recapping the evening, then I leaned over the Whore of Babylon and kissed my husband goodnight. 



The next morning Garrett was up unusually early. I knew this because he came over as Linden and I were getting up. It was five-thirty a.m. “She wants money,” he said instead of “Merry Christmas.” I wanted to say no kidding, and did. Linden asked: 



“How much?” 



“Fifty thousand,” he said. 



“For what?” I asked, surprised at the amount. Garrett spoke quickly as we sipped coffee. He knew Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia would be up soon and that they were old enough to understand him. 



“She says she lost her job due to the economy and she was going to lose the house, too, and so she borrowed money from what amounts to a loan shark.” 



“Someone who knows you’re a TV star and, as such, are rich?” I asked. Garrett nodded and said: 



“He wants payment by New Years Day or he’ll hurt her.” 



“Good,” I said, “it will save us the effort.” Linden shot me a look and I slapped my hand over my mouth, thinking I might have gone too far. Garrett shook his head. 



“You’re fine, Christian.” Linden asked: 



“Do you have it?” 



“Yes, but I’m not going to give it to her.” He paused and continued, “I’ll give it to the loan shark, after verifying the amount.” 



“Good thinking,” I said, genuinely impressed. Garrett looked further troubled and Linden said: 



“And?” 



“And she’s moving to Orlando.” I shuddered. I did. I asked: 



“Why?” 



“She said she misses me.” 



“Did you tell her you’re never here?” Linden asked. Garrett smiled sadly and said: 69 



“Jennifer wants to reconcile with Grayson. She said she was very hurt he stayed away.” I was livid and said: 



“Did you tell her how hurt he was when he lost limbs and she didn’t give a shit?” Garrett’s smile got sadder and he said: 



“I would have if he was hurt by it.” I felt so bad for him, for both of them, that he would say that and it would be true. Linden was more concerned with Jennifer staying in Orlando and said: 



“If she does stay it’s not going to be in that house. You will need to find her a studio someplace.” 

He loved Garrett, but was very firm. 



“I understand,” our friend and tenant said wearily. Linden added: 



“You won’t be able to find her an apartment today. There are motels with weekly rates on 50 and the Trail.” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Linden was soooooooo not having Jennifer at our house or on our property. “I don’t want her here when we exchange gifts. I want you and Grayson here.” Garrett looked very, very sad. I looked at Linden, curious that he would be more worked up than I. Then I remembered his own family history and the woman who told him he was his mother and all of it. Then, as the kids woke up and climbed out of their little beds to greet us, I had a really good idea. I whispered to Garrett: 



“Tell her you’ll give her the money on the condition that you buy her a modest condo in Houston.” Garrett looked less sad as he considered this. Then he whispered it to Linden as I scooped up Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and brought them to the dining room table for breakfast. 

Jennifer showed up a moment later wearing a long pink t-shirt and red leggings. Before she could make herself comfortable, Garrett said: 



“Mom,” EEEEK! That was hard to hear. He hadn’t referred to her as “Mom” in front of me until then. “We need to talk. Let’s go back to the other house.” 



“OK, baby,” she said. “Let me get a cup of coffee, first.” Linden poured her one, quickly, and they left. I watched them go back to the other house through Lil’ Jacob’s bedroom window. Then I followed them without telling Linden, because I knew he knew. I crouched outside the living room window like a total loser eavesdropping spy, and I didn’t care a wink. How hilarious that Garrett, knowing I was there, opened the window so I didn‘t have to. Their conversation began with Garrett saying, very quickly: 



“Mom, I’ll pay the guy the money and buy you a condo in Houston and you have to stay in a hotel until you go back.” She didn’t respond immediately, which gave him a chance to add, “And the guy has to call me directly to arrange payment.” She responded to this, immediately, saying: 



“Baby I told you it’s fifty thousand dollars. That’s what I owe him. I need to pay him right away or it’s going to go up higher.” Garrett took a breath, steeled himself and said: 



“He can call me and I can write him a check and mail it to him.” Jennifer gasped, dramatically. I 70 



could hear it from outside the open living room window. 



“Baby, you don’t trust me.” Garrett took another breath, steeled himself and said: 



“Just have him call me. Please.” Jennifer began crying. It was totally fake. 



“Garrett, baby, you’re hurting me by not believing me. And on Christmas. First your brother avoids me and now this.” 



“Grayson avoids YOU?” Garrett said without needing a breath or having to steel himself. Funny how we find courage to defend others. 



“He left me. He moved out on me. On us. He went to war. He didn’t have to. He had a good job. 

He was doing all right.” 



“That’s not the point. Your son lost his arm and leg and sight and you couldn’t pick up the phone.” 



“He didn’t either,” Jennifer whined. “I would have been there if he asked.” I didn’t think that was true and neither did Garrett. I know this because he said: 



“I don’t think you would have.” She didn’t argue further, a near acknowledgement of his being right. She said: 



“What about the money?” 



“Who do you owe it to?” Jennifer paused and said: 



“A loan shark.” 



“What’s his name?” Garrett asked. “Quickly,” he added, quickly. Stupid Jennifer Abel hadn’t even thought out her story. She didn’t answer quickly. When she did she said: 



“Some guy.” A long pause and Garrett said: 



“Have ‘some guy’ call me and I’ll settle your account.” As stupid as she was, Jennifer knew she would never get the money, that way. She changed tactics and said, all low and menacing: 



“You give me fifty thousand dollars or I’ll tell the press that you’re gay.” She said this to her son. She said this to her son. Three slow beats later and Garrett replied, steadily: 



“Go ahead.” 



“I’ll do it,” his mother said. “I’ll tell them and they’ll believe me. I’m your mother. I would know. I’ll tell them you’re living with two homos and that you worked at their homo gym. And your brother’s a homo, too. I’ll tell them that. They’ll kick you off the show for being queer. 
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They don’t like that in Hollywood.” Maybe twenty years ago, but I didn’t think Bentley would not renew Garrett’s contract because his mother told “Inside Edition” he’s gay. “I’ll tell them you did it with each other if you don’t give me money.” Words fail me as I imagine a mother saying this about her children. They never fail me but they do here. And they should. 



“I said go ahead.” 



“You’ll lose your part and your career will be over. No one will hire a queer who fucks his brother.” Again with the words failing me. Truly, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, even from her. 



“Get out, Jennifer. Just get out.” 



“You can’t do this. I came all the way from Houston. On a bus!” 



“Get out or I’ll throw you out,” Garrett said, finally losing it. “And if I ever see you again I’ll slap you so hard your head will come off.”  Jennifer started the crocodile tears again. 



“Baby, I’m your mother. You can’t mean this. I’ve always been there for you.” Garrett said: 



“Gray’s always been there for me, Jennifer. Leave or I’ll throw you out. I won’t say it again.” 



“Gray abandoned you. He went away to that disgusting country and got himself crippled. He’s a user. You’re going to have to take care of him now. He’s just using you.” Garrett was done talking and must have grabbed her because she shouted, “Get you God damn hands off me!” 

Then, and I should have anticipated this but I was stupid that morning, the window above me flew completely open and Jennifer Abel grabbed me by my ponytail. “You did this you fucking faggot. You made him a faggot and turned him against me.” She continued carrying on like this while I shouted: 



“Oooooowwwww!!!” I stood up, turned around and grabbed Jennifer’s ruined hair through the window. We began pulling each other’s hair with one hand and slapping each other with our other. “Get off me you crazy bitch,” I said, angry but then laughing because it must have looked funny and it was kind of fun to be pulling her hair and hitting her. After ten or fifteen seconds of that Garrett lifted her legs and threw her through the window. We lost our grip on each other’s hair as she landed, face first, on the grass. Garrett jumped through the window after her, grabbed one of her arms and gestured for me to grab the other. I did, and we dragged her to the street. She screamed profanities as we did. On Christmas! It was hilarious but I stopped laughing out of respect for Garrett, who was not enjoying it at all. 



“Stay there,” he said to his mother. “I will get your things and call you a cab. I’ve got a few hundred dollars in cash. That should get you back to Houston. Don’t ever call me or contact me or my brother again. If you do I will kill you.” 



Jennifer sat up on her knees and wiped grass and dirt off her face. She breathed heavily, trying to calm herself down. Just as Garrett and I turned to go back inside our houses to get money enough 72 



to get rid of the damned damned woman, she said, “I mean it about the press. I’ll sell my story to the ‘National Enquirer.’ They’ll pay money to hear about you and your crippled brother queering off on each other.” I put my arm around Garrett and led him back to his house. Behind us, Jennifer got up and would have followed us had Linden not pointed his Walter PP Super at her with one hand and his camera phone, on which he recorded our entire fight with the other. 

“Stand down,” he said. She looked at him, realized the jig was up, and stood where she was. 

Linden stopped filming but continued to hold the gun on Garrett and Grayson’s mother. Inside, I gathered her things and Garrett found cash. 



“I have some, too,” I said. Garrett shook my head and said: 



“She’s not your problem. I’m sorry about this, Christian.” 



“I’m sorry, Garrett. This must hurt you.” He paused a second and said: 



“No, it’s actually a relief. It‘s a relief.” I nodded once, and took our guest’s things out to her. 

Before I handed them to her I took three hundred twenty dollars in cash from Garrett and handed the money to Jennifer with her clothing and purse. He went back inside without saying another word to her or looking at her. 



“My husband will call you a cab and stay here pointing his loaded gun at you until it arrives and takes you out of our sight,” I explained, carefully and in kind of a nice way. She nodded, defeated. “If you return, ever, he’ll kill you. And if he’s busy or asleep or something, I’ll kill you.” She grunted a laugh. I responded by approaching her with a big, Cheshire Cat grin. I got up in her face and said, softly. “We’ve both killed before. People we hate less than you.” Jennifer didn’t grunt a second time. I went back into Garrett’s house and advised him to follow me back into ours. “I don’t want you to be alone and the kids are alone in our house.” We hurried back to them as my husband called a taxi with one hand and maintained his aim with his other. 



When she was gone and Linden joined us, Garrett called his brother. “She left,” he said. “Please come home.” He burst into tears before hanging up. Grayson came back quickly. Garrett led him back to their house and remained there for ninety minutes. I don’t know what they said to each other as I didn’t eavesdrop on them. I imagine he described Jennifer’s visit, her attempted shakedown and media threat. I imagined Gray said little or nothing. Then I imagined the brother sitting next to each other on the couch, or lying down on the floor or his bed for a little while. 



Garrett and Grayson came back to our house between ten thirty and eleven a.m. They said nothing about Jennifer or anything. Instead, Gray said, “I’ve got those foster kid gift things. Can we give them to each other now?” I said: 



“Yes. I think that’s a great idea.” We did, and then Garrett went back to the club with Gray to let the mutts out. Linden and I made dinner and we enjoyed it with the Abel brothers, our tenants and friends, happily, as if their mother had never come to Orlando. As if she had never hurt either of them. 



True to her word, Jennifer contacted the media: the tabloids and tabloid TV shows. None ran her 73 



story about the late Randy Abel’s sons, one of whom was a TV star and the other a disabled war veteran, “queering” off on each other. Several editors contacted Bentley to advise him she was trying to market a story. One of them spoke for all when he said, “We’re not printing something like that about a soldier who lost two limbs and his sight.” I was relieved. I told Garrett but not Grayson about their mother’s efforts and why she failed. He just looked sad and shrugged. We never spoke of Jennifer Abel again. 







I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



I was surprised “Winter Key” didn’t have a spring break-themed episode in its first season, it being a Florida destination. The episode outline Linden and I read contained one but, like so many of them, it wasn’t one we liked. 



Episode 2...something took place over a week in February or March or something. I don’t recall when it aired. In it Veronica, who works at The Breaks and takes classes at a local community college, saves up enough money to join her best high school friend Stephanie and Stephanie’s lover/roommate Kit in Germany. The episode opens with Morton, Randall and the rest of the staff in a meeting whining about all they’ll have to endure for the next week: underage drunkenness, vandalism, vomit, theft, crime, sexual harassment, fights, etc. Morton reminds everyone of the money he’ll make, but it’s cold comfort. After the meeting is over Randall further complains about Veronica having missed it. “She saved up her money, Randall,” Mort says. 



“She saved up enough for an airline ticket, Mort. Stephanie’s covering the rest,” his nephew replies. 



“Well, when your high school friend offers to put you up in Germany for a week, you can go anytime you want.” Randall rolls his eyes. The next scene is Veronica stepping off a plane in Munich into the arms of her best high school friend Stephanie. The girls hug and jump for joy. 

Then Stephanie introduces her to Kit, her German lesbian lover, and the girls hug, too. 



The rest of the episode goes back and forth between Winter Key and Germany, specifically Munich and Dusseldorf. The Winter Key scenes are all about the staff enduring spring breakers, and they contrast with Veronica enjoying beautiful Germany: shopping, cafes, museums and churches. In the last scene, Veronica returns to WK and The Breaks at the end of the first week of the two-week spring break season. She’s enjoyed Germany tremendously and is all depressed about coming back. Bettina greets her at her first post-German shift as young drunken revelers storm the place, specifically the bar. She takes it all in and sobs for her fate. And that’s how it ends. 



“I don’t like it,” Linden said. “It’s a downer.” I didn’t like it either, for the same reason. 



“Spring break should provide some comic opportunities,” I told him. “It should be funny, not depressing and frustrating.” 
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“Connor should be in this episode,” Linden suggested. “He should travel to Germany and keep an eye on Veronica.” I thought about this, and while it could be developed, I didn’t feel like going to Europe to shoot a guest spot on “Winter Key.” 



Linden and I threw some ideas around and came up with a spring break episode where the staff of The Breaks, including Hal and Karen, have a meeting that’s military-like in tone. Morton conducts it like he’s preparing troops for battle against an invading army. Their goal is to separate the college students from as much of their money as possible while limiting alcohol service to those twenty-one and over and cutting off those who exhibit drunkenness. He says something like, “It’s a fine line we have to walk, people. There’s money to be made these next two weeks, but it must be done responsibly and within the law. Monroe County deputies will be everywhere, both in uniform and undercover. We can’t risk being fined or shut down for serving someone underage. We can’t risk being liable for someone’s drunken accident or alcohol poisoning death for serving the clearly inebriated. The goal is to cash in these two weeks, but cash in right. Protect yourselves, protect the patrons and make as much money as you can.” 

Bettina asks if Mort has arranged for a “Dr. Price” to be on call and he says, “Yes. The mobile spay/neuter clinic will be parked on the other side of my parents’ house.” Evan, the gay busboy with the acne and braces, whispers to Garrett: 



“What’s the spay/neuter clinic for?” Garrett whispers back: 



“Guys we catch assaulting women.” 



“You castrate them?” Evan asks, loudly enough for everyone to hear. 



“Just one testicle,” Mort explains, chuckles and adds, “Unless we removed one last year, in which case, we castrate them, completely.” Everyone but Evan nods as if it’s routine and reasonable. The busboy’s hands go to his crotch and he moans at the thought of losing his testicles. 



The other part of the opening is Veronica arriving in, not Germany, but New York City. 



Yeah, I didn’t want to travel to Europe, not to work, and not on top of everything else I had to do. Going to Miami and back to shoot my episodes was tough enough. The kids need me. There are fosters at home, call-ins here, appearances at other clubs. You know all this. Besides, if I go to Germany it’s going to be on a family vacation. It’s not going to be to put up with the Meryl Streep of our company. 



Of course, when Veronica and the crew heard I had rewritten the episode and she was only going to New York, she and others flipped. It seems they had regarded the spring break episode as a working vacation. What most of them didn’t realize was that while Bentley would have sent Veronica, one of our frequent directors and two or three others, a German production company would actually have shot our scenes. Someone explained that to the crew and they got over it. 

Veronica , however, didn’t. She told Randall who told Mort who told Joseph who told me that she saw the trip as an opportunity for her to make connections with German directors and the 75 



German theater and film community or something. She may or may not have. It didn’t matter, Bentley told me. She had an agent and a manager and her work in WK and other projects was available for people to see internationally. “If Germany wants her,” he said, “they know where to find her.” 



Bentley was kind to put me at ease, but the fact was, I didn’t care. I wasn’t going flying to the other side of the world to accommodate Veronica Jennings, and New York City was cheaper, though not by much. Permits, fees, union labor and all other costs were significantly higher than what Bentley’s company enjoyed in Florida. He did an estimate in his head when I suggested the idea. Then he said, “What do you have planned for Veronica and Connor that’s going to make shooting in New York City worth it?” When I told him what Linden and I came up with he said, 

“You’re on.” 



Back in Florida, Garrett is MC-ing a 24/7 week-long event at The Breaks that includes the standard wet t-shirt and jockey shorts contests, girl-on-girl mud wrestling on the beach behind the building, local bands, a lewd “Dating Game,” and other stuff. While he is charming and funny throughout, everyone else is all business. Morton and Hal tend the bar and are relentless in their scrutiny of IDs, as evidenced by Hal’s being handed a Colorado drivers license he compares to a laminated chart of licenses from all fifty states and Puerto Rico. “Sorry, pal,” he says handing the phony ID back to the disappointed eighteen year-old. Karen assists Randall in the busy kitchen. Bettina and other young local women serve food and ignore suggestive remarks from the young patrons. One fella puts his hand on her behind and she, very mechanically, kicks him off his chair and hurls his half-eaten hamburger and half-eaten order of onion rings at his head so hard the plate breaks. Evan passes her on his way to clean it up and whispers, 

“Castration?” Bettina considers it and shakes her head. Evan is relieved. 



Back in New York City, Veronica meets Stephanie and Stephanie’s lesbian lover Kit at LaGuardia. They hug and jump for joy and then find the luggage carousel. As Veronica leans over to claims her bags, the camera focuses on Connor, who watches her closely. The women take a cab into Manhattan and Connor follows them. 



That’s followed by several scenes of the three women visiting Manhattan landmarks: the Empire State Building, Fifth Avenue, Central Park, Times Square. We considered shooting them at The Statue of Liberty, but it would have cost too much. We did shoot them paying homage to the people who died at Ground Zero, though. I was all about including a brief tribute to the victims and the responders, and everyone else was, too. Connor Ransom follows the women everywhere, looking out for Veronica, specifically. She and her friends seem unaware of him as they enjoy visiting famous places over the course of several days. At one point, as they enjoy a meal at The Russian Tearoom, a strange man watches Connor watching the young women. He recognizes me and makes a call. “He’s in the city,” the man says into his cell phone. A woman’s voice responds in a German accent: 



“Bring him to me.” 



Back in Florida, The Breaks is crowded with young extras we cast from Miami and Orlando. All the visitors are having fun and getting their grooves on. A couple of blocks away, Dr. Price spays 76 



and neuters feral island cats that he and his staff trap and release back into local colonies. At The Breaks, a young college hunk, apparently straight, notices Evan, whose face we cleared up but who still has braces. He corners him and says, “You’re so cute I’d risk getting torn up by that metal in your pretty mouth.” Evan is shocked speechless and he walks away. Later, Evan cleans up after the mud-wrestling match and the guy approaches him again, this time putting an arm around his shoulder. “Have you ever made it with a man, kid? I’ll be gentle with you.” 



“Please leave me alone,” Evan says, and hurries away. Still later, in the busy men’s room, Evan finds himself standing at the urinal next to the young man. The fella apparently touches himself and subtly sticks his tongue out at Evan, who responds by zipping up and leaving the restroom quickly. 



In New York City, Veronica, Stephanie and Kit exit a Greenwich Village restaurant outside of which Connor has been watching them. They walk a few feet and then Kit turns around and rushes Connor, grabbing him by his shirt and throwing him to the ground. “OK, buddy, just who are you and why have you been following me and my friends all week?” Connor is stunned, but says with good humor: 



“I must be getting old. No one ever notices me.” Veronica and Stephanie approach them and Veronica says: 



“I know this guy.” The characters met in the vampire episode. 



“Yes, Veronica. It is I, the vampire slayer,” I say, getting up. Stephanie and Kit look from Connor to Veronica, their faces begging for an explanation. She says: 



“It’s a long story,“ and then, “Why are you following us?” Connor sighs and says: 



“I’m protecting you.” 



“From what?” asks Kit. 



“Yeah,” says Stephanie. 



“More vampires?” Veronica asks, earning another look from her friends. 



“From New York,” Connor responds. 



“Who hired you?” Stephanie asks. 



“No one,” I admit. Frustrated, Kit says: 



“Well, we’re perfectly safe, thank you. You can go back to England now. Or Transylvania. I’m sure there are some villagers there who need your help more than we do.” 
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them. A van screeches up and the men throw Connor and the girls into it. The men climb in after them and one says to Kit: 



“You might have been safe, if you hadn’t been in Mr. Ransom’s company.” 



Yeah, it got good. The story was funny and exciting and Veronica enjoyed shooting in New York and being watched by tourists and the occasional resident who wasn‘t jaded by all the “Law & Order” and other TV shot in Manhattan. The days were long but she managed to take in a couple of plays and go backstage for one to meet the cast of…I can’t remember and probably didn’t know. The actress who played Stephanie was friends with Veronica and had worked with her on another project. She found me on the fourth or fifth day of shooting and assured me her friend was over Germany and having a high old time in New York. I thanked her for telling me, though I didn’t care. I was having a good time, too, not the least because Matthew and his family, Colin and his and William Jr. and his joined me for meals the week I was there. I also saw high school friends, including one who appeared in the episode. 



The spring break episode Linden and I wrote included a character who operates a sexual slavery ring. Her name is Constance. She’s German and she and Connor go way back. Constance has worked in London and other European cities, Los Angeles, Chicago and Manhattan. Connor has busted up her human trafficking ring more than once, but never managed to nail her specifically. 

Shut down in one city, she moves to another, where she and her colleagues kidnap young Caucasian women and send them to Asia, where they’re sold, used and killed. “You’re going to cast Cassie Frankel,” Linden said to me, referring to the high school friend who does Broadway and TV spots. I said: 



“Yes,” and added, “and she’s going to wear a mask, having been disfigured in a fire Connor had set to the office she had in Antwerp.” It was a cool idea and Bentley loved it. He showed it to his mother and she loved it, too. Both were aware of Cassie’s work as she had made two appearances on Bentley’s short-lived TV series. Additionally, they had seen one of her cabaret shows. 



I called Cassie to offer her the role and she agreed immediately. I e-mailed her a script and she called me thirty minutes later to tell me how excited she was by the role. “And since I’m in a mask, I can appear again as some other character.” She could, and I made a mental note to think of other characters she might play. I told her the shooting schedule so she could arrange her other projects around it. 



“We can shoot in my apartment, at no cost,” she said and then e-mailed me images of its interior that I forwarded to Bentley. He agreed and called her directly to thank her. She said to him, “No problem, just use me again.” He agreed he would. 



Back in Florida, Dr. Price spays a pit bull for a low-income family, Garrett MCs karaoke, Bettina sells cold beer out of a giant metal tub, Karen and Randall serve up fries and calamari, and Mort and Hal serve alcohol only to those patrons who are twenty-one. While clearing a table, Evan gets his butt pinched. He turns around quickly to see who did it, and is relieved to find it’s some silly girls. He turns back around to his work to find the brute who is bothering him sidle up to the 78 



table and say, “I’m going to have you before I go, and you’ll be so glad you won’t mind not being able to walk again.” Evan takes his tub of dirty dishes and books into the kitchen. 



In New York, Connor, Veronica, Stephanie and Kit are bound to chairs in the dining room of Constance’s apartment which, of course, is Cassie Frankel’s. Its dining and living rooms are all black white and red, with cold metal furniture and cold marble floors. Cassie wears a black sequined dress with big, puffy shoulders like Joan Collins in “Dynasty.” She holds a long cigarette holder. Her hair is a big, black beehive. Her mask, which covers two-thirds of her face, is also black sequined. Linden and I wrote her as British, but Cassie’s German accent is so funny we changed Constance’s nationality. She carries on about how lucky she was to catch not only her nemesis, Connor Ransom, who burned her beyond recognition in Antwerp, but three attractive young women. To the girls she says, “They’re going to love you in the Congo.” 



“You’ve broadened your market to Africa,” Connor says, “Congratulations.” 



“They love white women in Africa. Terrified American women, especially.” I wish I could write her accent phonetically, because it is so funny. “You will fetch a handsome price,” she looks from Veronica to Stephanie to Kit, who says: 



“You’re going to have to kill me, first, ‘cause no way am I going to be anyone’s sex slave.” 



“Thanks for letting me know,” Constance says, “I’ll have that taken care of before the ship sails. 

It’ll save me the cost of your passage.” She looks from Kit to Stephanie and says, “You are lovers?” Kit doesn’t answer. Stephanie nods. Constance is wistful. “I had a lover once. Hika. She was from Poland. We went to university together. We loved each other, from the moment we met. We were inseparable for years, through school and in Paris where we settled. Then she left me, betrayed me with a Romanian named Salaka. A cleaning lady in our building. Trash, and so ugly. Horrible. Ugly inside and outside. She used a potion on my Hika. She had to. No one could love someone so hideous as Salaka. She left me and the two of them moved in together. I was full of rage. I was enraged. I sought revenge. I found it from a pimp whose ladies worked the corner of my block. He told me of a sexual slavery ring. I found the operator, the gangster, who ran it. I told him of Hika and Salaka. I paid him, everything I had, to kidnap them, separate them and send them to Asia to be used and discarded. He wouldn’t take my money. He found them and said they were both worth much more than I had to give him. Even the horrible Salaka. He said they would make him very much money. He captured them. Both of them. He let me see them before transporting them to the Orient. I laughed at them. I told them they were ugly and stupid and that their lives would be short and harrowing. Hika begged me to forgive her. Salaka spat in my face. I smacked them both and urinated on them, too, laughing.” Cassie did a hilarious laugh here. “I went to work for this man, this gangster. I learned the business and when he died of penis cancer I took over the operation.” She looks at Connor, hard, “I was successful all over Europe until you drove me off the continent, leaving me with my damaged face from the fire. 

But you couldn’t stop me. You can’t and you never will.” More wacky German laughter and then Constance notices Stephanie crying. She says, “Why do you cry?” 



“Because that’s so sad,” she says. “You and Hika were so in love and so happy. It’s how I feel about Kit. I’m so sorry she betrayed you for that ugly Salaka.” 
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“Yes,” Constance says, “Salaka is…was, very ugly. They betrayed me together.” Stephanie cries harder and says: 



“It’s so beautiful and so tragic. You just wanted to be loved. We all just want to be loved.” 



“Yes,” Constance says, “we do.” 



“Has there been anyone else? Has anyone loved you since?” Stephanie asks. Kit and Veronica listen to her as if she’s nuts. Connor, however, knows where she’s going. 



“No,” Constance says, tragically. “No one will love me. No one can love this face.” She removes her mask for a moment, revealing a Freddy Krueger-like burn scars. Stephanie doesn’t flinch. 

Instead, she says: 



“Does it hurt.” Constance shakes her head, saying: 



“Only inside.” 



“Can I touch it?” Constance considers it and says: 



“It does not disgust you?” Stephanie shakes her head. Constance unties her hands and Stephanie removes the mask with them. She strokes her damaged face and Constance weeps to have someone touch her so intimately. Stephanie says: 



“Can I have a drag of your cigarette?” Constance hands her the cigarette holder. Stephanie grabs it hard and stabs her in the neck with it. Before she can cry out to her henchmen, Stephanie covers her mouth. Connor says: 



“Way to go.” Stephanie lays Constance on the marble floor gently and unties Kit, then Veronica as Kit unties Connor. Gasping for air, the blood draining out of her artery, Constance looks at Stephanie and says, “Hika…Hika, is that you?” Stephanie kneels in front of her and says, softly: 



“Constance, it’s Hika.” 



“Hika!” 



“Yes, and I never loved you, even when we were together in school. I love Salaka, whose corpse is prettier than you were on your best day. See you in Hell.” 



“OK,” Constance says, drifting into death. “See you…” She dies. Connor leads the women out of the apartment, taking out henchman after henchman until they’re safe on the street. 



“Way to look out for us,” Kit says to him. Connor shrugs and says: 



“Sorry. Enjoy the rest of your vacation.” Then he disappears into a crowd. Stephanie says to her 80 



lover and friend: 



“Tiffany’s is that way.” The others get all excited and they head toward the famous jewelry shop, their ordeal forgotten. 



In Florida, Evan finishes mopping The Breaks. It’s something like four a.m. He says goodnight to Randall, who is scrubbing down the stove, and Mort, who is polishing some brass work. 

“Would you mind taking that last bag of trash out back?” Mort asks him. Evan picks up the bag and takes it out the back to the dumpster. He throws it in, but before he can turn around, the college asshole who’s been bothering him grabs him in a neck hold and says: 



“Oooo, I hope you’re not tired from all that work, little fella, ‘cause I got some plans for you.” 

Behind him, Randall and Mort say: 



“And we’ve got plans for you,” before clocking him at the same time. In the mobile spay/neuter mobile, Bettina and Karen assist Dr. Price, who examines his first patient of the season and asks: 



“Left or right?” Bettina says: 



“Left,” as Karen says: 



“Right.” Price flips a coin. 



“Right it is.” They get to work. 



Outside, on a bench on the dock where Hal keeps his boat, Evan sits between Morton and Randall. They share a bottle of something. He says, “How did you know?” Mort says: 



“We’ve had our eye on him since he first spoke to you.” Randall: 



“We were gonna take him out after those girls pinched your butt, but there were too many people around.” Mort: 



“We were never not watching you. My parents, Bettina, Garrett and everyone else.” Evan begins to cry. Randall says: 



“No one will ever hurt you while you’re with us. And hopefully that bonehead’ll be too embarrassed having only one testicle that he won’t bother anyone else. 



“But how can we be sure?” Evan asks. Mort says: 



“Price’s brother-in-law’s a detective with Miami PD. He’s sending him a sample of bonehead’s DNA for their sex offender records. It’s the best we can do.” Evan nods and says: 



“Thank you.” 
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Later, as the sun comes up, Hal and Garrett drive one-ball Bonehead to the other side of the Key and leave him in an alley. Still later, he wakes up to find he’s not in his hotel. He feels something uncomfortable in his crotch and undoes his board shorts. He sees that someone has removed a testicle while he was out and he SCREAMS! 
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Chapter 8: 

Thug episodes 




About a month before someone dropped those puppies off, Gray went to Savannah. A month before that, days after he quit dating that chick who went back to her old boyfriend, a woman named Ellie from Savannah called Superior Bodies and said she had seen Hagar, a Dutch Shepherd puppy, on our site and wanted to adopt him. 



It wasn’t unusual for us to do long-distance adoptions. The internet made it possible for people all over the world to see our mutts, but while no one from outside the country ever contacted us about any of them, people from as far away as Washington State did. Indeed, we had one dog, a combination beagle and…warthog she was so fat, get adopted by a retired nurse who lives on several acres in the Adirondacks. This was when Rhoda was still around. She called a rescue in this woman’s town and asked if they could do a home visit. They did and the lady got approved right away. Then, because there’s a network of pet rescue transporters all over the country, Rhoda set one up that would go up 95, through New Jersey and New York and all the way upstate. It took her two weeks to find all the drivers and required an overnight stay with a rescuer in Washington DC. It wasn’t the first or last long-distance adoption we ever did, but it was the farthest. Compared to it, Savannah was close. 



Grayson took Ellie’s first call and they spoke at length about Hagar. He arranged for a Savannah rescue to do a home visit and it was approved. Ellie was a single woman in her early thirties. She went to law school somewhere in Georgia and practices bankruptcy in Savannah. She lives in a small historic cottage that looks like it’s out of a fairy tale. She has a fenced in back yard. She rents an office in a suite leased to an attorney friend of hers, but does most of her work at home. 



Grayson spoke to Ellie twice before the home visit and immediately after the Georgia rescue approved her. Then they kept speaking. A few times a week and then every day. And then twice a day. She learned about Gray and he learned about her: that she and her adopted younger brother were raised in Duluth by an Episcopalian minister and his wife, that she got married right after high school and divorced a month later, and that she had only one long-term relationship, with a man who died of an allergy to something the year before. 



Though Ellie expressed an interest in coming to Orlando to get Hagar, Gray said he would like to 

“see” the home in which the pup would live. This was nonsense of course as he wanted to meet her in person, away from work and Orlando. I was thrilled about it and gave him whatever time off he needed. Ann Margret arranged a transport from Orlando to Savannah for him with a trucker who drove up 95 often and offered his services to us and other rescues. It was all set. 

Gray and Hagar would hitch a ride with the trucker on a Monday. He would stay with Ellie for a few days and then take a bus back to Orlando. 



Gray was always on an even keel, even when he mourned for Happy Boy he never let it show. 

After meeting Ellie, speaking to her with increasing frequency, and arranging to bring Hagar to her, he was so happy. Buoyant, really. Everyone was glad to see him so excited, though we were concerned about his being disappointed with Ellie, of his not having a good time and coming back sooner. I was also concerned, and I only told Linden about this, that he would fall in love with her and move to Savannah and live with her forever. My husband said, “I would be sorry to 83 



lose him, but I’d be very happy for him.” Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’d just be sorry to lose him, and so would the mutts. 



The Monday morning arrived. Garrett had been around that weekend and had helped his brother pack for his first trip, his first vacation, indeed his first day off since starting with Superior Mutts. Garrett, Linden, Elio and I met the trucker at a rest stop on 95. We watched the truck pull away with Gray and Hagar. Elio spoke for all of us when he said, “Do you think he’ll come back?” None of us could say. Garrett spoke for all of us when he said: 



“I hope he has fun.” Linden said: 



“I hope he’s safe.” I said: 



“I hope she’s a bitch.” I didn’t think she was, from all their conversations. Gray would have figured it out. “I hope she’s ugly, too.” 



“Querido,” Elio said, “He wouldn’t care.” Duh. 



“Then I hope she’s fat,” I said. “Like, three hundred pounds.” Linden took my hand and brought me back inside so we could let mutts out and clean crates while Marty watched our children play with blocks on a mat in the gym. 



Grayson called no one from Savannah, but he did text me, Linden and his brother. His message said, “Ellie and Hagar love each other. I’ll see you Sunday.” The adoption was a success, which is the most important thing. Gray was having a good time, which was good. Better was that Gray would be coming back on schedule. His brother, who was in Orlando for the two consecutive weekends, picked him up at the downtown bus station Sunday evening and brought him back to our house. 



“Was she a fat, ugly bitch?” I asked before Gray stepped through the front door. 



“She might have been ugly,” he said without missing a beat, “but she wasn’t fat or a bitch.” 



“Are you going to marry her?” I asked, unable to wait for Elio to get the information and share it with me. 



“No,” he said. “At least not this year. Or next.” I found his response curious and asked: 



“Why not?” 



“Because,” he said and then sat down quietly. I made a few other inquires but he ignored me. He described the week and the house and Hagar and the city and other stuff. They went out to eat every night. Ellie took him all over, but to places you didn’t have to necessarily see to enjoy. 



“Cool,” Garrett said. 
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“Yes,” Linden agreed. 



“Did you fuck?” I had waited as long as I could to ask. Again, Gray said nothing, verbally. His happy expression told us they had. I clapped and rocked on my chair I was so glad for him. 



“Way to go, bro,” Garrett said. 



“Will you visit her again?” Linden asked. Gray nodded and said: 



“She wants to come down here. In a few months maybe. August.” 



“But it’s so hot,” Elio said. 



“Savannah’s hot, too,” Linden advised him. Gray was happy but also tired. Garrett took him back to their house and they had dinner, something they had picked up on the way back from the station. The next day Garrett went back to Miami and Gray went back to Superior Mutts. Elio asked him the same questions I had and received the same answers. Several days later I finished swimming laps as Gray settled in a chaise lounge on the patio for his late morning break. I sat next to him and said: 



“I’m glad you had a good time, Gray.” 



“It was good,” he responded. A couple of beats and I said: 



“I was afraid you wouldn’t come back.” Several beats and he said: 



“Of course I was coming back.” A half dozen beats and I said: 



“What do you mean ‘of course?’” Gray removed his shirt and shorts, laid back to enjoy the warm sunshine and said: 



“I could have stayed. Ellie asked me to. It would have been impulsive, though. It might not have worked out.” He was right. Then he added, “Besides, this way I’ll always remember her fondly. 

Like we’ll never break up or divorce ‘cause we were never technically together.” I understood. 

Then he added, slowly and deliberately. “And I have a good thing here, Christian.” I was glad to hear him say it, and didn’t know how to respond. “What other vet in my position has a comfortable house and a fun job a few blocks away? I get to rescue dogs and protect them and get paid for it. I love being with them, even when I have to clean up their shit. It’s good work and work I can do. What else can I do?” I could suggest a few things, but his question was rhetorical. 

“This is good for me, Christian. And good for Garrett. I’m safe here. I’m happy, too, though you may not be able to tell.” I was glad to hear that, more than anything else. “The job is fulfilling and it covers my therapy.” He meant his psychotherapy. “What other busted up vet has it as good as me, Christian?” I didn’t answer this, either. Instead I said, choking up as I did so: 



“I’m glad you’re here, Grayson.” Then I took a breath, steeled myself as I thought about her, and said, “I just wish you could have known Rhoda. She would have liked you a lot and you would 85 



have liked her, too. She was a bitch to people, but the mutts loved her and she was gentle with them.” He smiled and nodded and I said, “You’re a worthy successor to her.” 



“Thank you, Christian.” 







I said to Grayson and the puppies… 



There were a couple of late season episodes that I appeared in very briefly. It featured the Lamb family. In it, some criminal associates of Joseph Lamb descend on their house and take the family hostage. It seems he got in over his head with some nefarious enterprise…playing with the big boys, etc. It’s never clear and it didn’t need to be. Four thugs arrive at the house during a Saturday night dinner Isobel has skipped because she was still full from a charity luncheon she had attended during the day. She’s up in her room surfing the internet for images of 50s screen hunks like Tab Hunter and Victor Mature. When the thugs settle in, she decides she wants coffee and a snack and descends the mansion’s rear staircase as it leads into the kitchen. She hears strange voices in the dining room, however rather than open the swinging door that leads into it, she peeks through it. Isobel realizes her family is in trouble and determines she must take action to save them. 



This episode was inspired by one that occurred early in the season. In it, Joseph is at a Winter Key motel banging some slut. Isobel and Barbara are enjoying a meal that’s interrupted by a thug named Brady and his three thug friends. Generally clueless about her son’s goings-on, Isobel greets the four thugs as she would any other guests. She’s the soul of graciousness, it truly never occurring to her that the men are bad and her son is in bed with and debt to them. 



Barbara and Lettie know they’re in real trouble, but they assume Isobel’s manner is some kind of strategy and they go along with it. This makes for some amusing moments, especially when Isobel breaks out the good liquor and turns the stereo on to the classic 50s rock of her youth. 

They all drink and dance, play board games and generally have a good time. Even Barbara and Lettie decide the men aren’t all bad and maybe everything will work out. 



Late that night, Joseph comes home. Brady and his friends sober up immediately. They gather the Lambs and their housekeeper in the living room. Then they slap Joseph around a bit. Isobel finally realizes the seriousness of the situation and asks how much to make them go away. Brady gives her a figure and she says, “Stay here.” She ascends the front stairs to her bedroom. A thug moves to go with her and she shakes him off. “I will be right back.” Brady lets her go alone. In her bedroom, Isobel dumps the contents of her jewelry box on her vanity. She sorts through it quickly, determining the value of each piece, copying it down and doing the math. 



She examines very closely a cheap engagement ring, presumably the one her late husband gave her when they were young and without means. She says to it, softly, “You’re not worth a nickel, but I would die before I gave you up.” She hides it, gathers up what amounts to half her jewelry, and returns to the living room. 
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“What do we have here?” Brady says, as Isobel hands him the pieces. 



“This should cover my son’s debt. If you need more you know where to find me.” 



“Thank you Isobel,” he says, her having invited him to use her first name earlier. 



“It’s Mrs. Lamb,” she advises him. He nods at her with mild regret, then gestures to his colleagues, the three of whom head to the door. Before he follows them he looks at Barbara, Lettie and Isobel and says, “I’m sorry about this,” and he is. Isobel replies, also sorry: 



“We were having a nice time, weren’t we?” Brady leaves. Barbara and Lettie sigh with relief. 

Joseph says to Isobel: 



“Thank you, Mother. I’m so sorry about all of this. The thing is, there was this great investment in these computer chips, or components, made really cheaply in China. In order for me to…” She holds her hand up for her son to stop. He does. Lettie and Barbara look from him to Isobel, who says: 



“Never again will I go through this,” she begins. Joseph says, quickly: 



“I’ll get the jewelry back,” to which his mother replies: 



“I don’t want it. It no longer means anything to me.” She pauses, looks very sad, and continues, 

“I would rather live in a shelter or a poor house than go through this again.” Three beats. “Do not put us through it again, Joseph.” He says nothing. Lettie and Barbara say nothing, though Isobel adds, to her housekeeper, “I’m sorry for this, Lettie. I’m so sorry.” Lettie nods very slightly toward her employer, whom she appreciates and admires for the apology. 



The episode ends with Isobel returning to her room, finding the cheap engagement ring, and putting it on her finger next to her very expensive wedding band. 



Linden and I thought this was a great episode, the strongest of the ones we didn’t write ourselves. It had a secondary story, as television episodes often do, about all the petty theft that goes on at The Breaks by the staff, including Randall and Veronica, and even Morton, who bribes a state code inspector to overlook some unimportant, but expensive to repair, issues in the building. It’s a foil. It’s interesting in that it suggests everyone’s a thief and that the only difference between us is the amount we steal. It was pretty effective. 



After reading the treatment, and later the full script for the thug episode, I suggested to Linden a follow up. In it, new lead thug Gabe knocks on the front door of the Lamb’s mansion. Lettie, who again is the only servant in the house that evening, answers. He holds a gun to her head and forces her to lead him to the dining room where Joseph and Barbara are eating. The three other thugs, who had been waiting in the car and who are the same three from the other episode, follow their new leader inside. 



Gabe says hello to Joseph again and introduces himself to Barbara. “So nice to meet you, Mrs. 
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Lamb. I regret it’s under these circumstances.” Barbara says nothing, which is always better considering she requires multiple takes for even the simplest dialogue and reaction shots. Joseph is mortified, and frightened. 



“What do you want?“ He asks. Gabe explains the deal, the details of which are irrelevant, and advises Joseph how much his messing it up has cost. 



“You need to cover our losses, again, Lamb.” 



“I don’t have that kind of money liquid.” 



“Well, we’ll just wait here until you do,” Gabe says, and he and his pals take seats at the table. 

“Where’s your mother?” he asks. 



“She’s at an art auction in Key West,” Barbara says quickly, afraid her cowardly husband might reveal her being upstairs with the rest of her jewelry. Lettie says: 



“I’ll just make you gentlemen a plate of something,” and heads toward the kitchen. 



“No,” says Gabe. “You stay here, with us.” Reluctantly, Lettie also takes a seat at the table. It’s next to Barbara, who takes her hand and squeezes it as if to say things will be all right. He then instructs his colleagues to tie their three hostages to their dining room chairs. 



Isobel hears the voices and peeks through the dining room door at the precise moment Barbara asks Gabe about Brady. “I took him out,” he responds, proudly. “Boss’ orders. Brady was too nice. He didn’t like killing. I like killing. Boss tells me I can kill you if I need to. I may anyway. 

I may do other stuff, too.” Yeah, Gabe sucks. Isobel hears this and retreats back into the kitchen in horror. Then she takes a few deep breaths, grounds herself, and begins quietly assembling an arsenal of knives from the kitchen. She puts one in her belt, another in her stocking, two in her brassiere, suiting up like Sigourney Weaver in “Aliens.” It’s not played for laughs, though. She’s terrified and shaking. 



Having armed herself with a half dozen blades, Isobel peeks into the dining room in time to hear one of the thugs suggest Gabe see if Isobel has any jewelry left. He agrees and all three hostages protest. Barbara: 



“There’s nothing left.” Joseph: 



“They’re in a safe deposit box.” Lettie: 



“She’s wearing all of it at the auction.” Their statements conflict, and Gabe says to his friends: 



“Gag them.” Before Joseph, Barbara or Lettie can shout a warning to Isobel, they’re struck and gagged. This pisses off Isobel, giving her strength enough to run up the back stairs and back into her room. 
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Joseph watches Thug One exit the dining room on his way upstairs to his mother’s bedroom. He is helpless and the look of grief on his face is stirring. 



Upstairs, Thug One opens a few doors until he discovers the master bedroom. He enters and looks around, taking in its beautiful and expensive décor. Then he notices the computer, on which a porno is playing. He says, “You horny old bitch,” and approaches the desk on which is rests. He watches the porno and begins touching himself through his pants. Then suddenly he gasps as Isobel plunges the largest of the kitchen knives into his back. 



Isobel is momentarily stunned by what she has done, but she shakes it off and begins undressing Thug One. 



As with the first thug episode, this one has a secondary story. In it, the same characters are tempted to steal the same things they had in the past. This includes, again, Randall and Veronica and Morton. This time, however, none of them do it. That’s because in this episode, as Bettina reaches for the packs of coffee she had stuffed in her purse, she notices Garrett, whom she loves. 

Garrett doesn’t see her but her expression indicates she is thinking how he would react if he did. 

She determines he wouldn’t approve and so she puts the packs of coffee back. Ditto everyone else. Indeed, when Morton is invited to pay the same code enforcement guy and keep his dirty, old inefficient kitchen exhaust system, he considers it, notices his nephew and niece, thinks twice and says no, he’ll replace it. 



Back at the Lamb mansion, a figure wearing Thug One’s clothing hurries past the window. 

Though it’s dark, Gabe still notices him. He assumes his cohort is making off with the jewels and instructs Thug Two to go after him. Joseph, Barbara and Lettie assume Thug One discovered Isobel in her room, killed her, and left with the booty. Their expressions reveal their despair over it. 



Outside the house, Thug Two calls to Thug One by his first name. Thug One stops but doesn’t turn around. Thug Two catches up to him, realizes he’s shrunk, and turns him around. As he does, Isobel hollers and throws a handful of jewelry in his face. Thug Two’s momentary surprise provides her with the time she needs to run a knife through his chest. He collapses, but not before realizing she’s taken both him and his colleague out. “Well played,” he says, and dies. Isobel isn’t interested in the compliment or even gathering up her jewelry. She searches the body and finds a gun and car keys. She smiles, holding the keys tightly. She takes both items and steps over the body. 



Then there’s another scene at The Breaks involving the pseudo-stealing. 



Back at the Lamb mansion, Isobel fires up the thugs’ sedan, drives it in circles and up and down the driveway so it can pick up speed. She then drives the car right up the front porch stairs, into and through the front door of the mansion. She undoes her seatbelt and crouches low as Gabe and Thug Three run from the dining room into the foyer, certain their friends got into a fight as Thug One tried to drive away with Isobel’s jewelry while Thug Two tried to stop him. 
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shares a brief bit of startled eye contact with Isobel before she shoots him, too. 



Exhausted but still shaking, Isobel is satisfied she has killed the four intruders who threatened her family. She tosses away the gun, climbs slowly out of the car and carefully steps over Thug Three on her way to the dining room. Then she steps over Gabe, but the thing is, as she does so, he grabs her ankle, gently. Joseph, Barbara and Lettie are able to see Isobel as she looks over her shoulder at the still-living thug leader. Gabe smiles up at her, opening his jacket with his free hand to reveal a bullet proof vest. “I never go anywhere without it,” he says. Isobel looks to the far side of the foyer where she tossed the gun and Gabe says, “Go for it.” Isobel looks back at him, sighs wearily and then begins huffing and puffing. 



“Joseph!” she says, as if he can help her. She grabs her chest and continues gasping for breath. 

Gabe releases her ankle and gets up slowly. 



“Oh, don’t die on me old woman. I really wanted to rape you and kill you myself. Or kill you and then rape you.” Gabe chuckles. Joseph, Barbara and Lettie struggle against their gags and restraints as Isobel leans over, clutching her chest with both hands and unable to breathe. Gabe stands in front of her, looks down at her and then past her at her family, and laughs and laughs and laughs until Isobel pulls two paring knives out of her brassiere and sticks them in his groin. 

As he leans over to grab his wounded genitals, she removes the paring knives and thrusts them into his eye sockets. 



Gabe pretty much dies for real, then. 



Grim-faced, Isobel drops the knives. Silently, she enters the dining room and approaches Lettie. 

She pulls another knife out of somewhere and cuts her restraints. Then she removes her gag. 

Lettie bursts into tears and remains in her chair, sobbing. Still grim-faced, Isobel approaches Barbara and releases her, too. She stands up and throws her arm around her mother-in-law. 

Isobel doesn’t hug her back and her expression doesn’t change. Concerned, Barbara releases her and she and Lettie watch her approach her son. 



Isobel cuts the ropes that bind Joseph’s legs and hands to the dining room chair. He stands up, removes his own gag and then hugs her also. Isobel doesn’t hug him back and her expression remains grim. “Mother, oh Mother I’m glad you’re safe. I’m so sorry about this. What an ordeal you’ve suffered…” Joseph carries on for a bit like this and then releases her. Isobel just stares at him with her arms at her sides. She does so for several more moments and then drops the knife, raises both her arms, balls her arthritic old hands into fists, and begins beating her son’s chest. 

He looks from her to Barbara. Barbara looks from him to Lettie. Lettie looks from her to Joseph to Isobel, who begins shouting: 



“Why, why, why, why, why…” over and over as she continues beating his chest over and over and over. “Why, why, why, why, why…” she continues like a madwoman. He finally grabs her hands and holds them. She stops her chant, looks around indicating the room and, beyond it, the house, and says, “Don’t we have enough? Don’t we? Don’t you have enough, Joseph? How much more do you need???” Joseph is mortified and releases his mother’s arms. She calms down and says, simply, “Answer me.” He opens his mouth but can’t. She pulls herself together, looks 90 



at him hard and says, finally, “If this happens a third time I will kill you.” Joseph is even more stunned. “Do you hear me?” He doesn’t answer. “Do you hear me, Joseph? I will kill you. Do you hear me?” No one is leaving that dining room until she gets an answer. He finally says, softly: 



“Yes.” 



Isobel says to Lettie, again, “I’m so sorry.” Then she leaves the dining room, crosses the foyer, steps through the front door wreckage, and walks upstairs to her room. She enters it to find Thug One’s body. She doesn’t want it there but doesn’t have the strength to move it. She sighs and then notices someone at the window. She thinks it’s another bad guy and pulls the knife out of Thug One and holds it in front of her. Connor enters her room, dressed all in black and carrying all kinds of weapons. Isobel says, “It’s you.” Connor looks from her to the corpse and says: 



“Did I get here too late?” Isobel is stunned and can’t think of anything to say. “Where are the others?” 



“My family is downstairs.” 



“The other gangsters?” Isobel sighs wearily and says: 



“I killed them all.” Connor is stunned and can’t think of anything to say. Isobel looks at him strangely and asks, “Did you come here to save us?” Connor says: 



“That was the plan. I guess I can go now.” He turns around. Isobel reaches out and touches his shoulder to stop him. She says: 



“Why? Why would you want to save us?” Connor turns around to her, takes her shoulders and says: 



“Because you straightened that girl’s teeth.” Isobel gets choked up, over the remark and the stress of the evening. Connor adds, “And Joseph got that girl a kitchen set, and no one had to tell him to.” Isobel breaks down sobbing and Connor holds her. 



One additional thing. After I saw the rough cut of this episode I suggested that at the moment Isobel stabs or shoots each of the thugs, a flashback to the first thug episode occurs showing her happily drinking, dancing or playing Monopoly with the thug she has just killed. 



Yeah, I’m good. 



The writers, producers and director loved these two episodes. Indeed, the fella that wrote the initial one was so flattered that it had inspired Linden and me to come up with the second one, he wrote me a kind note. As the second season had already been outlined, written and sometimes even cast when I rewrote things, another episode, the last before the two-part finale, had to be ditched. It was a dream episode where Veronica overdoses on cold medication or something and dreams she, Randall and Mort live in the Lambs house and Isobel, Joseph and Barbara operate 91 



The Breaks. It had some good moments, but it can be done in the future. Actually, it can’t, as the whole nature of the Lambs vs. Jennings will change in the third season. Well, it could change again and a role-reversal dream piece can be structured in many different ways. Funniest about the original episode was that Lettie never appears in the Jennings’ mansion. At the end, some Breaks customers are watching CNN from the monitor that hangs above the bar at which profane, cigarette-smoking Isobel lays down the whiskey. The final scene is of a CNN reporter interviewing the president of the United Sates, which happens to be, yes, Lettie. 



Bentley loved the first and second thug episodes. Ditto Rona. Ditto the show’s increasing viewership. Ditto the fella who wrote the first one, etc., etc. All this was nice, but the person whose approval touched me most was Isobel Lamb. 



Isobel and I didn’t see a lot of each other but she knew who I was and how I was changing the show. Happy for the work, she was satisfied playing her role as written. She never complained about storylines or costumes or schedules. She was always apologetic when she missed a shoot or arrived late for one, something that happened less and less. She acted the scenes in the scripts that she got once a week, and they generally weren’t many. Isobel Lamb was the matriarch of 

“Winter Key” and everything, but she was rarely had more than two or three scenes per episode. 

Her character was never a featured part of the ensemble, until the first thug episode. While I wasn’t around for it, I hear she was never more punctual or focused. Further, the scene where she’s jitterbugging to “Rock Around the Clock” with Thug Two, is among the funniest things I’ve ever seen. 



The first thug episode was a great vehicle for Isobel because it provided an opportunity for her to do drama and comedy in a way she hadn’t in WK or, indeed, since she played plucky Iris Jones. 

The second thug episode was a tremendous vehicle for Isobel because it provided an opportunity for her to do drama like she had never done in her career. I made it clear when Linden and I wrote it Isobel was not to become some unbelievable action superhero. We were careful not to endow her with mixed martial arts abilities. Everything she did to fight the thugs was something an old woman had the ability to do. She lured Thug One with pornography, distracted Thug Two with jewelry, set up Thug Three with the faux accident and tricked Gabe into thinking she was having a heart attack so she could have access to the blades in her bra. 



Shooting the thug follow-up was challenging for her because it required her to do so much more than she had on WK. The producer and director scheduled two more days to the schedule so they wouldn’t have to work her into the night or push her in any other way. She thanked them by being on time, hitting all her marks and nailing the difficult scenes, specifically the one where she beats Joseph’s chest, in one take. “She was amazing,” Joseph called to tell me after they wrapped that day. “I don’t know where she drew her emotion from, but she’s been there, you know?” 



“I believe it,” I said to him. 



“She even inspired Barbara,” he added. “She didn’t miss a line or look at the camera once.” 

Isobel had inspired Barbara to be an actress, I thought. Cool. 
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The weekend after wrapping the second thug episode…2.22, Isobel asked one of the PAs to drive her to Orlando. She knew I would be home because Joseph, with whom I had become friends, told her. That spring Sunday morning she knocked on the front door of our Orlando home while Linden was vacuuming the house and I was potty training Lil’ Jacob. My husband answered the door and invited Isobel and the PA inside. She introduced herself and the PA, whose name I think was Nelson, to Linden and he invited them to sit down while he got me. 

Nelson did, but Isobel did not. She waited for me to turn over my toilet-training lesson, wash my hands and greet our guests. Nelson got back up but before I could shake his or Isobel’s hands she threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tight. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you, Christian.” She held me for a few more moments, released me but held my arms as she looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I missed so many roles…so many opportunities because of my illness and…other things. What you and your husband wrote,” I gave Linden credit for an episode idea though I generally wrote the dialogue and everything else, “makes up for so much of it.” She hugged me again. Then we ordered vegan Chinese take out and had a lovely afternoon. 



Later, or before, maybe, Bentley told me his mother told him Isobel would get an Emmy Award for her role. Supporting actress in a drama or something. It would have happened anyway, he said, but her work in 2.22 would make its receipt less a tribute and more an acknowledgement of her talent. “Mom’s thinking of making her the next Betty White,” he said. 



“What’s stopping her?” I asked. 



“Publicity costs money,” he explained. “She’s got to run the numbers. Find out what kind of return we’d get on the investment. Then she’ll decide.” Show business is a business, I reminded myself. “Of course it all could happen naturally,” he said. “2.22 could go viral and then we’d just ride the wave.” 



I think thug episode 2.22 will go viral. I hope it will and we’ll ride the wave, with Isobel at the top. I hope Isobel Lamb becomes the household name she could have been had she not had so many challenges. She’ll be happy with her Emmy, I’m sure. It will probably satisfy her. 

Actually, when I think of the visit she made to Orlando that Sunday and the hug she gave me for having written the episode, I think the work alone, the exciting story and rich moments—the chance to demonstrate her ability—was enough. 
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Chapter 9 

Bronwyn 




We were down to one puppy and I was sadder than I ever remember being, even after Drucilla, Cupid and Hades died. I couldn’t let it debilitate me, though. Not like it did then. Of course when that happened Linden also developed the paralysis, which increased my anxiety and made him less capable of giving me the comfort I needed to survive their losses. 



I had lost other dogs, too. Other litters. None had died in front of me over the course of a long, anxious night, though. Grayson was taking it hard. He talked of their dying with full bellies, clean and comfortable among people who loved them, but he wasn’t feeling it. 



My friend, who had seen plenty of innocent death in Afghanistan, of civilians, animals and his comrades, and who had lost so much physically, was profoundly affected by the twelve pups’ 

deaths, and the surviving one was still not out of the woods. 



I said to Grayson and the puppy… 



Bentley, Linden and I had a meeting a couple of months ago, here, in fact. You remember, I introduced him to you on the patio. It was to discuss the direction “Winter Key” would take in its third season. Viewership was up. Ditto merchandise. Online clubs and fan sites had formed. Fan fiction was written, and some of it featured Joshua, Jacob and Honey Bunches of Oats. 



“What do you want to do now?” the executive producer asked Linden and me over a light lunch at one of the patio tables. Without hesitation I said: 



“Get rid of Mort and Barbara.” Linden nodded and Bentley said: 



“Yeah, that’s a long time coming.” I had an idea by his tone he was more frustrated with Morton Jennings than I. I also wondered, but didn’t ask, if he had complained a lot more about me and the show than Bentley had let on. “The obvious solution is for Barbara to leave Joseph and go away with Morton.” My husband and I agreed.  Bentley asked me, “Do you want to appear full-time?” We all knew what my answer would be, though I still said: 



“No,” and explained, “Connor needs to remain a recurring character. I want his episodes to remain special.” Bentley replied: 



“I want every episode to be special.” Linden nodded and said: 



“They should be, but Connor can’t carry them all. He’ll get old. We need to add someone new to the cast.” 



“Who?” Bentley asked. We all knew the answer, and I said: 



“Bronwyn.” Bentley next asked: 



“How?” and I said: 
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“She retires from her role as a CIA spy. She’s in her forties. She’s become too well known among our nation’s enemies. She can consult and take occasional jobs, but her full-time career with the agency is over.” 



“Sounds good.” Bentley then asked, “Who do we get to play her?” Neither Linden nor I responded. I had already suggested an actress to my husband privately. He agreed she would be good and agreed she would be a tough sell. We continued to say nothing as Bentley ran through a list of actresses in their forties, revealing his also having thought of bringing in Bronwyn. 

“Molly Ringwald,” was a good idea and made me look at Linden. “Elizabeth Shue, Ally Sheedy, Jasmine Guy,” a black woman would be very interesting. “Jennifer Jason Leigh,” I never liked her. It would never happen. I suddenly said: 



“Cassandra Frankel, from the spring break episode.” My husband and I looked at our friend. 

Bentley’s eyes furrowed as he attempted to identify the actress. “Cassie Frankel,” I said, as if the shortened version of her name would help him. Then I imitated her carrying on about Hika and ugly Salaka in her German accent. Bentley shook his head and said: 



“Right. I’m sorry. I’m being stupid today.” He thought about her and said, “Why do you think she would be good as Bronwyn?” 



“Because she’s got a personality,” I began. “She can act and sing, beautifully. She can do comedy and drama. She’s not a household name, yet, so she’ll come cheaper than others. And she won’t be difficult.” Bentley listened to this and then pulled out his phone. He went to imdb.com and queried her. He saw her face and said, just: 



“Hmmm.” 



“I know,” I said quickly. “She’s ugly. There’s no denying it and there’s no making her pretty. 

But aren’t we looking for personality and character. Isn’t WK going to be less about pretty people and their shallow dramas and more about fun people and their wacky adventures?” 

Linden added: 



“There’s enough beauty on the show, even after losing Barbara. Bettina and Veronica are hotties. 

Garrett and Randall are, too. You can lose Evan’s braces and he’ll also be attractive.” Bentley nodded and said: 



“How does a woman with Cassie Frankel’s face give birth to children as attractive as Randall and Veronica Jennings?” I said what Linden had suggested when we created the role of Connor: 



“She mates with Connor Ransom.” 



“I thought of that, too,” Bentley said, though he didn’t say what he thought of that. 



“It would explain Connor’s interest in the Jennings,” I stated the obvious. Before Bentley could express an opinion, Linden suggested a link to him. He typed it into his telephone and watched 95 



an edited video taken at the Rowaneck High School Career Day. It began with Cassie’s presentation and included her song. Then it cut to my hurling myself into the audience and Cassie following suit. After watching it the WK executive producer said: 



“It works for me.” Linden and I exchanged an excited glance and then I said: 



“I think…we think you should develop a relationship between Bronwyn and Joseph.” 



“Hmmm,” Bentley said, interested. 



“Her vivacity and good humor makes him change and be nice.” I could have put it better, but Bentley got it. “He’s devastated at losing Barbara, whom he really loves, in spite of having married her to spite Mort and treating her like an object or trophy.” Bentley nodded and said: 



“I like it. What else?” I said: 



“Randall goes gay and Veronica becomes a schizophrenic.” 



“Are you kidding?” Bentley asked. 



“No,” I said. 



“Isobel gets a boyfriend,” Linden said. Bentley liked this. “Someone younger, by at least twenty years.” 



“And Hal is lost at sea,” I said. “Karen remains and she gets into a love triangle with Isobel and her boyfriend.” 



“Are you kidding?” Bentley asked again. 



“No,” I said again. 



“And Bettina?” he asked. Linden answered: 



“She becomes a witch. Voodoo or hoodoo. Something like that. She learns to cast spells.” 

Bentley didn’t ask me if I was kidding, nor did he say Hmmm. He skipped to: 



“Connor?” 



“He continues to protect Winter Key. He and Bronwyn. She’s retired but she’s still got her spy skills. She’s also got enemies she made over the years. From Russia, Iran, North Korea, an African country or six, and someplace totally innocent, like Luxembourg.” 



“That makes sense,” Bentley said, suggesting that some other of our suggestions didn’t. A delivery lunch we had ordered from a vegan Asian restaurant arrived and Elio served us, lusting after Bentley. As we ate I said: 
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“I want catering to be all vegan.” 



“If it tastes this good,” Bentley said, “it should be no problem.” 



“I also want to bring Joshua, Jacob and Honey Bunches of Oats back for one episode.” 



“I do, too.” 



“I think we should have some nudity, too.” 



“So do I.” 



“And an unsolved murder.” Linden said: 



“We never explained how Isobel’s husband died.” Bentley and I nodded and we continued eating and brainstorming. When we were through I called Cassie from my cell, put her on speaker and offered her the role. 



“Of Bronwyn?” she said. “Are you sure?” she asked, by which she meant, do you remember my tiny eyes and lantern jaw. 



“Yes,” said Bentley. “We would like you to play Bronwyn, and we want you to appear in the final two episodes of this season.” 



“I’ll do it,” she said. I then explained to her that the last two episodes of season two occurred during a twenty-four hour period. The Breaks was having a dance marathon that would begin at six a.m. on a Saturday and end at six a.m. on a Sunday. 



“The event’s a fundraiser for the doggie rescue fund Bentley and his mother created years ago.” 



“Will you appear?” Cassie asked. 



“Oh, yes. Connor will be there.” 



“No,” she said. “Will you appear as yourself.” I looked from the phone to my husband and friend and spoke for all of us when I asked: 



“What do you mean?” She began: 



“Christian, you’re the man behind the rescue fund.” 



“But I’m not,” I said, looking at Bentley and thinking of Abigail, Kevin and Siobhan. 



“Sure you are,” my old friend said. “You began Superior Mutts. You funded it with the clubs. 
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“How do you know this?” 



“It’s all over the net, silly man,” Cassie said. I hesitated, looked at Bentley, who was there that morning after Hurricane Harriett and said: 



“Cassie, if it were up to me the dogs would all have been euthanized.” 



“Really?” she said, rather than asked. I thought about it and said: 



“Abigail stopped me.” 



“And if she hadn’t?” Cassie asked. I looked at Linden, who gave me a smile that said I wouldn’t have done it. “This is what I think should happen.” She paused and said, “I’m sorry, Bentley, I don’t mean to overstep.” He smiled and said: 



“I want to hear what the woman who followed Christian into the high school mosh pit has to say. 

Please, go on.” 



“Thank you,” she said, graciously. “I think you should have Connor attend the event, perhaps in anticipation of Bronwyn’s return. I show up in disguise, maybe as a man, to get the lay of things and to gauge how best to reveal myself to my parents, brother and children.” She sure was in, I thought. Linden and Bentley’s expressions suggested they, too, were impressed at how quickly and comfortably she joined the WK team. “At the end of the second to last episode I take the stage and sing something, still in disguise. Karen recognizes my voice first, as should a mother. 

Then Hal, then Mort. After my number’s over, before my parents can approach me, my angry brother drags me into the office and gives me the business about abandoning my children and family. He goes on and on. I say nothing. He finally stops when Hal and Karen bust into the office. They hesitate, taking me in, and then throw their arms around me, everything forgiven. 

Mort is so moved by their love and instant forgiveness, he joins the group hug.” I said what the three of us were thinking: 



“Cassie, you can’t have just come up with this.” This caused her to laugh and say: 



“Christian, I was going to call you tomorrow and suggest casting me as Bronwyn.” She laughed again and so did Linden, Bentley and I. Then I said: 



“Tell me more about Christian Gallagher appearing at the fundraiser.” 



“You’re going to love it,” she began. “It’s the final episode. Connor’s there and Bronwyn sees her children. Both are very hurt and don’t forgive her right way. She explains having stumbled into some CIA adventure in 1990 or thereabouts, making an international enemy, and being recruited by the agency so I could both work for and be protected by them. Randall and Veronica think about this and forgive Bronwyn, too. Connor and she have a drink at the bar or something. 

He asks how she is and she says she’s fine. She says, ‘They know their mother, Connor. 

Shouldn’t they know their father, too?’ He thinks about it and shakes his head. ‘Not yet,’ he says. 
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‘Not until we’re sure I am their father.’” 



“Hmmm,” Bentley said, with great interest. 



“Yes!” Cassie said. “For some reason Connor doesn’t want to know if Randall and Veronica are his kids, too. He explains that he’s not ready to settle down, and not knowing will make his continued globe-trotting freelance spying easier to do. She agrees.” 



“That is good,” said the executive producer. 



“Then Christian Gallagher shows up, with a dog from Superior Mutts or Lady Lake. Your hair’s in a ponytail or down…different than Connor’s. You make eye contact and are both stunned by your similar appearance. You’re sexually interested in the other.” I laughed, hard. Bentley and Linden, did too. I said: 



“Don’t tell me, Christian and Connor make out, too.” 



“Just for a moment,” Cassie said. 



“I’ll contact CGI,” said Bentley. 



“It’ll be great,” Cassie said. “Just a moment. Enough to make everyone laugh. Then there’s a final number, which I sing.” She hesitated and said, “If that’s OK.” 



“It’s your show, Cassie,” Bentley said, with dry amusement. 



“I sing some rousing number and everyone dances and the dog Christian brings is lifted into the air on the dance floor and crowd surfs.” 







Linden, Bentley, Cassie and I spoke for another ten or fifteen minutes. She gave us the contact information for her agent, with whom someone in Bentley’s office would contact to negotiate a contract and salary. We all said goodbye to Cassie and wound up determining the following: Morton Jennings will run away from Winter Key with Barbara Lamb, the love of his life, and start a new life some other place. 



Inspired by the vampire thing, and extremely attracted to Joshua and Jacob Kelly, Bettina will get involved in the occult. 



Hal will take some tourists deep sea fishing and disappear. Karen will search for him, give up, and find solace in another man. Chad Everett if we can get him. I always thought Chad Everett was a hottie. And Randolph Mantooth, from “Emergency.” I always thought those guys were hot and still do, even though they’re both around seventy. Bobby O’Day, Chad Everett and Randolph Mantooth…what is it with me and seventy year-olds? 
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Joseph Lamb will retreat into depression and alcoholism over Barbara’s abandonment. Isobel will find herself enlisting the aid of their sixty year-old gardener to help clean up her son after all of his binges. They get to know each other and fall in love. 



Veronica will develop schizophrenia, which is not a nice or funny disease. 



Randall will find himself attracted to Evan, after he loses his braces. Evan won’t believe him and think he’s being set up or made fun of. Randall can’t believe Evan doesn’t believe his attraction is for real and goes to great lengths to prove his affection. Garrett and everyone else find Randall and Evan hilarious except for the many girls he’s romanced. 



Joseph will resent his mother’s romance with the gardener and try and get rid of him. Isobel will lay down the law, alienating him and driving him deeper into depression. Bronwyn, who presides over The Breaks and Winter Key generally, decides to help him. In so doing, Joseph becomes nice and Bronwyn becomes attracted to him. 



The craft services guy will provide only vegan food on the set starting in season three. 



“I’ll speak to Morton and Barbara personally,” said Bentley. “I don’t think she’s going to mind her contract not being renewed.” I didn’t either. She was satisfied being the beautiful wife of that athlete whose name, and sport, I still can’t think of. 



Morton Jennings I knew would be difficult. As bad as his attitude and behavior had been, as much as he whined about the show and his being above it and it preventing him from taking roles that later went to George Clooney, and as much as he wished never to see my non-talented interfering ass on the set or planet again, I knew he would be pissed. If Morton Jennings left 

“Winter Key,” I supposed he would want it to be on his terms. He would want Bentley to beg him to stay with the show, and maybe he would and maybe he wouldn’t. I imagined he would, because no one was sending him scripts or making him offers. WK was the best thing that happened to Morton. He would get no other work elsewhere. He wasn’t a hot property before being cast and his belligerence became well known. No other producer or director would put up with his behavior in order to have him on the marquee. Not with so many other actors. His contract with Bentley’s company would not be renewed. He would lose his salary and, perhaps, have to sell more of his properties at a loss. Life would suck for Mort. 



A week later Bentley called me to say Barbara took the news well and appeared relieved not to have to work anymore. He also said Morton reacted the way I just described. He went berserk, accused me of all kinds of manipulation, and told Bentley and me and everyone associated with WK to fuck off. Morton reminded him he had two more episodes to shoot, the last two of the second season. He refused to do them. Bentley reminded him of the thousands of dollars he would lose, the state of the economy and, in particular, real estate, and that his agent had come to him with nothing since he landed WK. “Of course he hasn’t,” Bentley told me Mort said, “I’m busy working.” This was nonsense. Jobs in the industry come and go. Series get canceled suddenly and for no apparent reason. An actor could churn out one A-list or three independent films during a series hiatus. Further, in spite of WK’s increased popularity, no one had 100 



approached him for appearances on awards or talk shows. Bentley’s own promotional team booked Randall here and Veronica there. Bettina did all the black talk and chat shows on BET 

and Garrett got two column inches in a “Rolling Stone” issue. Isobel was featured on a two-part segment of “Entertainment Tonight” and the Iris Jones movies were on everyone’s Netflix list. 

Barbara was all over the place, but always was thanks to her modeling and marriage to the athlete. Joseph Lamb didn’t get a lot of attention. While the show’s villain, he wasn’t its star. He was no J.R. Ewing or Alexis Carrington Colby Dexter…His character was contemptible, not admirable. There was no strength behind his meanness. Joseph Lamb was petty. He had no charisma. He wasn’t the man you loved to hate. He was the man who made your upper lip curl in contempt. Still, the newspaper in Cranston, Rhode Island, where he grew up, did a feature on him. Even Evan got blurbs in “The Advocate,” “Genre” and a handful of other national gay magazines. 



Mort got nothing individually. He sat in the WK section at this and that event: the Golden Globes and MTV awards and Teen Choice awards and all that stuff. He was listed among the cast in 

“Entertainment Weekly” and in other print and online entertainment publications. He made no individual appearances anywhere and got no individual attention. 



Bentley tried to explain that he couldn’t afford to walk away from the last two episodes of the season, not if he expected to work again, anywhere. And not if he expected to have the option of being written back into the show at some later date. “I don’t want to come back to your piece of shit, show, Bentley. It was good once, but now it’s a fuckin’ circus with gay brother/lovers and a reanimated vampire Pekingese. I don’t want to come back to that shit. You’re fucking crazy to think I would ruin my reputation by coming back to your piece-of-shit show.” 



Now, Bentley wasn’t one to take a lot of grief from people, and of all people he wasn’t going to take it from Morton Jennings. He had two choices: rewrite the last two episodes, something that would cost more money in effort and delays than it would save in what Mort made per episode, or say the following two words: Rona Howard. 



Bentley told me he mentioned his mother’s name once. Mort responded by forcing laughter and hanging up the phone. He called back thirty seconds later and said, “Don’t tell her I laughed.” 

Yeah, Mort was in. 



“What a baby,” I said, and then asked him how everyone else responded to the proposed season three storylines. He said: 



“Bettina’s agreed to renew her contract and thereby postpone her law education and ultimate Supreme Court nomination because she’s so touched by its support of the doggie fund and blah, blah, blah.” 



“Whatever.” 



“Yeah.” He paused and continued, “Hal is OK with being written out of half the season. It seems he and Karen are getting divorced for the third time and he’s going to need the time off to rework 
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couple on WK.” 



“Whatever.” 



“Yeah.” He paused and continued, “Joseph thinks the alcoholism and depression thing is fine. He did have an issue, though, with his role on WK.” 



“What is it?” I asked. Bentley said: 



“He wants to ‘come out’ publicly. He asked me if it was OK if he did.” I was kind of excited and moved by this and asked: 



“What did you say?” My friend scoffed just a tiny bit and said: 



“I told him to do it if he wanted to, of course.” 



“Sorry,” I said. I should have known he would be OK with it. It wasn’t 1960 and Joseph wasn’t George Maharis. That was a reference to the handsome dark haired actor on “Route 66” who was gay. A better example would have been Richard Chamberlain as “Dr. Kildaire.” You get the point. OK, so, I said, “Isobel?” 



“She’s all about a romance with an attractive Hispanic man.” 



“I thought she would be.” 



“She also asked if she could have some more wacky episodes, like the hostage one. She even said, ‘Bentley, dear, can we have those young vampire twins return? That was a fun episode. 

And the dog?’” 



“Good for her.” A beat, “Veronica?” 



“She doesn’t want to be schizophrenic.” 



“But what a great opportunity to demonstrate her incredible acting abilities,” I said, dryly. 



“She said she would do anything else. Lose an arm or her sight or become a lesbian. I told her I was making Randall gay and she asked if he knew yet. I told her it wasn’t her business and that if she didn’t want to play Veronica’s descent into schizophrenia, in an accurate and respectful way that was sure to get her an Emmy, I would find another actress who would.” 



“And she agreed?” 



“Yes.” 



“Who’d you talk to next?” 
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“Who’s left?” 



“Randall and the catering company.” 



“The caterers said they can provide vegan patties with every spread.” 



“And you said?” 



“We’ll find a local vegan restaurant to cater the production.” 



“You are the best, Bentley. What did I do to deserve you?” 



“You made me a TV producer,” he said softly. 



“Abigail made you a TV producer.” 



“You did,” he said. “Even Cassie Frankel knows that. You might not have done so directly…” It was all Bentley would or needed to say. We were silent for a moment that seemed longer than it was, I think, and then I said: 



“Randall…” Well, if you think Mort was annoyed with being fired from WK, it was nothing to how Randall Jennings reacted to the news that his straight character was going gay. I paraphrase and, OK, exaggerate when I tell you what Bentley told me he said. I think it’s OK the exaggerate because Bentley probably held back and forgot some stuff, just because he’s generally low-key. 

Apparently, upon learning, via e-mail, the direction his character was going, Randall picked up the phone, called Bentley and screamed: 



“You’ve got to be fucking kidding. This is a fucking joke. F-this and F-that and F, F, F!!!” 

Really, my friend told me he had never heard such a ratio of profanities to other words. Randall carried on about how he’s been in the business all his life and he’s done series and movies and series and movies and his fan base was as large as those “Twilight” people and he’s not going to wreck his career by playing gay and disappointing his female fans and F, F, F. Like, it was one F 

word to every non-F word, you know? 



“Is he holding me responsible?” I asked, ‘cause I kind of was hoping he was. 



“They’re all holding you responsible, Christian,” he said, and then added, “including my mother, who holds you responsible for the increase in WK viewers and the network, who holds you responsible for the increase in advertising revenue.” That was all I need to hear. Nevertheless, I encouraged him to go on. “Randall thinks WK is the last thing he’s going to do before being a romantic matinee idol.” 



“Then he won’t mind leaving the show right now,” I said. “We don’t want to delay that exciting and lucrative inevitability.” A beat. “What’s he been offered?” Bentley said: 



“I made some inquiries, and nothing significant.” 
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“So he’s not the next Ashton Kutcher?” 



“Not right now.” 



“And so what will he do?” 



“I don’t know. He didn’t say. He threatened to quit of course. I told him I’d replace him, or write his character out, or write Connor Ransom’s character out and have you play Randall.” 



“You didn’t!” I nearly shrieked. Bentley laughed. That was a funny thing for him to say. I was proud of him and also felt responsible for his growing wit. 



“He told me I should make Garrett gay. I told him we weren’t changing anything about Garrett. I didn’t tell him the network’s research department advised me Garrett gets more e-mail inquiries than Randall.” 



“Oooo,” I said. “Thanks for saving that bit of news for me to tell him.” 



“No, Christian. Randall will cool off, and then he’ll do it. His agent will tell him it’s a good thing. Gay is in. Chicks love gay guys. Chicks fantasize about gay men going at it like men fantasize about lesbians going at it.” It’s true. I know three straight women who watch gay male porn. As God as my witness. “Randall’s straight. There are rumors enough about actual gay actors that he doesn’t need to worry about being outed and losing work. He’s been working for twenty years. He’ll work for forty or sixty more if he wants. I don’t know if it’s going to be on TV or on the big screen, but he’s a lot more successful than most of the actors in the business. 

Mom knows his agent. We won’t lose him unless we want to.” I was both relieved and disappointed. As I considered it I was more disappointed. Garrett was a handsome enough male lead to carry the show. I didn’t know if he wanted to, though. His character was light and easy to play. If his role got larger he’d be required to do more drama. There had been enough in his life, and I think he was satisfied being second to Randall, singing and being kind of adorable, like when he got bit in the neck by the vampire fish salesman and then said to a shocked Mort: 



“I’m going to need a Band-Aid for this.” 



Yeah, we needed Randall. I asked Bentley, “Do you think he’s threatened by Evan, getting clear skin and straight, white teeth?” He sighed and said: 



“Everything threatens him. Other actors, other actresses, challenging roles, changing trends, new entertainment distribution technology, aging...Everything threatens all of them, Christian. It’s why you’re such a relief to have on board. You can take or leave ‘Winter Key.’ You don’t have any vested interest in its success or failure.” 



“Except your happiness and security,” I said to my friend. 



“Yeah,” he said, sweetly. 
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“And the doggie rescue fund.” Bentley hesitated and then replied: 



“You’d find some other way to keep it in the black.” He paused and then said, “I’m very grateful to you, and Linden, for helping me with this show, Christian.” 



“Bentley…” I began to say something and didn’t. I knew he didn’t want to hear it and he continued: 



“It’s a brutal business, which is why my mother is such an extreme bitch, though she might have been even if she ran a bakery or something.” This made me chuckle. “You and Linden give me some relief from it. That you changed the theme and improved the stories and writing are great things, but most important to me is just having you around.” He said nothing further. He wasn’t a big talker. After another short moment that seemed long I said: 



“Right on.” 
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Chapter 10 

2.23 




“You think this little guy could be in the mosh pit?” Grayson asked, as he held the surviving pit puppy in his lap and stroked him. 



“I was thinking just that, Gray,” I said. “I would have suggested it to you but I was afraid he would die and it would just feel worse.” He nodded, sadly, and kept stroking him. 



“I want to name him,” he said. I thought about Fred, whom I invited to name the puppy he fed the night before, a puppy that died two hours before. When he asked about her I was going to be honest with him. Then I was going to suggest he name another from the litter, assuming their was one. This last one was the one. I thought of Fred, whom I didn’t want to alienate, and Grayson, who had stayed up all night with them, and me, and held them as they died, and said: 



“I think you should name him, too,” I said. “What do you want to name him?” Grayson said: 



“I want to name him after the first friend I lost in Afghanistan. Miguel Torres-Rivera. He had a moustache that made him look like Poncho Villa, so we called him Poncho. I want to call this boy Poncho.” I said, softly: 



“I think that would be very nice.” Grayson continued to stroke Poncho’s little body. The fella was restless and appeared to want to move. “I think he has to go,” I said. As if on cue, he urinated onto Grayson’s lap, causing the him to laugh and kiss the boy. 



Grayson Abel and I saved one puppy that night. Poncho. Linden called me the morning after we received him and his siblings. “I’m opening,” he said. He was. He had mentioned it the night before and I had forgotten. Someone needed a last-minute day off. Elio was coming in later. 

Whatever. I had to go home and watch the babies so my husband could open the club. 



I cleaned up soda cans and snack wrappers and hit the boys room. Gray did, too. In the bathroom he said, “Garrett’s coming in to do the dogs.” I was glad about that. I was glad Gray wouldn’t have to do them, and that I wouldn’t have to stick around and help him, ‘cause I would have. 

Garrett Abel…the spoiled Stable Boy who had been such a diva in his pitiful reality show the year before had achieved real success as WK’s handsome pop-singing waiter, and he was as kind and humble as could be. Humble enough to let the dogs out that Monday morning, clean up their accidents, wash those that needed a bath, and feed everyone. “I’m going to take Poncho home if that’s OK.” As if Grayson needed permission from me. 



“Of course,” I said. “We’ll walk together.” We did. It was spring in Orlando which meant the heat was tolerable. In a few months walking the few blocks between the club and our houses would be miserable. That morning the temperature was pleasant. The walk would have been more pleasant had we been carrying thirteen puppies instead of one, but again, they died clean and comfortable, with full tummies and gentle tummy rubs. 



We passed Garrett on the way. His brother showed him Poncho and thus explained that the others were gone. Garrett kissed the pup and kissed his brother and continued to the club where 106 



mutts waited for him. 



I left Grayson at his house. Before he took Poncho inside he said, “Thanks for all the stories, Christian.” I smiled and said: 



“Thanks for being such a good audience,” and added, “I couldn’t have stayed awake unless I was running my mouth.” 



I entered Linden and my house to greetings from my husband, the beagles, assorted fosters, and Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who shouted, “Daddy!” in unison. Linden was wiping the oatmeal off their faces. I kissed him and took over. 



Both of our kids call both of us Daddy, by the way. Not Daddy Christian and Daddy Linden or anything. Just Daddy. And we always know about whom they’re talking. I’m serious. It’s a strange and cool thing. The coolest. 



“I love you,” he said before leaving. 



“I love you, too,” I replied. 



I cleaned dishes and made coffee and found two large blankets. I said to the kids, “Let’s take an early nap outside under the oak tree. All of us, including the pups and everyone.” They shouted their agreement, excited at doing something different that sounded like an adventure. Ten minutes later the blankets were laid under a tree that separated the houses. Lil’ Samia was down but Lil’ Jacob was walking, for no great reason, toward the Abel’s house. I caught up with him outside Grayson’s bedroom window. Though it was shut and the air was on inside, I could hear his heavy sobs. I imagined him curled up on his bed, his prosthetic limbs laid carefully on the floor beside it, holding Poncho and crying for his siblings and his namesake. 



The babies, beagles, mutts and I had an early morning nap that was really lovely and so peaceful. 

Everyone, including our feisty three year-old son and daughter, seemed to know Daddy had a tough night and needed peace. They were excited for the strange and early nap I chose to take and went right along with it. The Whore of Babylon was right up next to me. On either side of us were Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. On the far side of Lil’ Jacob were Romulus and Remus and on the far side of Lil’ Samia was Herod. Dahlia and the other fosters found places in the grass around us. I was asleep for close to two blissful hours. When I woke up I was surprised and touched to find Grayson lying on his back next to Herod, Poncho asleep on his chest. I watched them for thirty minutes during which I drifted in and out of sleep. Gray finally woke up and said, 

“I hope its OK we joined you.” I just smiled and asked: 



“Do you and Poncho want to be in the last episode?” A beat, and Grayson said: 



“Yeah, we do.” I turned on my cell phone and called Bentley. Did I mention he always took my calls? He always did. He always took his mother’s, too, of course. I only called my relentlessly handsome young friend and former student when I had something really interesting to say. That morning it was: 
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“Grayson and I are lying on two large blankets in our back yard, having just gotten up from a morning nap with the kids and the mutts.” 



“Uh-huh,” he said, knowing I was warming up to something. 



“He and I were up all night with a litter of puppies, only one of whom survived.” 



“I’m sorry, Christian.” 



“I kept us awake telling him about season two.” Bentley knew Grayson was nearly blind and probably wouldn’t have watched the show anyway. 



“Yes.” 



“I want him to appear in the final episode, with Poncho.” 



“And Kevin,” Bentley reminded me that Kevin and Siobhan were also going to appear briefly as themselves. “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” had already wrapped and its hosts, whose names I knew but can’t remember, were back in New York or L.A. or wherever they came from looking for work. Kevin and Siobhan remained in Lady Lake rescuing dogs, cats, pigs, horses, goats, chickens and some other animals, I think. They were well liked by LLDR viewers. An appearance on WK, as representatives of the Lady Lake Doggie Rescue Fund, which provides grants to Florida animal rescues, was a no-brainer. Bentley asked, “Does he want to play himself, or a character, like Garrett’s brother?” I put him on speaker and said: 



“Ask again.” He did and Grayson blushed. 



“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I shouldn’t…” The poor fella had gotten shy. 



“Grayson,” I decided for him, “you should play yourself, representing Superior Mutts Doggie Rescue, Inc.” He spent half a second thinking about it and then said: 



“If I’m myself, and I have a brother who’s an actor named Garrett Abel and he’s on the show as someone else, won’t it be confusing?” Bentley began to speak with the intention of explaining in a really nice way that WK wasn’t like a lot of other shows, anymore. I cut him off, however, saying: 



“Grayson, remember I told you about my appearing as myself and making out with Connor Ransom, the character I play.” Grayson remembered, and then said: 



“I guess it’ll be all right then, if Poncho’s there with me.” Bentley figured out who Poncho was and said: 



“He’ll be there, Grayson, representing his littermates.” It occurred to me to suggest Grayson tell a character on the show…Veronica probably, that he named Poncho after a friend of his who 108 



died in Afghanistan. Then I thought he could announce it to the dancers between songs during the event. He could mention the real Poncho’s full name and there could be silence, or applause, whatever would pay greater tribute to his friend. I almost brought it up then, but thought I should wait until later, lest he think I was trying to work it. I was, of course, but my motives were good and the brief tribute would be done respectfully. 



“Thank you very much, Bentley,” Grayson said. “Christian’s told me so much about the show I feel like I know everyone on it.” It’s how most viewers feel and Bentley wouldn’t have been impressed by the remark, had I not explained: 



“I told him the plots of only some of the episodes, but he’s got all the back stage dish.” 



“Uh-oh,” Bentley said indulgently. “By the way, I’m e-mailing you the final draft of 2.23. Gina,” 

the story editor, “has already signed off on it, but I wanted you to give it a last look. I sent it last night but you were busy with…Poncho,” bless him for remembering the name of the pup and Grayson’s late friend. I said: 



“Thanks Bentley. Please have Gina or someone also send me 2.24 so I can find a place, and think of a clever moment, for our two new guests stars.” 



“Will do,” the executive producer said. “Goodbye Christian. Goodbye Grayson.” Before we could say goodbye to Bentley he added, “Thank you for your effort last night.” Class, class, class was our Bentley Howard. 



We brought the mutts and the kids into my house and I fired up the bedroom computer. Grayson offered to keep Lil’ Samia and Lil’ Jacob busy by letting them play with his prosthetic arm and leg. “You have to stay on the bed, though,” he insisted and then told me he was concerned if it got out of my sight, one of the mutts would gnaw on it as he would a rawhide. “Dice tried that once,” he said, referring to a black and white Jack Russell mix. “And Axel,” a red-nosed pit that had torn his fake leg up so badly he had to have it replaced. I began to read 2.23 to Grayson. 

Then he stopped me and said, “Read it to yourself and then describe it to me, like you did last night.” I thought it was an odd request and said so, explaining: 



“I have the whole thing right here. I can read you the lines as they’re written and all the direction.” I started over and Grayson stopped me a second time. 



“Please,” was all he said. I looked from the computer screen to my young friend, who lay on Linden and my bed with our children, who were playing with his prosthetic limbs, a herd of dogs surrounding them. 



I said to Grayson and the babies and the beagles and mutts and Poncho… 



Briefly, Cassie “Bronwyn” Frankel shows up in the teaser, revealing herself to her brother, first. 

Morton hugs her and then gets all pissed off at her. She says she’ll explain but wants to see their parents, first. He walks her to the boat on which Hal is working and next to which Karen is relaxing reading a newspaper. They both drop what they’re doing and embrace their daughter. 
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Bronwyn explains that she was recruited by the CIA at the University of Florida because of her language skills. “You know how good I was at French and Spanish,” viewers think she’ll stop there but she continues, “German, Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Dutch, Gaelic, Olde English, Babylonian…” 



“We remember, Bron,” snaps Mort. She continues, explaining that she did some jobs for them in New York City and overseas while they thought she was studying in Gainesville. “I was valuable to them Mom, Dad. They paid me well and offered to teach me Arabic. I picked it up quickly and they sent me to Kuwait, and then Iraq. Then, later to the Balkans. I liked it at first, the adventure and the salary. It was fun traveling and speaking these beautiful languages with people who knew no others. It…” 



“When did you get pregnant, Bron?” Mort was having none of it. Hal and Karen would have listened to her speak in tongues while eating her boogers they were so happy to have their daughter back. 



“I liked it at first, Mort. Then it got dangerous. They had me working in Serbia and Croatia. Not just translating or couriering. They asked me to do undercover stuff, and I did. Then they suggested I learn to use a weapon.” 



“And so you got pregnant hoping they’d retire you,” Mort said, bitterly. 



“I came back, I gave birth to Randall and Veronica,” Cassie sobs, “and then went back.” 



“Why?” Karen asks. Cassie takes a breath and says: 



“Because they said they would destroy you, all of you, if I didn’t. And they would have Randall and Veronica taken away.” Mort shakes his head. Hal gasps. Karen weeps. “I had to go back to them.” Blah, blah, blah. Bronwyn goes back to the CIA. She saves lives, helps bring democracy to obscure countries and generally does more good than harm. Mort forgives her and the four of them return to The Breaks, where the dance marathon fundraiser for the Lady Lake Doggie Refuge Fund is in full swing. Hal, Karen and Mort bring Randall and Veronica, who are working the fundraiser, onto the rear patio and introduce them to their mother. Drama, drama, drama and all the Jennings are happy. 



Elsewhere Garrett and Bettina are close to revealing their love for each other. There’s been tension building between them throughout the season, starting with the strip poker game during the hurricane. 



Still elsewhere, over a late breakfast, Isobel Lamb advises her son and daughter-in-law that she’s going to make a donation to the doggie fund. “That’s very kind of you, Mother,” Joseph says, still traumatized after the home invasion during which Isobel killed four men. “If you write a check I’ll see that it gets posted today.” 



“Or you could drop it off at The Breaks,” Barbara suggests, always anxious to see Morton Jennings, the true love of her life. Joseph scowls. Isobel says: 
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“I’d like to do that. I’d like to see all those dancers in the marathon, I think.” She smiles at Joseph and Barbara. Then she looks at her son and says, “I’ll also want to be present to assure them that the check for one million dollars is real.” Joseph chokes on his coffee. 



“Mother?” 



“Oh yes, dear. I’m giving the doggies one million dollars.” 



“How?” he asks. 



“I sold the condo in Denver. And the one in Olympia. And I’m selling the one in the Alps.” 



“Why?” he asks, angry, but still smarting from the threat she made to him the episode before. 



“Because the dogs need puppy chow more than we need real estate we haven’t visited in four and five years.” 



“Mother, they’re investment properties.” Isobel: 



“They were.” Joseph: 



“Please tell me you got more than a million for the three of them.” 



“I did, though not much more. Real estate has no value these days, darling. I’m sending the rest of it to an organization in Athens whose goal it is to protect the country’s population of stray dogs from abuse and strychnine poisoning. I read about it on facebook.” 



“Mother!” Joseph loses his patience. Isobel stands up and screams at him: 



“What!!!” Several beats and Joseph says: 



“Nothing. Nothing.” 



“Thank you, Joseph,” Isobel says, looking at him with genuine love. She smiles and says, “Let’s go dance at the marathon for a little while.” Joseph and Barbara get up. Isobel says to the latter, 

“Do ask Lettie if she wants to come. I think her daughter is working there. Or maybe she’s one of the dancers.” 



Oh, peppered throughout the episode are bits of Connor Ransom, all desperate, trying to outrun someone on planes, trains, automobiles and on foot. Those scenes will be shot in and around the Miami soundstage on which all but the exteriors for The Breaks and the Lamb’s house are shot. 



The Lambs arrive at The Breaks around noon, six hours into the twenty-four hour dance-a-thon. 

Garrett serves, assists the DJ and sings an occasional set throughout the event. When he sees Isobel, he asks the DJ play some doo-wop rock. Garrett asks Isobel to dance and they do a 111 



jitterbug that impresses the dancers enough to step back and give them a wide radius in which to hoof it up. Barbara asks her husband to dance and he refuses. Then Mort asks her to dance and she agrees. Whatever. That whole triangle never interested me, and it’s not because Joseph the actor’s in the closet. It’s just that Barbara the actress is so boring and so is the character, and Mort the actor is so bitter, irritating and full of himself. 



The Lambs stick around and enjoy the event. Kevin and Siobhan show up with a pit and Garrett introduces them to everyone from the stage. Kevin thanks the crowd for dancing and getting pledges and then announces it’s midnight, the halfway point of the marathon. Everyone cheers and Connor…me! shows up all sweaty and disheveled. I find the Jennings family in the back and descend on them, shouting, “Bronwyn, it’s Blinka. She’s out, and she’s on her way to Winter Key!” Cassie, as Bronwyn, gasps. Karen asks: 



“Who’s Blinka?” Connor says: 



“Someone who wants her dead. We’ve got to get her out of here.” 



“You can’t take her away,” says Karen. 



“She just got home,” says Hal. 



“I can’t leave,” Cassie says. “I can’t run from Blinka, and everyone else,” everyone else on the patio looks at her, wondering how many other people want her dead, “I have to take a stand. I have to take her out. It’ll discourage the others.” 



“Bron,” Mort asks, “are we all in danger?” 



“No,” Cassie replies, forcing laughter. Everyone else shares looks of fear. 



“OK,” I say, “but she’s bringing men. Big Danes. Big handsome Danes, by the way. And they’ve got big guns. Big Danish guns…” I get worked up thinking about the big Danes. 



“Kids,” Cassie says to Randall and Veronica. “I’m sorry about not being here for you for, you know, two decades and all, and I hope Blinka and her big Danish guns don’t kill me tonight or anything, but if they do and Connor survives, I just want you to know that…well…he’s your father.” The entire Jennings family looks at me with their mouths open in astonishment. I say: 



“Why else do you think I’d be hanging out in Winter Key, Florida, for God’s sake?” Before anyone can respond, five black clad Danish men drop from ropes that come out of nowhere. The men hold guns to the Jennings’ heads. A sixth figure also appears. Slighter, she wears a black ski mask. She takes it off, revealing herself to be Blinka. In a heavy Danish accent she says, “I have you now, Bronwyn. You are going to die, you c-word.” 
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Chapter 11 

Finale 




“Did you just say ‘c-word?’” Grayson asked. 



“Uh-huh,” said. “It was my idea.” He looks at me as if to say, no kidding. “She doesn’t say it,” I look from Grayson to Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who cuddle with the prosthetic limbs, the leg of which has former Superior Mutt Dice’s teeth marks in it. “The actress actually says ‘c-word.’” 



“Can you say that?” Grayson asked. “Has anyone ever said that on TV? You know, not on cable, I mean?” 



“I don’t think so,” I said. 



“What happens then?” he asked. 



“Nothing,” I said. “It’s the end of the episode.” Grayson nodded and then asked: 



“How’re they going to get out of that?” He paused and remembered all the heroics I described the night before. “Will Connor fight them off, you know, hair pulling? Will your vampire friends show up with Honey Bunches of Oats? It shouldn’t be too much trouble for them to take her and her friends out.” He continued thinking and said, “Isobel…?” I shook my hands at every suggestion, knowing that Blinka was going to find Garrett attractive, put the move on him, and then get bitch slapped into a coma by Bettina. I opened my mouth to explain this to Grayson and then closed it, ‘cause I had a better idea. I said: 



“You’re going to take her out.” 



Grayson and I came up with the final episode, in which he shows up, as himself, with me, as myself, and takes out Blinka with his prosthetic limbs while Bronwyn, The Breaks’ staff and I, as Connor, not me (sorry) subdue her men. A big tussle occurs on the dance floor, giving the exhausted dancers an opportunity to rest a bit while being entertained. After it’s over and everyone’s captured and turned over to Interpol, the marathon continues until, at six a.m., Garrett and Bronwyn do a duet of some classic, upbeat song while the crowd picks up Poncho and passes the happy puppy around over their heads. “This is great!” Grayson said, after we finished our outline. 



“It is. It’s going to be hilarious. I can’t wait to shoot it.” 



“Me, neither,” he said. His enthusiasm caused me to advise him: 



“You need to know that shooting this episode isn’t as fun or exciting as thinking it up.” Grayson nodded, solemnly. “There’s a lot of sitting around and waiting for shots to be set up. Do-overs. It can take hours to shoot something really small and minor. And it can take longer if Barbara Lamb is in the scene.” Gray chuckled. “Choreographing the fight and executing it on camera is going to be a long, laborious thing. We’ll start late, get delayed and work into the night. It’ll take days, too.” I looked at Grayson, whose face was expressionless, and said, “It’s no picnic, filming 113 



a TV show.” He took a small breath and said: 



“Christian, imagine getting holed up in a remote Afghani village, surrounded by Taliban and villagers who hate you because they’re more scared of them than of Americans. Imagine you have no food or water but the scraps in the mud house you’ve commandeered, limited ammunition and a busted radio. Imagine being there for a week, with only one other person. 

Staying awake because you never know when Taliban fighters are going to attack the house or throw a grenade they’ve taken off a dead American soldier into it.” I got his point and was so embarrassed. “We got rescued, after one whole week during which I slept six hours maybe.” I didn’t think it could be possible, but I believed it because Grayson Abel said so. “None of the Afghanis wanted to risk attacking the hut. They knew we were cut off. They were going to starve us out,“ he said, and added, “They’re patient that way.” I just nodded, mortified. Then he yanked my ponytail to let me know I was off the hook and all was good. 







The final episode of season two took nine days to shoot. The most challenging parts were the fight scene in which Grayson and others take out Blinka and her friends. The other was me, as Christian, making out with me, as Connor. It was a clever idea, silly and fun, but ultimately unnecessary. There was plenty of other wacky stuff happening in that episode and, indeed, all season. I told Bentley if it was too much of a hassle to eliminate it. You see, he wasn’t satisfied just doing the Patty Duke identical cousins thing where we find someone who looks like me from the back to stand in. I mean, we did, for a couple of lines but when it came to the makeout session Bentley insisted on securing a special effects company to do it where I’m actually kissing myself. 



Yes, reader, everything that has happened in my life has led to the point where I am making out with myself on national television. Yeah…Yup…That’s right. 



It was grueling and a hassle because the special effects guys hadn’t done something like that before. They were all about the challenge, though, and taking credit for it when it got broadcast. 

And it was expensive, though not as much as it would have been had the makeout scene been routine. It was a new thing for the company and they gave us a break on the cost. The fellas tried several techniques and effects that failed. Ultimately, however, they nailed it. They nailed me nailing myself, so to speak, albeit clothed and from the neck up. “This is going to get us  on 

‘Entertainment Tonight,’ ‘d-listed.com’ and ‘Perez Hilton,’ Bentley said as he examined the effects company’s progress. 



“Don’t forget the gay press,” I said in a British accent. Bentley looked at me strangely. “Sorry,” I said, “going back and forth between myself and Connor has gotten me confused.” My friend nodded and said: 



“I can see where making out with yourself would do something like that.” It wasn’t a brilliant line, but Bentley was so kind and endearing, and so indulgent of me, I reached out and pinched his left cheek. I had never done that. I don’t think I ever touched him, except maybe to shake his hand, though I can’t remember having done that, even. Bentley reacted by reaching out his hand 114 



and pinching my left cheek. We both smiled at each other and returned our attention to the monitor on which the effects guy was…I don’t know what the verb is…making me make out with me. 



Bentley hired a fight choreographer to do the Grayson vs. Blinka thing. Like the special effects guys, he was thrilled with the challenge of creating a fight that included a man with a prosthetic arm and leg who was nearly blind. One night after sending the cast and extras home, he explained to Gray and the Blinka actress, “We can’t have you strike her, Grayson, because you’re blind and don’t know where she is. Anything you do to her will have to be as a reaction to her striking you.” The plan was to have her disarm him by tearing off his limbs, and I can’t believe I’m even writing this. It could have been so disrespectful, turning Gray’s injuries into a comic opportunity. It wasn’t though. Bentley advised the fight guy to keep it light and playful and included me on every aspect of it. The choreographer ran it by Bentley and me first, taught it to Grayson and Blinka in front of me and then joined me next to the director when it was shot in front of the cast. 



Neither Connor nor I were among the folks watching the fight because we were making out on the rear patio with the Gulf of Mexico, really the Atlantic, behind us. 



The fight took forever to shoot because it had to be done right and in a way that neither Blinka nor Grayson got injured. It took an entire Thurs-day and night and no crew, cast or army of extras was ever more patient. Grayson Abel’s military service and injuries would have been enough to warrant their patience, but the effort he made and the good humor with which he made it earned everyone’s admiration. Further, I think more than one person fell in love with him that long day and night. During the many breaks we took he was approached by several women, including Veronica and Bettina, and a couple of the male extras. He was gracious to everyone, and though the choreography was hard, and he fell into a table and into the crowd and onto the floor over and over, I knew he was having the time of his life. 



Garrett approached me during one of those breaks and said, “This is cool, Christian.” I smiled as I watched three busty young extras giggle over something Gray said and replied: 



“It is.” 



“His military buddies are going to love watching this scene,” Garrett said, and then added, “and they’re going to know you did it for him. And them. They’re going to appreciate it. The vets, especially the disabled ones, are going to appreciate you for doing this because I’m going to let them know.” I looked at my friend, employee, former student and current castmate and said: 



“It’s no more than you did for them, with your packages and your visits. And all that time I thought you were such a little brat…” 



“I was,” Garrett said, tore the ponytail holder out of my hair and messed it up. I responded by grabbing my right forearm with my left and pretending to hit him with it as if it were also prosthetic. This made him laugh. It also made Grayson laugh after one of the giggly extras saw us and told him what we were doing. 
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After the Grayson/Blinka fight scene was completed, both he and the Blinka actress got wild applause from the cast and crew. Blinka was just adorable in that she took a brief bow and stepped into the crowd of extras and also clapped for Gray. 



We were let go for the night and advised to return at eight a.m. the following morning. I checked my phone and saw that it was nearly one a.m. I said to Garrett and Gray, “The condo’s not far away. Let’s get Poncho and we can have a slumber party.” Poncho was himself asleep in a crate in a break room. Prior to the fight, we shot the bit where Grayson and I entered with him. We also got some reaction shots from him as if he were watching the fight and bemoaning it. It occurred to me when we collected him and entered the town car Bentley had put at our…more specifically Gray’s disposal, we should shoot a bit with him gnawing on the fake arm. The Abel brothers thought that was a great idea. I would have called Bentley to run it by him, but as he had spent the entire day and night on the set, specifically to see that Grayson was treated with the greatest respect, he was as ready for bed as we were. 



In spite of our fatigue, none of us could get to sleep. Grayson was sore from several bumps he got. He wouldn’t take any medicine because he had been on so much morphine and other stuff after getting blasted, he was extremely afraid of developing an addiction to painkillers. As much attention as Poncho had gotten early in the day as we shot his entrance, he spent most of the rest of that Thursday in the break room. He was jazzed at having traveled and being among us in a condo whose smells were new and strange. He was all over the place and all over us. I was also too wired to sleep and Garrett wasn’t drifting off either. Still, we pulled out the sofa bed and moved bedding from the bedroom to the living room floor and stretched out. We were quiet and Poncho had calmed down and lay quietly between Garrett and Grayson, and still, we remained awake. I said to all of us, “We’re never going to get to sleep, are we?” The brothers shook their heads. Then I got a text, from Bentley, that explained they were shooting Mort and Barbara’s final scenes the following morning and our call was noon instead of eight. 



“Sweet,” said Garrett. 



“Very sweet,” I said. “We don’t have to see Morton Jennings ever again.” I wasn’t sorry Barbara was going either but didn’t say anything until Garrett asked: 



“Are you sorry Barbara’s going?” 



“No,” I replied. “I never knew what to do with her character.” Garrett nodded and said: 



“I don’t think the writers did, either.” It was true. Barbara Lamb was a bore. An attractive, pleasant character and actress…model. But she was a bore. And for two seasons she missed her marks and looked at the camera lens. I understood, about the lens thing, as she had spent the prior twenty years of her life looking into it. Whatever, she was history. 



The three of us talked about other stuff: the fight, of course, all the attention Grayson got from the female cast and crew, the new drapes Linden was getting for our living room. “The pattern is like a tapestry. All red, gold and green.” 
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“That’s going to be nice,” Garrett said. 



“I’ll take your word for it,” Grayson laughed. 



We took Poncho out to take care of business, just because we were still awake, and finally went to sleep around three-thirty, at least I did. The brothers confirmed that they, too, drifted off around that time. In spite of the late hour, Grayson and I were up by seven, which was late for both of us early risers. We took Poncho out again and got coffee at a café a few blocks from the condo. Garrett was still asleep when we returned so his brother woke him up by hurling himself on top of him. Garrett whined a bit, reminding me of the Stable Boy who had so irritated me. He pulled himself together when we presented his coffee to him and things were all good. 



The brothers took turns showering and getting ready for the afternoon’s shoot while I loved on Poncho and called Linden to give him an update on things. He asked about the fight scene and I said it was long and difficult but would be great to watch. He asked about the makeout scene and I said it was long and difficult but would also be great fun to watch. “You don’t think I’ll be jealous?” he asked. 



“Of whom?” I asked back. We laughed. I told him to kiss the kids and we rang off. 



The four of us arrived at the soundstage at noon exactly to find the extras, marathon dancers and patrons, were already there and ready to shoot. The rest of the cast was also there, except, of course, for Morton Jennings and Barbara Lamb. Joseph Lamb was there, as his character wakes up to find his wife and her things gone. He’s aware of the marathon, having visited it the night before with Barbara and Isobel, so he shows back up looking for Mort. Randall explains that his uncle sent him, Veronica and his parents a text telling them he loved them and that Barbara, the love of his life, and he were taking off together and not to worry and that kind of thing. Joseph is more sad than mad, though he perks up when he notices Bronwyn on stage with Garrett singing the rousing duet that closes the episode and the season. 



It was as Joseph’s reaction to seeing Bronwyn was being shot that I started to hallucinate, and I’m not kidding. I had never done so before, having never taken, well, hallucinogens. I began to see things strangely. The people in front of me appeared bigger and smaller than they were. Their clothing appeared to be colors I had never seen before. Poncho, who sat on my lap, began speaking to me in a Slavic dialect that, most curiously, I understood. Grayson was the first to notice something was wrong. It might have been because I said to him, “Is it me, or are you growing additional limbs?” It was me, and Grayson wasted no time in calling an ambulance and securing the cup out of which I was drinking. 



Someone had put LSD in my coffee. Someone in the cast or crew, while I wasn’t looking or was taking Poncho outside or otherwise occupied. Someone spiked…poisoned my drink. My initial reaction was one of wonder, but when Grayson laid me down on the floor and waved everyone away from us I began to get scared. When the paramedics arrived I got really scared and thought I was dying and going to hell for kicking Mort and Barbara off the show and engaging in so much anonymous sex as a young man and busting my childhood art teacher for getting the pitiful 117 



face lift that made her younger looking but no more attractive than she was. I cried and raved and thrashed so much the medics had to tie me down. Grayson and Garrett insisted on going with me to the hospital. Bentley said no, that they had to shoot the rest of the episode that day. Both were horrified by him, and Garrett later told me his brother actually raised his fist at him. Bentley stood his ground saying, “A delay will cost us thousands of dollars. Everyone’s gotta get paid and our contract with the network is solid. That means the production company, and ultimately the doggie fund, will have to eat the loss. You can’t help Christian at the hospital. Stay here and do your work, well, and I’ll have someone drive you over later.” Grayson understood, and he and Garrett let Bentley go with me. Cassie told me she approached them and gave them what comfort she could. She further explained: 



“This episode has already gone way over budget.” While no one had given her figures, she had done enough TV to know my state of the art special effects makeout scene and the complicated fight scene had cost Bentley big dollars. “That and all these extras…This may be a right-to-work state, but they’re still making a union wage. Let’s just do this and join Christian.” Cassie told me Garrett understood completely but Grayson didn’t. He tried to calm down but couldn’t. What made it worse was the lack of concern he sensed from the rest of the cast and crew. He might have been blind, but he could hear better than the rest of us thanks to his Jamie Sommers super-bionic device and as he paced the corner of the soundstage with Poncho and, later, lifted him into the air so he could crowd surf during the final number, he heard quite a bit. 



Without going on and on about it, Cassie told me she also heard cast and crew making remarks about me, Christian Gallagher, who had muscled his way onto what was a solid show and turned it into an ego vehicle for myself. This person cited my rewrites, that person my nepotism, this person my having gotten Mort and Barbara fired, that person, my insisting the catering be all vegan. And everyone who said anything said something about my time-consuming and costly makeout session with myself. Honestly, I didn’t care, and wouldn’t have cared had someone not gotten so mad as to poison me. 



Cassie heard some stuff from some people, which was unusual because everyone knew she had been cast as Bronwyn because I said so. Still, people weren’t sufficiently familiar with her to hold their tongues in her presence. And no one knew Grayson had bionic ears. Neither he nor Cassie could later say the complaints came from a majority of cast and crew, especially as so much of the crowd were young extras that had worked on only one other episode, spring break. 

Further, the standard group of Breaks extras had only worked on two or three episodes with me that season, but they were on nearly every other and were aware of all the gossip and backstage drama. Cassie wouldn’t have mentioned having heard anything at all except to explain how Grayson could have gotten worked up enough to stop production in the middle of the final musical number, storm the stage, commandeer his brother’s microphone, which didn’t work because everything was pre-recorded and go off on the entire soundstage. 



Yup, Grayson came to my defense. He had come to my rescue when he determined I had been drugged, and didn’t stop there. He had known me for eighteen months. He lived next door to me and worked for me, but I didn’t count him among my close friends. We had so little in common. 

I put him in charge of Superior Mutts, spoke to him once a week about the rescue: how adoptions were going, who had what medical needs, did he have enough volunteers and what could I do to 118 



help him. Grayson Abel had it all going on. He had the rescue operating as well as Rhoda had and with less drama thanks to his calmer nature. He needed very little from me and I gave him very little. 



Then someone dropped off thirteen very sick puppies and Grayson and I pulled an all-nighter during which he got to know me through my description of “Winter Key’s” second season. 



Whatever. The thing was Grayson got really pissed off that someone had doped me up and really pissed off that a lot of people in that soundstage were saying a lot of shit about me. So angry did he become he climbed onto the stage, knowing he was interrupting the shoot and grabbed the mike that didn’t work and exploded. I know this not because Cassie, Garrett or Joseph Lamb told me. I know it, too, because two separate cameras recorded it and the finale’s director e-mailed it to Bentley, who forwarded it to me thirty minutes before leaking it to the press. 



Grayson grabbed a mike, which was dead until the episode’s quick-thinking director cued the sound guy to turn it on, and said, “OK, bitches, listen up, because someone just fucked up my friend and, in so doing, has pissed me off like no one ever has or better again. Yeah, this is Grayson Abel, the soldier who you all watched fight Blinka yesterday. It was a good time. It took longer than I thought and I got pretty banged up, but everything’s relative and I really can’t remember when I’ve had more fun, even before I got blown up. As tiring as it was, shooting that scene yesterday was among the happiest days of my life. I know it’s hard to believe, but consider how I nearly died, more than once, in Afghanistan, and how I don’t have an arm or leg or my vision and I spent the day yesterday kicking ass like an action hero with a hot actress on a hit TV 

show…well, who would have thought a crippled vet could so something like that? Who would have thought a crippled vet who can’t see his hand in front of his face would be responsible for running a rescue with an inventory, as of today, of fifty-six adult dogs, sixteen puppies, and eleven cats. I’m doing both because of a man named Christian Gallagher, who some piece of shit in this room just fucked up because you’re a whiny bitch who didn’t like your storylines or where he was taking this show. Well, guess what? Tough shit. It’s a free country and you can get a job anywhere if you don’t like that fact that ‘Winter Key’ has jumped from an average Nielson rating of thirty-two last year to seven,“ he had done his homework, “and that’s not because of you Randall whatever-your-real-name-is or Morton, wherever he is or the writing or production staff. It’s because Bentley Howard, who signs all your checks, told his friend Christian he wanted ‘Winter Key’ to be more than good, he wanted it to be killer. And it is. Christian saw what this show was and what it could be. It was OK and he made it great. How many of you watched it last season? How many?” Half the crew, cast and extras raised their hands. “And how many of you watch it now?” Everyone raised his hand. “And how many of you can’t wait for that episode where Isobel takes out those four thugs to air next month?” Everyone’s hand remained in the air because, while not everyone was on it, everyone had heard about it. 

“Christian Gallagher made ‘Winter Key’ a household name. He also made a wounded veteran manager of a dog rescue and an action hero. Do I have to go on or are you bitches feelin’ me?” 

No one responded. “I said are you bitches feelin’ me?” A handful of people, including Cassie, Garrett, Joseph and Bettina clapped and said they were feelin’ him. It wasn’t enough, and Grayson asked, for a third time, “Are. You. Bitches. Feelin’. Me!?!” 



Everyone clapped and shouted that they were feelin’ him. He concluded: 
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“I better not find out which one of you doped Christian’s coffee, because if I do I will shove my good leg so far up your ass you’ll be choking on it, and then I’ll shove my fake one so far down your throat you’ll be shitting it. Any questions?” He didn’t wait for a response. Instead he handed the mike back to his brother and then embraced Garrett and Cassie. As Grayson left the stage someone handed Poncho to him and the director immediately began shooting again. Gray had inspired the crowd of extras, and principals, with an energy he wanted to capture, and he did. 

With multiple cameras. He also had the sound guy play the musical number, an original song someone had written for the show, without Cassie and Garrett’s pre-recorded voices, instead recording them live. And it worked. It was an amazing number. It kicked ass. Of course the editors could have made the dullest scene exciting in post-production. Grayson made this unnecessary, and season two ended with a bang. 



Curiously, Grayson later apologized to everyone, starting with the director and including Randall. Even more curious, Randall said, “You’re right, Grayson. This show rocks, and it’s because of Christian. And you.” Who would have thought? It was almost worth having the very bad LSD trip, further details of which I will spare you. 



Miami-Dade Police Department investigated the poisoning but no one ever discovered who did it. I recovered quickly from my trip and Bentley sent me home in a town car. 



Season two of Winter Key was in the can and no one was happier than all of us. Garrett spent the hiatus living with his brother in Orlando and working shifts at Superior Bodies. As successful a TV actor as he was, he had no problem working the desk and checking in members and cleaning towels. He did it all gladly and as if he and the other young members of the cast, including Evan weren’t on the cover of “Entertainment Weekly.” 



Veronica Jennings spent her vacation researching schizophrenia: interviewing doctors, visiting hospitals and spending two weeks living with a patient and her family in Ardsley, New York. 



Randall Jennings shot an independent film during the break. A former castmate of his from one of his sitcoms made a film which starred our boy as a young suburban husband who discovers his wife and brother are trying to kill him. I saw it. It was kind of boring but Randall was good in it. 



Joseph Lamb came out over the hiatus. He did it humbly and apologetically, explaining that for twenty years he felt it necessary to play straight in order to get work. The gay community was forgiving, not the least because while his face was familiar from all of his roles, his name wasn’t. 

His feigned heterosexuality hadn’t earned him millions so there was less resentment than if he were an A-list star. Curiously, Joseph became more popular as a gay actor than he ever had been as a “straight” one. 



Cassie “Bronwyn” Frankel spent her summer playing gay and straight clubs in the Keys and around Florida. “I’ve only been to Key West and Miami.” she told me after one of her Orlando shows. “I never knew there were so many great cities in this state and so much culture. Tampa, Orlando, Jacksonville, Sarasota…” 
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“We’ve got some third-world areas,” I told her, “but we do OK.” 



Morton Jennings spent the summer of 2011 bugging his agent for work. Barbara Lamb spent it traveling with her husband. 



Isobel Lamb spent her vacation looking after her sister in the condo Bentley had secured for her and other cast members in Miami. She said to me on the phone, “She’s spent her life looking after me, I’m happy to do it for her.” 



The actor who plays Evan, an Orlando resident, got a membership at Superior Bodies even thought he’s straight. Bentley offered him a role as a principal cast member and he took it. The fake braces came off and he grew his short hair to his shoulders. “You’re going to have to work out,” I said to him, “if you’re going to be the next Taylor what’s-his-name from ‘Twilight.’” 

Evan hired Marty Irwin to beef him up. 



Grayson spent a week in June staying with the actress who plays Blinka in her Brooklyn loft. She spent a week in July with him in Orlando. Linden and I will write them both into one or two episodes of season three. 



Speaking of season three, Grayson asked me to join him at the pool for his late morning break one week after Blinka left. He said, “We watched those ‘Iris Jones’ movies when she was here.” 



“Really?” I said. I was thrilled. “What’s it like for you to watch movies?” I asked. 



“It’s not so bad. Blinka told me everything that was happening when no one was talking. It was actually kind of fun. Like listening to you telling me about the WK episodes.” This was nice to hear. “I have an idea for an episode for next season.” I was more thrilled than I had been in a year and maybe since I came home to Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I shook and shouted: 



“What is it???!!!” Grayson laughed at my excitement and said: 



“Now, don’t get your hopes up. It might not be a good one.” 



“Of course it’s a good one!” I shouted, though not as loudly. I was on the edge of my seat. My chaise lounge. I was. 



“Well, I think you should do an Iris Jones-themed episode.” Oooo, I was so disappointed. Before he continued I said: 



“Bentley’s already got the rights to it. He’s developing a TV movie where Isobel plays Iris at seventy. She’s got kids and grandkids and she’s still solving mysteries.” I prepared myself for Grayson to be defeated. How surprised was I when his face lit up. 



“That’s perfect,” he said. “About getting the rights.” 
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“What were you thinking?” I asked. 



“I was thinking about an  episode that opens with Isobel watching one of the Iris Jones movies on the late show…” I interrupted again, saying, to my complete embarrassment: 



“But she’d be watching herself, the actress, in a different role.” Grayson gave me a withering look and said: 



“Honey Bunches of Oats, the vampire Pekingese.” I went red and said: 



“Go on.” 



“She nods off during the movie and has a dream where she’s Iris Jones.” I interrupted a third time, saying: 



“That’s what the TV movie will be about. We’ll shoot it next year.” Grayson indicated his prosthetic arm and said: 



“I’m going to beat you with this if you don’t let me finish.” I let him finish. “In the dream, it’s 1960 or whatever year the Iris Jones movies were made. The costumes and the sets and…,” he searched for the term, “production design is the same.” I opened my mouth to suggest we find a young actress who looks like Isobel did as a young woman and Grayson raised his fake arm as if to strike me with it. I closed my mouth and he continued, “Joseph plays her father, Ian, and Cassie plays her mother, Elizabeth, and Isobel plays Iris as a twenty year-old.” I didn’t get it and, though he couldn’t see my face, Grayson realized I didn’t get it. He said, “We dress her up in the same kinds of clothes she wore when she played Iris and get a wig with the same hairstyle.” 



“But she’s pushing eighty.” 



“So?” 



“So she’s pushing eighty and is all wrinkly and everything and she bops around the set as if she’s twenty.” 



“Yes!” It was starting to sink in. The genius of it. “She calls Joseph and Cassie ‘Dad and Mom’ 

and then Randall can play that guy who’s her boyfriend.” 



“Jerry,” I said, referring to a character who appeared in two of the Iris Jones movies. 



“And Veronica can be her best friend.” 



“Gabby,” I said, referring to a character who appeared in all of the Iris Jones movies. 



“Yeah, they all play it as if Isobel’s twenty and they don’t acknowledge her age. They pretend she’s young. I was thinking you can ignore the race thing, too and Hal and Lettie can be a married couple. She bumps him off so she can be with her young lover Evan. Bettina and Karen 122 



can be suspects, but Isobel finally discovers Lettie’s the murderer.” My heart was beating wildly. 

I pulled my phone out of my shorts and said to Grayson: 



“Don’t move” I called Bentley and told him everything. He was nearly as excited as I. He told me to put him on speaker and said: 



“Nice work, Grayson. We’re going to do it.” 



“Thanks, Bentley.” 



“One thing, though,” he began, and then continued, slowly, “Randall doesn’t really look like the actor who played Jerry.” I thought Cassie didn’t look anything like the actress who played Elizabeth but didn’t say so. Bentley said to Grayson, “You do.” Grayson gasped when he realized what Bentley was suggesting. He said: 



“I’m not an actor. I don’t…” he couldn’t think of how to put it and said, again, “I’m not actor.” 



“Gray,” I said. “This is ‘Winter Key.’” 



“Yeah but,” he raised his prosthetic arm and leg and said, into the phone, “I’m blind and I’ve got fake limbs. Did Jerry have them, too?” 



“Don’t be a smart-ass,” I said. “In her dream Isobel casts people she knows from ‘Winter Key’ in her make believe mystery. She remembers you from the dance marathon where you kicked Blinka’s ass.” 



“She wasn’t in that scene,” Grayson reminded me. I took a frustrated breath and said: 



“What did I say about being a smart ass?” Grayson smiled and Bentley said: 



“We’ll figure it out, Gray. Do you want to make another special appearance or not.” He hesitated and I said: 



“Consider the Blinka fight scene, Gray. That went viral.” It was all over youtube and everywhere else. 



“And it was fun to shoot, wasn’t it?” Bentley asked. He still hesitated, so I brought out the big guns. 



“How many disabled vets did you hear from, Grayson? You showed me the emails and letters. 

There were tons of them, from guys who thought they were worthless until they saw you beating Blinka over the head with your leg.” Gray looked very serious as he considered this. “How many of them decided they weren’t going to sit around in wheelchairs in nursing homes after watching that?” Gray nodded a bit, to himself. I had him, but I still said, “You inspired those guys, Gray. 

Inspire them again.” Grayson Abel, Superior Mutts manager and action hero and actor said: 123 



“I think I can make another special appearance.” 
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