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Chapter 1: 

An Elite Force 




Driving home from executing my nephew Billy’s biological father, Linden and I heard on the radio that there was an actors’ union strike. “You won’t be visiting Miami very much until it’s resolved,” my husband said. 



“Sure I will,” I responded. “Florida’s a right to work state. It’ll have no effect.” Years of producing and still I was so naive. 



“’Winter Key’s’ actors are going to strike, also, in solidarity,” Linden said with confidence. 



“Why?” 



“Because when your show is over, they have to go back to Los Angeles to get work. 

People are going to remember whether they joined the 2011 strike.” He was right. But for Isobel, who was eighty or whatever, and maybe Karen and Hal, who could and would do 

“Love’s Labor” until one of them died, and maybe even after, not pissing off 

entertainment unions was a good idea. 



I thought of all the things Bentley and others had in store for Isobel Lamb—“Winter Key” episodes that featured her primarily, Iris Jones TV movies and offers for roles in feature films—and I felt very sad. “No sooner does she finally become a famous actress than the actors’ union goes on strike,” I sighed. “It’s not fair.” 



“No, it’s not,” Linden agreed. 



“I mean, she could cross the picket line with no repercussions, ‘cause she’s so old. But who would she act with?” The answer came to me immediately, but Linden first said: 



“The twins.” Yeah, Jacob and Joshua Kelly had more money than God and no long-term acting career to be harmed. They played vampires on two episodes of “Winter Key” and appeared on all three of the reality TV shows our friend and their former classmate, Bentley Howard, produced. 



“Grayson,” I added. The Superior Mutts operations manager played himself on the season two finale of “Winter Key” and was a hot property. Linden nodded and suggested: 



“Garrett?” I thought about Grayson’s brother, a “Winter Key” regular and the star of the short-lived reality show “Stable Boy.” 



“I don’t know. He can act. And sing. If he couldn’t find work in TV he could always tour. 

And work reception at Superior Bodies.” 



“He’d cross a picket line for you, Christian,” Linden said. I thought so, too. 
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“But I wouldn’t want him to. He would have to bring it up.” I thought of other folks and opened my mouth to say a name but Linden beat me to: 



“Sylvia St. Germaine.” 



“And Freebird, of couse.” I thought of Jim Weaver and Keith Pilcher of the “No Laughing Matter” sketch comedy group and Comedy Central’s “The Three Twins” and said out loud: 



“Jim wouldn’t. He’d lose too much voice over work.” 



“Keith would,” Linden said, “provided the project was family-friendly.” Keith taught teenagers, and enjoyed teaching. He needed to be careful. 



We drove in silence, thinking not a whit about the man my family had tied up and stabbed to death a la Richard Widmark in “Murder on the Orient Express.” Truly, it had become that routine for my husband and me. Instead, we brainstormed about TV shows and movies we could produce for Isobel Lamb, who waited fifty years to be a star, and whose career we would not let a strike stall. 







Linden and I picked up Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia at Olivier and Kristen Korstanje’s house on the way to ours. They invited us to stay for a meal, as they had just gone vegan and Kristen was anxious to show off recipes she had prepared. I would have been very glad to go home and relax with the beagles and Superior Mutts fosters, but our friends, who were our children’s legal parents, were so good to all of us, and she was so excited about her no meat, egg or dairy dinner, I rallied. 



In the kitchen with Kristen I asked, “How were our kids?” The “our” including her and her husband, always. 



“Oh,” she said, stirring something on the stove, “Lil’ Samia likes to repeat everything she says over and over and Lil’ Jacob says everything that pops into his head. Everything. 

Every single thing.” Business as usual. “They also made up a game.” 



“A game?” Kristen’s expression made me wary. She said: 



“It’s called ‘Tell me what I ate by how my farts smell.’” I busted out laughing, and she also did, albeit reluctantly. 



“They came up with it themselves?” I asked. She shook her head. 



“Olivier kind of helped.” As if on cue I heard a loud fart coming from their living room. 

It was too powerful to have come from a three year-old, so I thought Olivier had done it. 
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Imagine my horror when I entered the room to find Olivier, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia smelling Linden Midwinter, of the Stamford Midwinters’, butt. 



“Who are you?” I asked my husband. He just shrugged. 



“Shhhhh,” Olivier said, “we’re trying to concentrate.” 



“We’re trying to concentrate,” Lil’ Samia said once, and then four additional times. 



“I think it’s cake,” Lil’ Jacob said. 



“Yeah, but what kind?” asked Linden. 



“I don’t know,” our son said. “Fart again.” Linden tried, failed and shook his head. 



“Sorry, that’s all I got.” I was stunned. I couldn’t speak. I turned around to find Kristen watching me watch the game. 



“I’m so happy now. So, so happy we’re going to be playing this for weeks. Years, even. 

Hopefully.” My friend nodded. 



“Every day. All day.” 







After settling in at home I called Isobel at the Miami condo she and her sister shared. She had heard about the strike. She was disappointed but said, “I can spend more time with Beth. She’s not doing well.” 



“I’m sorry,” I said. I had never met the sister who had looked out for Isobel throughout her life and her crises. 



“I will miss the work and the cast. Beth always stayed up to hear about the day’s shoots when I got home. Even those long, boring days where nothing exciting happened. I always embellished my stories of the day’s filming, to keep it interesting.” 



“I know about that,” I said. A long beat. “You know, Isobel, Linden and I were thinking that we can still produce stuff in Florida ‘cause it’s a right-to-work state.” 



“Oh?” She didn’t appear fully to understand what that meant. Instead of providing an explanation I continued: 



“The rest of the cast is striking,” Bentley had confirmed in an e-mail, “because they don’t want to be blacklisted for crossing the picket line, even here in Florida.” 



“I see.” 
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“But since you’re…a senior citizen, you know.” I’m usually pretty frank, but it was hard for me to say, “since you could die of old age at any time…” 



“I see what you mean,” she let me off the hook. 



“Well, it seems a shame for you to have such a breakout role, and season, with ‘Winter Key’ and then it all coming to an end because actors and producers can’t agree on industry salaries.” A pause, and then Isobel said, kind of excited: 



“So, what are you thinking?” 



“I’m thinking Bentley produces a reality TV show, which for him at this point is like pouring coffee, featuring you.” My friend thought about this and said: 



“Oh Christian, I’m hardly that interesting.” I thought she was but instead said: 



“I was thinking more of a mock reality show. Like ‘Reno 911’ or ‘The Office.’” I described both to her and she understood quickly, having watched the latter. 



“We create a character for you, put you in a setting and then pretend to do a 

‘documentary’ of you doing whatever your character does.” 



“That’s very interesting,” Isobel said, kind of more excited. Then, after a beat, “What have you come up with?” I laughed and said: 



“Well, Linden and I  have come up with something, which would be easy to shoot and feature our friends, some of whom you’ve met and worked with.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“We’d film at Superior Bodies Tampa, which has always been a money-loser. My brother said using it as the setting of your show would be a great thing financially.” Actually, I hadn’t consulted him but was still confident. 



“Uh-huh.” 



“It’s closer for me, and I could arrange for a condo there for you and Beth, or I can have a driver take you back and forth from Miami. It’s up to you.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“It’s so much less work than an hour-long series. Loosely scripted, you could do a lot of improvisation, or as much as you feel comfortable doing. It makes for some real spontaneity and genuine moments.” 
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“Christian,” Isobel said, kind of firmly, “what will you have me doing at Superior Bodies Tampa?” I cleared my throat and asked: 



“Are you sitting down?” 







“Hookers by day, crimefighters by night?” Sylvia squealed. “When do we start?” she spoke for her and Freebird. I knew they’d be on board. Ditto Grayson, whom I asked during his early afternoon break on the Superior Bodies patio. 



“Christian,” he said. “First you have my blind, crippled ass kicking butt on ‘Winter Key,’ 

then you cast me as Iris Jones’ boyfriend Jerry,” in the dream episode homage to Isobel’s old movies we’d shoot after the strike, “and now you offer me a role as…” 



“Well, you’re a crimefighter,” I began, “which is very heroic and what you did, kind of, when you kicked Blinka’s ass on ‘Winter Key.’” 



“And…” 



“And during the day, you’re going to be a prostitute working out of Superior Bodies Tampa.” Before he could react, I added, “but you’ll just do women. Young and old. 

Cougars. You know, hot older women.” 



“I see,” he said, which meant he understood, ‘cause he couldn’t really see. 



“Isobel is the Madam. She gets out of prison for, you know, running a whorehouse and some other shit…murder for hire and stuff. Selling nuclear weapons to rouge states. But she’s reformed. So she comes back to Superior Bodies Tampa, which we’ll rename, you know, to protect the brand…” 



“Hah!” Grayson laughed at me, deservedly. 



“She’ll come back and find that her son, me, really fucked up the bath and whorehouse business and she’s got to put it back together.” 



“Yeah. OK. Of course…” Grayson laughed at me again. 



“But instead of hookers by day and, well, hookers and criminals, by night, she’s going to turn her operation into a hookers by day and, you know, crimefighters by night thing. 

You know?” I smiled at Grayson. He smiled at me, kind of warily. He wasn’t generally a sarcastic man or a butt or anything, but he couldn’t help but ask: 



“How has this pitch been working on everyone else?” Cheeky monkey. I replied, with confidence: 
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“Isobel loved it.” Grayson thought about that and said: 



“She’d do anything for you, Christian,” which was a compliment to me but kind of an insult to the project. 



“Well, if you’re going to be that way…” He really had his nerve. 



“Oh, Christian. I’ll do it. I think it’ll be a lot of fun. You’re just so awkward.” I was. With him. About this. 



“But you’re a retired soldier. Straight and normal,” I explained. “Everyone else is a whack job.” Grayson laughed a third time and asked: 



“Who is everyone else?” 



“Well,” I began, “Isobel, who is normal, too, though she’s had some mental health issues in her life.” My tone suggested that was a good thing, or at least one that qualified her for the new show. “I tried contacting the twins next. Jacob and Joshua.” Gray nodded, “but I can’t reach them. They aren’t answering their cells and their parents don’t know where they are.” 



“Are they in trouble?” he asked. 



“Oh, I don’t think so. They’re always traveling to some remote part of the world. The north pole or the middle of the Amazon.” A beat. “Or some remote island in the South China Sea.” Another. “They’re fine, I’m sure,” though I wasn’t. 



“Who else?” 



“Well, Freebird and Sylvia, of course.” 



“Of course,” Grayson said and asked, “Garrett?” 



“I don’t know, Gray. He could have a big acting career ahead of him. I don’t want him get blacklisted by doing this.” Garrett’s brother shook his head and said: 



“He doesn’t care. As long as he can sing, someplace, he’ll be happy.” Someone said that about their father, the late Randy Abel. I thought it was a nice thing. “I’ll ask him.” 



“We’ll pitch him together,” I said, and the elder Abel brother nodded. After a moment I said: 



“I really want to have the twins involved. Viewers love Jacob and Joshua. Handsome twins are always a big sell.” 
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“And you’ll probably need some gay hookers,” Grayson added. OMG, I thought, and ran through the cast: Grayson, Garrett, Freebird and Sylvia. All straight. “How about Elio?” 

he said. I considered our insatiable Puerto Rican receptionist said: 



“That’s a good idea. Excuse me.” I left Grayson and the patio and went straight to the front. I opened my mouth but before I could say a word Elio held up one of the statewide gay bar rags available at the club and indicated a picture of blond twin strippers working an audience at a club in Sarasota. I didn’t recognize them until Elio said: 



“They’re identical, right down to their matching appendix scars.” I looked from their faces to their stomachs and saw what weren’t appendectomy scars, but scars made by the broken champagne bottles I slashed them with a few months before. It was Liam and Lance Brody and, inside, I shouted OH MY GOD. They had been such homophobes over the summer, all full of themselves and dissing Jacob and Joshua and the eventgoers at Superior Bodies Atlanta. They had been so terribly awful and then I cut them both and we later fought in the parking lot. What were they doing dancing at clubs? They said they were straight, which could be and was probably true. They hated having to appear at the Atlanta opening and expressed their disdain for the event and its participants openly and clearly. How far had they come? And how much farther would they go? 



I said, again: 



“Handsome twins are always a big sell.” Then my cell phone rang. 



“Christian,” said a familiar female voice I couldn’t completely recognize. “It’s Babara Lamb.” Again, as with Isobel, it’s not her real name, but I’ve been referring to her as it so much I figured I would just continue to. She said, “Isobel told me about your new show for her and Ross and I want to be in it.” 



“Barbara,” I said. “Thanks for the call.” I didn’t know what to say next, since she was the last person I thought I would ever hear from again and since the show is about hookers and would be shot at our bathhouse in Tampa and since Ross…Blanco is a 

professional…hmmm, baseball player, I think…Barbara said: 



“Christian, Ross has multiple sclerosis. His career is over. We want to raise money for research and so we have to stay in the public eye.” Didn’t she get right to the point. “It’s our selfish reason,” she admitted. I remembered how kind she and her husband were to Matthew and his family after Billy died and thought I would do anything for them. I said: 



“Barbara, I don’t think you and Ross are selfish at all.” I then asked, “Do you know what the show is about.” 



“Hookers by day, crimefighters by night,” she said matter-of-factly. 



“And Ross is OK with this?” 
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“Oh, yes.” 



“And his fans?” I asked. 



“Those that don’t approve won’t abandon him,” she said, confidently. “We’re counting on the show to introduce him to a larger audience.” I understood and said so. “I have an additional favor, Christian.” 



“Anything,” I said to Barbara, whose husband autographed all kinds of things for my nephews after their brother died and watched his highlight DVD with them and had a pizza pajama party with them. “You name it.” 



“Would you make Ross’ character have multiple sclerosis?” 



“Absolutely,” I said. “Grayson Abel’s blind and missing limbs and he’s doing it. Why shouldn’t someone with MS?” 



“Thank you Christian. I’m so happy and Ross will be, too. We’re available at your convenience. Just send us a production schedule and we’ll be down to…Orlando? 

Tampa?” 



“We’re shooting in Tampa,” I said. “We’ll secure housing and a budget in the next few weeks.” Barbara said: 



“Oh, whatever you can afford to pay us will go toward the Blanco-Lamb MS Research Fund. Truly, though, we’re doing this for the exposure. Press, interviews, special events…It’ll all give Ross an opportunity to speak about the disease.” 



“Awesome,” I said, and then added, “I’m sorry for Ross, developing this. But I’m glad he’ll be a spokesperson for it.” 



“I am, too, Christian. Thank you. So much.” I hung up the phone and returned to the patio and Grayson, who asked: 



“Did you ask Elio?” 



“Ask him what?” I said. 



“If he’ll be in the reality show?” Grayson reminded me why I went to the reception area. 



“No, I didn’t,” I said. “I was too busy casting Ross Blanco, professional baseball star, as a hooker by day, crimefighter by night.” I wish I could describe Grayson’s face. 
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Linden and I welcomed Dan and Susie Green to our house to watch the Lil’ ones so he and I could have a date night. It began with a meal at Ethos Vegan Kitchen. I had pecan-encrusted eggplant and he, pumpkin seed pasta. We ate off each other’s plates. It was yummy. After dinner, we drove to Cassadaga, a spiritualist community halfway between Orlando and Daytona Beach. It’s a neighborhood of Lake Helen, I think, and consists of a gigantic old Florida hotel, an activity center, a non-denominational temple, its own post office, and adorable old cottages and cracker houses out of which men and women give psychic readings. Neither Linden nor I engaged a medium. Instead we secured glasses of merlot from the hotel’s high-end restaurant and enjoyed them on its gigantic, wraparound porch. It was dark and there were a lot of cars parked all over the place. There was no one about, though. I asked the bartender about this when I got another round of wine and he said there was a gigantic séance going on in the activity center. 



Linden and I spent a couple of hours at Cassadaga enjoying our wine, walking around the spooky neighborhood, and not having to look after children and dogs. Just being together alone with no responsibilities for a short time was heaven. 



On our way back to Orlando we pulled into Mr. Sisters, a new gay club that opened on East Colonial Drive. It didn’t last long. Restaurants and clubs are always risky. While it was open it was wildly popular, but mostly for being new. 



Neither Linden nor I are nightclub goers and we never have been. We went to Mr. Sisters not to dance or drink, though we did both. We went to see Liam and Lance Brody, who Darby, the manager of Superior Bodies Atlanta, told me became nice after the night they were irritating and I cut their abs with broken bottles of champagne and nearly stomped one of them to death through the broken windshield of his car. Ooooo, it’s hard to remember that night. I was out of control angry and the one brother had left the other brother to die at the heel of my pleather boots. “Are you sure they’re nice?” I asked Darby on the phone the evening Elio showed me the pics of them stripping at the Sarasota club. 



“Yes, Christian,” he said. “A week after the…grand opening,” was how he referred to the fight we had, “they came in and apologized. They had some kind of epiphany that had to do with one leaving the other to…” die at the heel of my pleather boots was what he wanted to say but didn’t. 



“So they had an epiphany and became go-go dancers?” I asked, not entirely buying it. 



“Yes,” Darby said. “They’re actually really cool and not anything like they were that night. They laugh about it sometimes, but they both blush when it comes up.” Hmmm. 

“They’re straight, by the way.” Nothing wrong with that. “They just make a lot of money dancing. People like the twins thing.” They do. “And they’re honest about how they got the tummy scars.” Wow. 
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“Why haven’t they called me?” I asked. I mean, it’s one thing to apologize to Darby, become nice and dance for people they insulted so badly the night of the Superior Bodies Atlanta Grand Opening, but I was the one with whom they had the altercation. 



“I think they’re too embarrassed,” he said. 



“I’m going to go see them when they’re in town. Do you know their schedule?” Darby said he didn’t but that he would find it and call me back. He did and Linden and I made our date. 



The plan was to have a drink, dance a little, visit with those folks we recognized, and then go backstage to see Liam and Lance, whose real names, by the way, Darby told me are Peter and Olan. I asked him why those were their names and he couldn’t tell me. I figured Liam and Lance were stage names and they would keep them. Imagine my surprise, then, when the Mr. Sisters DJ introduced them as Peter and Olan. Linden raised an eyebrow and said, no, shouted over the music, “I bet those were their grandfathers’ names.” 



The Brody brothers danced on stage and my husband and I danced on the crowded dance floor. Then we went out to a dock that overlooks a large lake…so many of them in Orlando and the state. We asked a server for two club sodas as we were done drinking for the evening. Moments later the drinks showed up, carried by the Brodys, wearing jeans and t-shirts. “Christian,” one of them said, handing me my drink with his left hand and holding his right out for me to shake. The other did the same to Linden. Hellos over, the brothers and I said: 



“I’m sorry,” at the same time. We then all blabbered at once about our behavior that night and blaming ourselves and forgiving the other and on and on. I wanted to believe they were sincere and not being nice because of an opportunity I might provide to be in a Bentley Howard production. I considered asking them if they were sincere and not being nice because of an opportunity I might provide to be in a Bentley Howard production, but instead said, “It was only three months ago when I cut your abs with a broken bottle and we battled each other in the parking lot. How is it that we can be friends now?” Liam and…I mean, Peter and Olan looked at each other. One said: 



“We got home that night and told our parents what happened. We were both cut but my face was pretty torn up.” That was the one on whom I stomped through the windshield. 

The other said: 



“I should have come to Peter’s aid right away but I didn’t. When I got courage enough to, Darby had already stopped you.” Olan was red with shame. Peter continued: 



“We told our parents and they blew up at us. And cried, and yelled, and told us they were sorry for raising us to be so full of ourselves.” 



“And to look down on others,” Olan added, “like the gay people at the club that night.” 
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“Our mother patched us up. My face and both of our stomachs. She’s a nurse. We stayed up all night talking about what happened. They thought we were gay-bashed outside the club.” 



“We were gay-bashed all right. Bashed by a gay guy.” I smiled and looked at Linden to see what he thought. He seemed to believe the young men. He also hadn’t been there that night in Atlanta when they were dissing the Kelly twins, and me, and the outfit Darby provided, and all the attendees. Then Peter said: 



“My dad held up a mirror to my face. It was swollen and bandaged. He said, ‘Being handsome makes you special, Pete. Are you special now?’” 



“Ouch,” I said. 



“Yeah,” Olan agreed. 



“So when did you start dancing?” I asked. Both fellas smiled. Peter said: 



“We went back to the club, to apologize to Darby for being so obnoxious. He said that was fine and he forgave us and offered us a six month membership, you know, just to be friendly.” I thought it was a good thing. Olan: 



“Peter wasn’t getting modeling jobs while his face healed and people only hired us together. Alone I was just another blond model. I got a job at Starbucks and Pete worked at Target.” 



“We didn’t get the money we did doing conventions and on the runway, so we worked out at your club, ‘cause it was free.” 



“We got to know some of the members,” Olan continued. “They were really nice. It made us feel bad, you know, for what we said about them that night.” 



“A couple of them knew people at the Atlanta clubs. Like the managers, and they asked us to dance. Plenty of straight models do, which we knew, but we thought it was…” Peter didn’t want to say what they had thought of gay guys and gay clubs and so didn’t. Olan: 



“We got over it when we got to know Darby and the others. So then we auditioned and then danced one night on a couple of blocks in this one club. Off Limits. It just opened and the manager was looking for dancers that hadn’t worked the Atlanta club circuit before.” 



“We danced on a couple of blocks in the bar area,” said Peter. “It was OK. Hard work, actually. My face looked better. It wasn’t completely healed, but I think that just added to the…I don’t know. Allure? Rough guy.” I took a sip of my club soda as a server brought the brothers a couple of bottled waters. I looked again at Linden and he nodded with his eyes. I did, too. Then I said: 
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“I’m producing a mock reality TV show starring Isobel Lamb.” 



“From ‘Winter Key,’” Olan said. I nodded. 



“But isn’t there an actors’ strike?” Peter asked. I told him there was and that we were going to proceed with the show with Isobel and amateur actors. I listed the cast and Linden said: 



“They’re all straight, so no one will bother you.” The brothers chuckled and Olan said: 



“That’s OK. It doesn’t bother us.” He left out “anymore” and that was fine. Peter asked about Jacob and Joshua and I said just: 



“They’re traveling and can’t do it.” Olan asked: 



“What’s the name of the show?” Without thinking I said: 



“’An Elite Force.’” They both nodded and Linden did, too. 



“That’s a good name, Christian. Where did you come up with it?” I thought about it and then remembered one of the crimefighting, Coven costume-wearing employees of 

Superior Bodies Cleveland or wherever had referred to himself and his colleagues as such. 



“’An Elite Force,’” Linden said. “That is a good name.” I thought it was, too. 
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Chapter 2: Sea Grass 

I asked Bentley Howard what he thought of “An Elite Force” and he said, “Christian, if you wanted to strum a jaw harp for thirty minutes I’d produce it.” This wasn’t a wild endorsement of my idea, but it was so nice to hear. 



Neither Jody nor Jay was available to direct and shoot the new show and I knew no one else in Florida who could. The production team for “Winter Key,” with few exceptions, came from Los Angeles, and they had all joined the actors in striking. The folks who maintained Bentley Howard Productions’ website were available to design and upload for broadcast “An Elite Force,” but I still had to find someone to direct and shoot the show. 

Linden said, “How about film students at UCF?” 



I called the director of the film department and introduced myself. She knew who I was, not the least because of the productions with which I had so far been involved in in the state. They included, curiously, Darren Mulroney’s “Ice Castles” porn remake. “You remember that?”  I asked. 



“It was brilliant!” the woman said. I didn’t think the finished movie was brilliant, but I do think his having edited the silly, raunchy porn footage into what passed for art was remarkable. I said: 



“We need a crew for ‘An Elite Force.’ Can you help us?” The woman, the department head, whose name, like so many, I can’t remember, hooked us up with the most talented students in the school. I made it clear to her that we were looking for people who would give us what we wanted, which was a “Reno 911”-like parody of reality shows. 



“I understand,” she said. “The students I’ll send you will, too.” 



We had a production meeting on the patio at Superior Bodies in late September. It included six students, whose names and roles aren’t germane but who were all very nice and competent but not all that interesting. Also there were Freebird and Sylvia, Grayson and Garrett, Barbara and Ross, Peter and Olan…I would never get over those names, specifically Olan, and Isobel. Over a catered vegan meal I said, “OK, we need to set up a production schedule and everything, but first we have to determine whom we will be playing and what adventures we will be having.” One of the kids asked what the budget was. I said, “Limitless, provided the money is well spent.” I arranged with the school for the students to work for credits toward their TV or film production degree, but Bentley had me pay them an additional five hundred dollars, cash, per episode as goodwill, walking around money. 



“Keep an eye on ‘em, Christian,” he said, “and tell me who’s good.” I assured him I would. 



After introductions and lunch I reminded the cast and crew of the nature of the show and that it would be broadcast online. I didn’t say that I had created the show to keep Isobel 14 

busy during the actors’ strike, but people figured it out.  I said, “In the first episode Isobel gets out of prison, where she spent time for running a whorehouse, running drugs, arms sales, assassinations, counterfeiting money…all kinds of stuff. Barbara and I play her children. Barbara is the good daughter and the manager and brains behind her operation. I am the drunken wastrel whom Isobel and Barbara look after.” 



“That’s different,” Garrett spoke for more than one person. 



“I thought I’d demonstrate my range,” I said, and then laughed at myself. “Be assured,” I added, “Thad,” I had named my character Thaddeus, “will have an opportunity to clean up and save the day.” 



“Excellent,” Garrett and Grayson said at the same time. Olan, I think, raised his hand. I nodded to him and he asked: 



“Who will the rest of us be?” I smiled and said: 



“Whoever you want. Give yourselves names and special skills. Think of adventures you want your character to have. Give yourself a background, too. Come up with anything.” I thought we should break and then regroup and see what the actors came up with. 

“Nothing is too silly or outrageous.” I looked from Olan to Peter and said, “And you don’t have to be twins. In fact, you can just be two people that look alike. We can work in a line where you or someone refers to a DNA test you had to see if you are indeed related and that it came up negative.” That raised more than one eyebrow, mostly among the young crew, none of whom knew me, yet. A net was set up across the pool, so I asked, 

“How about a game of water volleyball?” The kids continued to look skeptical, so I said, mostly to them, “’Winter Key’ is really structured, and I’m sure most reality shows are, too. The purpose of ‘An Elite Force’ is to have fun. Make some money. Develop some skills,” I thought of Grayson and, now, Ross, both of whom are disabled, “communicate a message.” The students didn’t get it, entirely, but I was confident they would. “Let’s think about our characters and brainstorm episode ideas individually or in groups. You can swim, sunbathe, watch TV or play with puppies for, say, an hour. Then we’ll meet back here and make an episode outline.” 



Everyone broke. As it was a hot day nearly everyone went in the pool, though several of the students, Olan, or Peter, and Ross played with puppies. I suggested a water volleyball game: An Elite Force vs. A Superior Set of Bodies. One of the male students, Peter, or Olan, Grayson, Isobel, Barbara and Sylvia played six members, only two of whom had any kind of bodies. The other four were wet area trolls who hoped, I think, one of the AEF company would lose his shorts. It didn’t happen, but they, and everyone, still enjoyed the game. 



I sipped whiskey with Freebird and Garrett. “Can I sing?” that latter asked. 



“Of course,” I said. “But you should have another talent.” He thought about it and said, 

“Explosives?” I thought about it and then looked at Grayson, who didn’t let his near 15 

blindness and missing arm and leg prevent him from acquitting himself in the volleyball game. 



“You don’t think your brother will mind?” I asked. Garrett thought about it and said: 



“You’re right. I should let him have that skill.” I gasped, as saving explosive expert for the fella who had nearly lost his life to an IED wasn’t what I was thinking. “How about I be a language expert?” I said nothing as I was still considering faked-limbed Grayson as the hooker-by-day-crimefighter-by-night bomb maker. “Christian?” Garrett said, and then repeated his idea. 



“Excellent,” I told him, and meant it. “You’re going to have to study, or at least come up with situations and appropriate lines in foreign languages.” Garrett thought about it and I asked, “How are your accents?” My young friend looked discouraged and said: 



“They suck.” I smiled. 



“That could be part of the fun.” Garrett thought about it and smiled, too. “What’s your expertise?” I asked Freebird, who had lit up a joint. “No wait,” I said, as he offered it to me. I shook my head and opened my mouth to suggest drugs, and would have had Garrett not said, faster: 



“Poisons.” We both looked at him and said, together:  



“Nice.” 



Later, we determined our roles. Everyone came up with his own character’s name. To list them would be confusing, though, even for me. Easier is everybody’s expertise. Barbara and my characters’ were already determined: she was a manager and I was a loser. Peter and Olan, bless their hearts, would be muscle. “OK,” I said, and then told the student who wanted to produce, “Please find a fight choreographer willing to fly out and arrange some interesting stuff.” Grayson suggested the one who put together his and Blinka’s from the 

“Winter Key” episode. “Yes,” I said. “He’s good. And let’s keep it interesting. No routine time-filling fist or sword fights. Wacky stuff and unusual weapons.” I looked at Sylvia, who said: 



“I’m psychic.” Everyone liked that one. Garrett was languages, Freebird was poisons. 

Before his brother or I could bring it up, Grayson said: 



“Explosives.” 



“Perfect,” I said and moved right along, giving no one time to wring his hands over the inappropriateness of it. “Ross?” Ross Blanco, former baseball player and current MS 

spokesperson said, without confidence: 



“Computers?” I shook my head. 
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“We can do better than that.” Sylvia said: 



“How about torture?” Oooooo. “Fun torture,” she continued. “Silly stuff. Like crunching on ice in front of someone or making him listen to radio preachers.” Oooooo. “Spraying dollar-store cologne at them.” 



“All good,” I said. 



“Someone’s got to be a hacker,” Ross suggested. I looked from him to his wife and said: 



“Barbara?” To Isobel, “And our mother, too.” Isobel looked surprised. “Your character studied computers in prison.” My computer illiterate old friend nodded. 



Names and expertise determined, I shared my premier episode idea. When I was through one of the students asked me what I was going to use for the prison out of which Isobel gets released. I said, “I think there’s one in Polk County. In Winter Haven. Or near it.” 



“What about interiors?” another student asked, or maybe it was the first one still. I said: 



“We’ll just shoot from the outside. Isobel exiting.” 



“Will you have to get a permit?” a second student asked. 



“No,” I said. “Maybe.” I sighed. “Probably,” a beat, “but I’m not going to. It’s a hassle and we’re shooting this stuff on the fly.” None of the students responded verbally. Their silence told me shooting on the fly wasn’t stuff they were learning in film school. I could have invited them to do things properly. To contact the proper authorities and dot their i’s and everything, but I wanted “An Elite Force” to be fun and exciting. And effortless. The only thing I wanted to do was come up with fun episode ideas and then shoot them and even if I turned all the prep and what-not over to the kids I’d still have to supervise. Nah, I just wanted to show up at the entrance of the Sea Grass State Penitentiary with a camera, Barbara and Isobel and say “Action,” and so I said, “I just want to show up at the entrance to the Sea Grass State Penitentiary with a camera, Barbara and Isobel and say, 

‘Action.’” As if on cue, all the students, and maybe the entire company, nodded their heads. 



A week later me, Barbara and Isobel were outside the Saw Grass Penitentiary in Winter Haven, Florida. I had looked up the address so I could mapquest it and learned that while the prison was within city limits, Winter Haven refused to acknowledge it. I thought it was kind of cheeky of the residents, council and mayor since Winter Haven was so trashy, the inmates would be a step up for it. Truly. Ask anyone who has been there. 

Drive through it, but not immediately after eating. It’s like Appalachia. No toilets. Sofas on every front porch. Everyone’s on welfare. No decent grocery store or farmer’s market. 

Just fast food and convenience stores selling blunts, malt liquor and lottery tickets. 
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The six UCF students joined us outside the prison. They brought all the bells and whistles. Fancy lights, boom mikes, clapboards and the like. They would learn quickly that’s not how we were rolling. It’s not how Jody and Jay rolled. They knew what was needed and they could sift through the material to find what was good and/or necessary. 

Again, “Winter Key” was a different story, and while there may have been three of the show’s alumnae standing outside the Sea Grass prison, we were so definitely not shooting a standard nighttime drama. 



Isobel, Barbara and I drove to Winter Haven by ourselves in a Lexus we would use for the show. Isobel wore a beige pantsuit and Barbara wore a navy blue suit and skirt. They were both extremely well groomed and made up. I, however, looked like hell. My long hair was dirty, uncombed and tied with a rubber band. I hadn’t shaved in a week and my teeth were purposely stained with extremely strong coffee. I wore a soiled white t-shirt and jeans so long I walked on them with my dirty canvas sneakers. I had nose hairs, too, sticking out. I was a sight as I drove my two sharp-looking friends west on I-4 and south on 27. I looked through the rear-view mirror at Barbara and said, “This isn’t scripted. 

We’re just going to play our characters and talk as we would if we were them. Then the director,” I thought of the film students, “OK me and Linden, and whoever else wants to, are going to look through the footage and pull out what’s good.” 



“Christian,” she said, frustration peeking through patience, “we’ve been through this. 

We’ve rehearsed this. I can handle it.” I stopped asking. Barbara sighed heavily and said, 

“I know I wasn’t all that exciting or effective on ‘Winter Key.’” I looked at her again and considered sharing a glance with Isobel, who rode shotgun. I didn’t, though. Instead I drove steadily as she continued, “I didn’t know who my character was beyond being pretty and liking Mort.” A beat, “Or maybe I did know what she was and just found her boring.” Another one. “I left the show before it got good.” She leaned over and further mussed my mussy hair. Then she regarded her hand and grimaced, causing both Isobel and me to laugh. She continued, “I wasn’t excited about Barbara. I missed my husband. 

The show was dull and I just wanted to read and forget I was there.” It’s what I thought as I got to know her. “I can do this, Christian, and Isobel. I will totally rock as the frustrated daughter and operations manager of the Isobel Lamb crime syndicate.” I looked at her again, shared a happy glance with Isobel and said: 



“Well, OK then!” 



To review: Crime boss Isobel Lamb goes to prison leaving her brainy daughter and incompetent son in charge. Her gang dissolves because there’s no leadership. She reforms in prison, which concerns her daughter but not her son, who really doesn’t care and is a colossal loser because he lost the love of his life…somehow. I think. 



The students, who had traveled, with all that unnecessary equipment, in a van I had leased for three months, had a high old time coming up with life-long histories for all the characters and drawing shot-by-shot storybook outlines or whatever they do.  When they pulled up onto the shoulder of the two-lane highway outside the front of the prison behind us I said, “Who’s running the camera?” A girl who looked like Joan Cusack in 18 

“Sixteen Candles,” orthodontic apparatus and all, raised her hand. I would have remembered that mouth equipment from the Superior Bodies patio meeting. Reading my thoughts, she slurred: 



“I didn’t wear it before. I really have to, though.” I understood and even said: 



“I didn’t wear my retainer after my braces came off and they shifted.” She gave me a grateful nod and I continued, “Barbara and I are going to drop Isobel off at the front door of the prison,” I indicated the visitors entrance of the two-story beige concrete and glass building...or series of connected buildings, nearly all of which appeared to be surrounded by a two-story razor-wire fence. “Then, she’s going to go inside and we’re going to drive back. And then you’re going to get into the back seat of the car and roll camera. We’re going to approach the building again as if we’re picking her up after she gets released from jail. Then she’ll get in the car and tell us she’s nice and we’re all going to be crimefighters.” 



The kids looked at me, and then Barbara and Isobel but mostly at me, as if I were insane. 

“I know,” I said, “it’s kind of like sixth grade again when you and your friends got your parents’ camcorder and made a movie on the spot.” Isobel laughed and Barbara did, too. 

Then the latter said: 



“It’s getting hot. Let’s go.” The three of us got in the car and drove down a long interior road to the prison entrance, It was then I noticed the grounds were lined with two-story razor wire except for a small, one-story section on the left of the main visitors and, probably, administrative entrance. I thought it was for new hires or visiting state prison movers and shakers. Like a class or meeting room with a small concrete patio. There was just a standard chain link fence around it. I could hop it easily and so could Isobel and maybe my grandmother, who had been dead thirty years. I pointed it out to my friends and said: 



“You wander into that area and you’re home free.” They didn’t disagree but neither appeared interested beyond a look and nod. Barbara pulled up to the entrance, on the right of which was a parking not much bigger than Superior Bodies’. I got out and opened Isobel’s door. She appreciated it but said: 



“Make me get my own door when I get back in.” It was a good idea and I said so. Then she entered the building and I got back in the car. Barbara drove us back to the road and invited Joan Cusak, who was in heavy production discussion with the other kids, to get in. 



“We have a problem,” one of the other kids said as she got in the back seat with a camera. Then the rest of them began carrying on about this and that. I looked at Joan, who said: 
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“Just go.” Barbara didn’t have to be told twice. Indeed, she peeled away from the young people so quickly she kicked up a dust storm, causing me to shout like I was Tom Wopat of “The Dukes of Hazard.” I pulled myself together in time for Barbara to say: 



“Action,” and Joan Cusak to hit record. Immediately, Barbara said, “You couldn’t have dressed nicely to pick up Mother?” 



“I’m wearing pants, and my shirt’s clean.” I smelled it and added, “Ooops.” 



“You haven’t showered in three days, Thad, and we live in a gym.” 



“It’s a whorehouse, Barbara, with no more whores except us.” 



“I am not a whore,” she said, so deliciously indignant I nearly broke character. 



“We may be the only ones left, but our home is still a whorehouse and we’re whores. 

You don’t have to have sex for money to be one.” This was loosely what we had 

rehearsed, but then I added, “You haven’t had sex, paid or unpaid, your whole life and you’re the biggest whore in this car.” This caused Barbara to lean on the horn, I later learned, to cover her having broken character and laughed. She let up on it as we pulled up to the entrance. We sat there, waiting for Isobel to come out. 



“Should we go inside?” Barbara asked. 



“No way,” I shook my head. “They might not let us back out.” Barbara agreed silently and looked at the camera. She put on a big, fake smile and said: 



“Mommy’s coming home.” That was also made up on the spot, and it would have made me laugh had the prison door not opened. Barbara and I both looked up at what we expected to be Isobel exiting the building but was, instead, “Enchantra-In-Perpetuity.” 

I was nearly as stunned that Barbara knew who Enchantra-In-Perpetuity was than that she, or some other middle-aged 40s drag queen was leaving the admin entrance instead of Isobel. “There’s Mother,” I said as Isobel followed the unexpected actress. Joan Cusak kept rolling and Barbara and I remained in character as, wearing a big smile, Enchantra gestured for us to step out of the car. The three of us did and four of us looked mildly concerned as our new friend said:  



“Well, hello.” She held out her hand to Barbara, first. “I’m Anne Tentier, warden of Sea Grass, and I’m so glad to finally meet you…may I call you Barbara?” She nodded. “And Thad,” I shook her hand, too. Then I indicated Joan Cusak and said, without thinking: 



“And this is Joan, our camera operator.” The warden looked straight into the camera and said: 



“So nice to meet you Joan. And do wear that retainer. “I didn’t wear mine after my braces came off and they shifted.” Barbara and I looked from Anne Tentier to Isobel, who just 20 

smiled broadly. The warden continued, “I just want you kids,” Kids! “to know that your mother has been a model inmate. So sweet and cooperative. Always wearing a smile and such an inspiration to others.” A beat. “I wish I had a prison full of Isobel Lambs.” She chuckled and then took Isobel’s hands. “I’m going to miss you, dear.” She paused so Isobel could respond. She rallied and said: 



“I’m going to miss you, too, Warden Tentier.” 



“Oh, please call me Anne, now.” Warden Tentier insisted. 



“Thank you, Anne. And thank you for making my prison experience so…” Isobel was good, but whatever was going on with this drag queen, who I was beginning to think was actually a real woman who dressed uber-feminine in a high-end classic suit, vintage hose and fuck-me-pumps to compensate for her being masculine-looking, had thrown her off. 



“Don’t say another word. Why, I’m just doing my job. Trying to make everyone happy and reach her full potential. Go in peace, Isobel. Into the arms of your darling family, and be the superior woman you are meant to be.” Isobel remained speechless for another moment, and then rallied enough to say, just: 



“OK.” Anne hugged her and then hugged Barbara. She hugged me, but not as tight, and grimaced at my icky clothing and bad grooming over my shoulder at the camera. Finally, she looked into the lens, representing Joan Cusak, hard and gestured to her mouth about the retainer. To her credit, Joan Cusak moved the camera up and down as if she were nodding. Then, with a big wave and final farewell, this person who had just joined our cast turned around and went back inside the building. 



So overwhelmed by and curious about this Anne Tentier, if that indeed was her name, I forgot the camera was rolling, broke character and asked, “Who the fuck was that?” 

Isobel, who wasn’t playing a lady but whom I nevertheless didn’t expect to use profanity, snarled: 



“The fucking warden, you dumshit, or didn’t you just shake her hand?” I gasped and nearly laughed Isobel was so funny. She continued, “Shut your mouth and get in the car. 

Barbara, turn on the AC high and hard and open the windows. I thought that prison stank but those filthy inmates have nothing on your brother.” Barbara and I looked at her, absorbing this dialogue, which was unplanned, and didn’t move until our mother said, 

“MOVE!” We moved, booking into the car as fast as we could. As we did, Isobel said to Joan Cusak, “That thing about the retainer? That’s good advice.” Then she got in, too. 



Joan quit rolling, the three of us got out of the car and Anne Tentier, the actual and completely real warden of the State of Florida’s Sea Grass Penitentiary in Winter Haven, Florida, came back outside of the building and asked, “Is it a wrap?” The four of us looked at each other, silently agreed it was, and nodded. “Fantastic,” Anne cried, clapping her hands. She looked at Joan Cusak and said, “You and your friends are done 21 

for the day.” Before she or any of us could respond, she looked at my castmates and me and said, “Join me for lunch?” in an iron-lady tone that wouldn’t tolerate a refusal. 



The kids took the thirty-or-so seconds we had shot and zoomed back to the editing bay on campus to examine and manipulate it with the passion of young filmmakers. I make fun of them but I was there when The Three Twins and I were performing with “No 

Laughing Matter.” I hoped they would have fun and learn. I thought of them in the editing bay playing with the footage and then taking smoke breaks and then going to the cafeteria for dinner and then going back to continue working and how much I would rather be with them than being signed in at the front desk of Sea Grass and led to the classroom I had noticed earlier. “We have so few celebrity visits,” said the warden, whose game I still hadn’t figured out, as she led us down a short hallway. “Of course, some of our residents,” residents??? “are well known because of the nature of their deeds.” Deeds??? Anne Tentier was clearly a member of the Larchmont Ladies 

Association. I was all about indulging her because she hadn’t taken our camera and thrown us off the property, but Isobel, who was probably most rattled by the woman, having been approached as she had in the lobby and everything, wanted to know what was happening. 



“Warden Tentier,” she began as Anne opened the classroom door and gestured for us all to go in, “why…” Before she could finish her sentence Anne said, all LLA: 



“Please sit down and I’ll explain over iced tea and cookies.” The three of us entered the room and took seats around a table at its front. Anne continued to hold the door for guards who entered carrying a pitcher of iced tea, glasses, fresh cut lemons and sugar, and a tray of what appeared to be yummy chocolate chip, peanut butter and coconut cookies. Anne thanked the guards and poured us drinks. Then she sat down, took a sip of hers, and said to me, “I have wanted to contact you for years, Christian. May I call you Christian?” 



“Of course,” I said, sipping my own. Then I asked, kind of concerned, you know, ‘cause I’ve killed a bunch of people and she operates a prison, “Why?” 



“Oh, not that,” Anne said, clearly reading my mind. I felt my face flush and looked at my friends. Isobel relaxed and even appeared amused. Barbara was anxious. Dropping her LLA pretense, the warden said, “I’ve wanted to start a book club at the prison. For years. 

I tried, once, and several of the prior wardens also did while I was a guard.” She was a guard! I deliberately didn’t react with the surprise I felt. “I know,” Anne said, having read it in my and my friends’ eyes. “I didn’t wear stockings or make up, then.” I smiled apologetically, or tried to. She went on, “We’d find an inmate to lead the club and encourage others to join it. We’d get five or six. They’d read ‘To Kill A Mockingbird,’ 

and that would be it.” As Anne was being practical, and Barbara was feeling more comfortable, the latter said: 



“Maybe there’s just not an interest.” The warden nodded and said: 
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“Perhaps, though I think it’s more a leadership issue. Twice we tried putting a prisoner with an interest in reading in charge of the club. Both men turned out to be more interested in books than people and withdrew from their roles. No one on the operations staff is educated enough to lead a club,” I thought of Daisy, the irritating staff member at Haven House, trying to teach “Macbeth” to the young residents. “We have counselors, but their time is more than filled dealing with the mental health issues of the inmates.” 

Before any of us could ask her why she wasn’t doing it Anne said, “And I already spend between sixty and eighty hours a week here.” To me, “Would you consider volunteering to lead a club, Christian? It’s important to me and the residents. It would distract some and enrich others. It would fill their time. You have experience and you’re a leader.” She wasn’t flattering me. Just tellin’ it like it was. “In exchange, I’ll make the Sea Grass campus available to you and your production company to the extent that I can.” This was reasonable, especially as it included limits. Anne didn’t offer all-access passes, which made sense. She made sense, finally, and the request was interesting. I said: 



“Let me talk about it with my husband, and I’ll contact you. By the end of the week?” 



“That would be much appreciated,” Anne said, sipping her tea and indicating the cookies, which so far no one had taken. “The chocolate chips are vegan.” I raised an eyebrow. 

“Under this make up I’m pushing sixty.” Both eyebrows went up because I deliberately raised them. Ditto Isobel and Barbara. 



“My goodness,” said the latter, who later told me she also thought Anne was our age. 

Isobel grabbed a handful and said: 



“Where were these forty years ago?” The rest of us laughed and then Anne said: 



“You know I watch ‘Winter Key.’ And I’ve seen all of the Iris Jones mysteries. Tell me more about your current production.” We did, spending ninety more minutes eating cookies and sipping tea with Sea Grass State Penitentiary warden, Anne Tentier. 
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Chapter 3: Book Club 

This is what happened: I agreed to volunteer once a week at Sea Grass prison Monday afternoons from three to five p.m., “An Elite Force” production schedule permitting. I met with Anne Tentier at her office in the administration part of the prison. She was as made up and smartly dressed as she was when she joined AEF’s cast. I noticed a couple of pictures in her office of her in uniform. In one she got an award. She looked like a man in her uniform, bless her heart. 



Anne gave me a folder with information from the files of the fellas who were going to be in the book club. Linden and I stayed up one night, all night, reading them. They weren’t a bad lot, as far as seven murderers and one arsonist went, and three were really attractive. Cutest among them was a young hottie from a rich St. Augustine family, who burned down a slaughterhouse that had been built outside Leesburg and was two days away from seeing its first cow. He might not have gotten a prison sentence, or much of one, had setting the fire not been the latest in a string of animal rights-related crimes. 

Philip Gentry had also stolen dogs off chains from seven homes in the grubby areas of St. 

Augustine, broken into a puppy store and stolen the entire inventory and broken into a butcher shop and unplugged the freezers and turned on the heater. Curiously, these are all things I have done, but while I never got caught, Philip did each time. He might have gotten away with stealing the chained dogs had he not sent hand-written letters to the owners telling them exactly what he did and please don’t get another dog, signed Philip Gentry Jr. His father, a wealthy solid waste disposal consultant, and I’m not kidding 

‘cause someone has to be, arranged for probation and a fine for the seven dogs, puppy store and butcher shop crimes. It wasn’t tough as the state attorney who prosecuted him and judge who sentenced him for the dog-related crimes were animal lovers who didn’t ask Philip to reveal the location of the canines, adult and puppy. They didn’t like dog chaining or puppy stores and were very glad to let the young man off as lightly as they could. The butcher shop should have gotten Philip some small amount of jail time, especially after everything else, but its owner was the sworn enemy of the judge who heard that case, so it was again probation and a fine. 



The slaughterhouse was a different story, starting with it being in a different county, one where Philip Gentry Sr. had no connections. Add the cost of the building and equipment amounting to millions and the company that owned it, the company’s insurance company, meat industry organizations in Florida and beyond, and the state’s department of agriculture combined to put heroic, young, attractive Philip Gentry behind bars for as long as they could. Seven years, starting in May, 2008. 



In spite of his youth, beauty, and having been in jail for over three years, Philip Gentry never got raped. His father paid protection money to guards and gangs and no one touched his son. This angered Philip who, though straight and frightened, told his father he could handle anal intercourse if he knew the protection money was instead going to Bite Back or the Animal Liberation Front or PETA. Philip Gentry Sr. said no son of his was getting raped in prison or anywhere else and Ingrid Newkirk, Philip’s hero, could suck his dick. 
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I admired Philip’s commitment to animals and their rescue. I admired him for owning up to every crime he committed and I admire him for being willing to get raped by other prisoners if his father made donations to animal rights organizations. He was a young idealist who walked the walk. Even better, he studied law while he was in jail, entirely on his own, with books in the library and that his father arranged for him to have. “Civil disobedience is OK for now,” the notes in his file indicated he told a counselor, “but we need to change laws.” To that end, he was going to pass the bar and then run for public office. 



Go Philip. 



Also attractive, until I read his file, was Preston King. He was short, unusually chiseled, and extremely well groomed. Like Linden Midwinter. I showed his photograph to my husband, who didn’t think he looked like him at all. “Sure you do,” I said. “Sharp-as-a-knife cheekbones, chin and nose. Short, straight, gelled hair parted on the left. Five foot five. Starched shirt.” 



“It’s a prison shirt,” Linden said, not disagreeing with everything else. 



“Oh my God!” I suddenly exclaimed. He read my thoughts and said: 



“I could be related to him. Yeah. I’m neither Jacob nor Lucy’s biological son. Yes, I could be this man’s brother or half brother.” 



“Do you want me to get DNA?” I asked. Linden scanned the rest of Preston King’s file and said: 



“Yes, to confirm we’re not related at all.” I began reading and said: 



“But he was a pimp. We’re pimps, too. Kind of. Or were. Not in Orlando, but at the other clubs. And we’ve both tricked. We got revenue from prostitutes for years. We still do.” 

Linden picked up the file, flipped a few pages and held King’s rap sheet up to me, saying: 



“Yes, Christian, but we never beat any of them to death.” I could have made a quip about having wanted to or something but it wouldn’t have been funny since the hooker King killed was a nineteen year-old mentally handicapped girl whose parents had abandoned her and who wasn’t, for lack of a better term, retarded enough to qualify for state housing. I thought of mildly retarded Justin Crider being pimped out by his uncle, the late Glenn Milward, as I read the rest of King’s violence-filled file. 



“Why isn’t he dead?” I asked my husband. 



“I don’t know,” he answered, loving on The Whore of Babylon. 



“Should I kill him?” 
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“No,” Linden said, firmly. “The setting’s too dangerous. We’ll wait until he gets out.” 



Philip and Preston, though he became uglier to me as I got to know him, were on the three-person hottie list, where they held the second and third places. That’s because at the top was Succulence, and I am not kidding about her name. 



Henry Washington, whom the staff and guests of Sea Grass State Penitentiary knew as Succulence, had a face that made you think of an African queen. Her features were beautiful but hard, less Hit-and-Run Halle Berry and more Angela Bassett. Had she kept her mouth shut I would have thought she was a former first lady, overthrown and incarcerated by the people her executed autocrat husband used to rule, living in quiet dignity in brutal circumstances among thugs and sociopaths. 



Succulence opened her mouth and that image disappeared, thanks first to crooked teeth rotted by candy, her only joy as a child, and a high, shrill voice that said “Fuck me!” as often as the rest of us said, “hello,” “I,” “the,” or any other word. The short of it is, Henry spent the first seventeen years of his life in the poorest part of Sanford, Florida, being extremely beautiful and extremely feminine. His piece-of-shit parents and piece-of-shit older brother spent those years beating the shit out of him. His mother smacked his face, his brother broke his ribs and his father broke his arms, dislocated his shoulder, nearly choked him to death, nearly broke his neck, nearly cracked his skull and almost killed him in many other ways. He once thought he did. When Henry was eleven his father held his head under the filthy water of the laundry tub in the back yard of their shack, just because he was pretty and girly. He brought him up after he stopped struggling. Henry was unconscious but didn’t appear to be breathing. His father, mother and brother thought he was dead. They wrapped him up in a sheet and threw him in the bed of their piece-of-shit pickup. Over dinner the three of them considered where they would bury the body. No sooner had they decided to weigh it down and toss it into the St. John’s than Henry regained consciousness and joined them at the table. No one said a word to him about the river or why he was wrapped up. It wasn’t necessary. Henry knew and his family knew he knew. He didn’t complain or call the police and his father didn’t apologize. They just ate their meal in silence. 



The abuse continued, though Henry never came as close to dying as he did that day in the laundry tub. His parents and brother were careful only to injure him. He didn’t deserve to die for being a beautiful homo, but he did deserve to have his ass kicked almost daily. All that kicking, punching, slapping and choking stopped several days before Henry’s eighteenth birthday. His mother bought herself a new dress and heels from someplace and walked around the dilapidated house happy and smiling. Henry told her how pretty she looked. He didn’t ask to borrow the dress or try on the shoes. He just said, “You look pretty.” In doing so, in speaking, he reminded her that he was a screaming homo faggot and ruined her happiness. She smacked him, hard, and he responded, for the first time, by smacking her back. He found he liked it and kept smacking her until she died. His brother and father were out in the yard doing something. When they returned Henry greeted them 26 

with a two-by-four, bashing to death his brother, who entered the house first, and then his father. 



Henry took great satisfaction in initially stunning his father, leaving him lucid enough to see that his wife and masculine son were dead. As the man struggled to remain conscious, Henry stripped his mother of her new dress and put it on himself. He put on her new shoes and stood over his father in them. He squatted over his father and urinated on his face. When he was through the doomed man said, “You are the devil.” Henry said: 



“I’ll see you in hell,” took his father’s urine-soaked head in both hands and bashed it into the floor until his skull was dust. 



Henry called the Sanford police. When they arrived and asked him his name he said, 

“Succulence,” and, henceforth, responded only to that name. 



The judicial system showed no mercy, trying Succulence as an adult and giving her the maximum sentence. His public defender, a kind and sympathetic man who fought hard to win his client some kind of leniency actually wept openly in court as he presented x-rays that revealed a total of fourteen broken bones and skull fractures that were not treated. 

Had Succulence not called herself Succulence, had she been even slightly less feminine and had the judge been slightly less homophobic, she might not have gotten three life sentences without parole.  Her attorney wept again after the sentence was announced. She hugged him, thanked him sincerely for his effort, and said, accurately, “Jail will be more pleasant than my home.” 



Succulence entered the Saw Grass Penitentiary like a kid walking into Disney World her relief and happiness were so great. She submitted to her first rapist willingly and word spread quickly that she would please any man there provided he treat her gently. 

Succulence’s fellow prisoners had been treating her gently for fifteen years, the happiest of her life. 



Among those prisoners who copulated with Henry Succulence Washington was former Miami Dade police officer Sonny Finn. At sixty, Sonny had been a guest of Sea Grass for twice as long as his occasional partner and, like Succulence, would die there. This was because he killed a fellow cop. In 1979, twenty-eight year old Sonny determined John Wilde, also twenty-eight, was dirty. Wilde took bribes, abused prisoners, raped hookers, stole money and drugs and killed a young mother and baby in a drunk driving accident his fellow officers helped him cover up. Sonny said nothing. Though young, he knew if he complained to his superiors, internal affairs or the press, Wilde’s allies in the department would come down on him hard and probably kill him. So he waited. Sonny waited until he, Wilde and other officers busted up a drug ring operating out of a mansion two blocks from William Bishop’s. There was some gunplay during which Sonny Finn shot John Wilde at point blank range with a pistol he took from a dead dealer. 

Regrettably, this execution was witnessed by two other officers. They confronted him immediately. Sonny put down the pistol, dropped to his knees, raised his hands above his head and said, “I’m all yours.” 
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Miami-Dade Police wasted no time in publicly assassinating the former officer. To do otherwise would have left them vulnerable to charges of enabling John Wilde. Sonny knew this and said nothing to anyone including his parents, sister, girlfriend, attorney, judge and the former colleagues who beat him up every chance they got. Indeed, “I’m all yours” was the last thing he said until he approached Sea Grass in a bus that first day of his life sentence without parole. “That’s a lot of razor wire,” he said to no one in particular. 



Sonny Finn got beat up by prisoners because he was a cop and guards because he killed a cop. While he still had three teeth in his mouth, twenty-seven year-old Anne Tentier, who was by then a nearly ten-year veteran of the State of Florida Department of Corrections, transferred to Sea Grass and put an immediate stop to it. She carried with her a picture of the bodies of the mother and baby whom John Wilde killed and stuck it in the face of every prisoner and guard who had touched Sonny Finn and said, “He killed the man who did this.” No one hurt him after that. 



Sonny’s parents, sister and girlfriend figured out why he killed John Wilde, though he never told them. The four of them visited him every week. Mr. Finn died in 1999, Mrs. 

Finn in 2004. The girlfriend married another man and moved to Tucson with her husband but wrote weekly to Finn because she still loved him. Stacey Finn remained in Miami and continued to visit. I met her once. She was a nicely put together older woman. She runs a company. Advertising or public relations or something. 



Sonny Finn was a nice guy. Though straight, he had needs like everyone else and Succulence, whom I figured out was in love with him, gave herself to him as often as he would have her. Also in love with Finn, I determined, was Anne Tentier. The warden didn’t speak of him any more than she did the other book club members, and when his name came up her remarks were always neutral. Still, the few times I said “Sonny Finn” 

to her in meetings or at an occasional lunch, her eyes lit up. So, too, did his when I said 

“Anne Tentier” to him. It was overwhelmingly sad and overwhelmingly sweet. A 

Shakespearean tragedy or TV mini-series. I told Linden about them and he agreed that they needed to hook up at least once and offered to help me arrange it. 



Sonny Finn was a good guy and I liked him immediately. I also liked Terry Carmichael, the fifty-or-so year-old former geriatric nurse and home health care attendant who was three hundred pounds if he was an ounce. He and Succulence were the only homosexuals in the book club, which makes him really the only homo because I didn’t consider Succulence a man. Even more than Eleanor van der Walls, whom I referred to as woman and spoke of using female pronouns, Succulence was a girl, a woman, female, a chick, a lady. The idea of her having a penis was out of the question. The idea of her not sitting down to urinate was unimaginable. The idea of her beating off…unimaginable and impossible. 



Terry I could imagine beating off, though it was an image I didn’t care to view. He was perfectly nice and kept a low profile. 
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Terry Carmichael had been the personal nurse of Tess Ragland, whose family built oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico, Norway and elsewhere on the planet. Terry grew up in Plant City, the oldest of three boys whose family grew strawberries, like every other person in Plant City. He served in the Navy as a young man and then went to nursing school at one of the hospitals in Tampa. He worked at several of them, primarily as a cardiac nurse, from his mid-twenties to late thirties. Then he met Tess Ragland, who was in her sixties and having a triple bypass. He took care of her and they hit it off. When she left the hospital she offered him a job as her personal nurse. He turned her down twice, preferring to be her friend, but one hundred-fifty thousand dollars a year is one hundred-fifty thousand dollars a year, plus a new car and the guest house on her property. Yeah, Terry finally said yes. 



The Ragland children and siblings and cousins and everyone didn’t like Terry. In spite of his twice turning down Tess’ job offers, they concluded he was a gold digger. They kept a close eye on him, instructed Tess’ servants to keep an eye on him and hired multiple private investigators to keep an eye on him. No one found anything untoward in his behavior, the execution of his duties as nurse, his past, the internet sites he visited and every other aspect of his life. Still, the Raglands didn’t trust him, and every six months arranged for Tess to be examined by a doctor of their choice. She knew why and gratefully submitted to these unnecessary exams, just to prove her nurse and best friend wasn’t poisoning her slowly with arsenic or something else. 



Seven years into his employment, Terry noticed Tess was losing her mind. She had noticed it six months before he did and did her best to hide it. Finally he confronted her and she ‘fessed up. “How do you want to handle it?” he asked. 



“Give me another year and then take me out,” she said. “Sooner if I deteriorate any faster than I am.” He agreed. Eight months later Tess had a debilitating stroke and, with her eyes, told her best friend, the best she ever had, to end her life. He did, with a big fat shot of something untraceable. He held her as he did so and she went quickly and peacefully. 



Several days after Tess’ death the Raglands kicked Terry off the property. He figured this would happen. They thought they were being nice by letting him keep the car. Terry had his savings and his nursing license and moved to Lakeland where he got a job in an old age home. Then he got a visit from Tess Ragland’s personal attorney.  She advised him Tess had set up an account for him in Switzerland, and I’m not kidding, into which she had deposited ten million dollars. Terry was grateful to her for the money but would have preferred she had lived ten more years. He told someone this and it got back to me and I believed it. 



The Raglands were glad to learn Tess hadn’t left Terry anything in her will. Then, they found out about the Swiss account and got all pissed off, even though it was miniscule compared to the family’s assets. Some combination of them dug up Tess’  body and paid a handful of doctors to swear she had been murdered by evil Terry Carmichael, the fat 29 

evil queen, the Rasputin, the psycho nurse who befriended and betrayed their beloved mother/aunt/sister/cousin. 



Terry didn’t even try to fight them, and less than two months later he was a guest of Sea Grass. 



Terry Carmichael didn’t fight, Sonny Finn didn’t fight, Henry Washington didn’t fight, Preston King shouldn’t have bothered fighting and Philip Gentry didn’t fight. And neither did Jaime Washington, who is no relation to Succulence. 



Jaime Washington was a case manager for Florida’s Department of Children and 

Families. He had been raised in Jacksonville by middle class parents. He joined the Air Force upon graduating high school in 2000. He participated in the shock and awe campaign that ruined Baghdad in the spring of 2003 and had a nervous breakdown almost immediately after as he considered the number of civilians he killed. The military gave him a medical discharge and he went home to Jacksonville to live with his parents, who were both schoolteachers. 



Jaime saw a counselor, got a prescription and earned an Associates Degree in social science. Then he went to work for the state. He shouldn’t have. He should not have been a State of Florida social worker, not after he lost his mind after the Iraqi invasion. The fact was, and it is a sad one, nearly anyone can be a Department of Children and Families case manager. Jaime became one in 2005. He had little training, too much work and no supervision. He did his best for the kids in the district that included Jacksonville, where he continued to live with his parents. The goal of the department is to keep families together, providing counseling and life skills training to parents in need. As is the case in the social services industry everywhere, there wasn’t enough money to protect children properly. Not enough to pay for a sufficient number of case managers or attract decent ones. Not enough to pay for programs in parenting, anger management and the like. And there wasn’t enough to attract decent foster families. 



Jaime was doomed to fail, as are all but superhuman social workers, and there are few of them. There was politics, incompetence, ass-covering, burnout and turnover. Turnover, turnover, turnover. Jaime endured all of it for the sake of the children, but as hard as he tried, he just couldn’t seem to save any. He had the knowledge, commitment and courage, but not the resources. None of the resources. And more than once he found himself leaving children in dangerous situations because the foster homes to which they would be sent were as or more dangerous. 



Jaime was doomed to fail and it happened in April of 2007 when eighteen month-old twins, a boy and girl he had determined were in danger but had no place to put them and so left them in danger, were scalded to death in their bathwater by their mother’s boyfriend. Jaime learned about this before the cops did because Lori Higgins, the mother, called him first. Stupid woman. He put down the phone, got a gun, either his own or his father’s…the file didn’t say and I didn’t ask him, went to the house and shot Barry Camp in the face for killing the babies. Lori no sooner thanked him for avenging her children 30 

than he shot her in the face for not protecting them. Then Jaime Washington called the police and advised them to come get him before he shot himself, too. 



Jaime Washington kept a low profile at our book club meetings. Lower than Terry. No one hassled him. No one raped or bullied him. No one gave him any grief because every prisoner and guard admired him for taking out Camp and Higgins. Jaime knew they admired him and didn’t care because he hated himself for having left the children with the couple who killed them. He went to few counseling sessions and spoke little at them. 

When he did say something it was, “I should have kidnapped them. I should have taken them home. They would be alive and safe if I had taken them.” Those three sentences. No variation. For years he said them out loud to prison psychologists and, occasionally, guards and other inmates. Everyone figured he said it to himself, over and over, probably every waking moment and likely in dreams. Everyone at Sea Grass admired Jaime 

Washington. The smarter folks pitied him. One of the guards offered to kill him if he wanted and make it look like an accident or self-defense, just to relieve him of his guilt. 

Jaime thanked him, shook his head and said, “But I won’t suffer for my weakness and betrayal if I’m dead.” This made the guard, a big hulk of a man, cry. 



Terry Carmichael was quiet. Jaime Washington was quieter and Dwight Wright was the quietest, at least at first. He opened up pretty fast, though, my knowledge of 60s and 70s pop culture connecting us. He was the oldest and had been there the longest. At seventy-two, he was in his thirty-seventh year at Sea Grass. That made him thirty-five when he, like Sonny Finn, observed all the razor wire, though I think in 1974 the place just had barbed wire. 



1974 was the year I stabbed Boyd Graham in his penis and my brother Colin finished the job by smashing his head with the fireplace instrument with which the man had nearly killed me. I committed my first murder, ‘cause Graham sooooo would have bled out had Colin not shown up. Though I would have died first. Whatever. It’s just interesting to think how long ago that was. I was nearly also going to observe how different a person I was then, but I kind of was the same way I am now. 



Dwight Wright sold drugs. Cocaine primarily. In Miami, Ft. Lauderdale and West Palm. 

He killed people, too. Rival dealers. He was a badass, or so his file says. I would have liked to see how he looked then. I imagine with enough research I could find a picture of him as a young man. At seventy-two he looked like that actor who played the dead father on “Six Feet Under.” He is also in tons of other stuff. Richard Jenkins? Tall, bald, stooped and wrinkled, Dwight Wright was once a tough guy and leader. He kicked ass and had his ass kicked and got tattoos and pumped iron. He found Jesus for a little while and then Buddha. Then, like Philip Gentry, he studied law. Then he just studied. 



Like most of his book club buddies, Dwight Wright was a lifer. It wasn’t because of the other drug dealers he killed, though. The Broward and Dade County justice systems didn’t care about that. Dwight was locked up for life because he revealed the names of powerful people to whom he sold drugs. He was stupid and thought if he was going down he was taking as many people with him as possible. He was deluded, as the young coke 31 

heads he named came from families wealthy enough to prevent arrests and convictions. 

They were also wealthy enough to retaliate by arranging for Dwight never to step off the Sea Grass campus while still alive. This made young Dwight very angry. He spent five years being very angry, giving the guards grief, picking fights with other prisoners, damaging prison property, trafficking alcohol and drugs inside the prison and every other bad and stupid thing. For five consecutive years he spent more time in solitary confinement than the first and second runners up combined. He also held the record for the least amount of time between visits to the hole. Six minutes. 



Things changed for Dwight when Sonny Finn and Anne Tentier arrived. He was among the people who beat up Sonny and, as such, was among the people to whom the prison’s only female guard showed the picture of the bodies of the woman and baby John Wilde killed driving drunk. “That cop deserved to die and the one they just put away doesn’t,” 

she said. “Touch him again and I’ll break your legs.” Anne watched Dwight study the picture of the bodies and realized he didn’t hear her, at least the part about breaking his legs. She thought he was wondering if he was also responsible for the death of a mother and baby, or any other innocent person, because of the coke and other drugs he distributed. He confirmed this weeks later, weeks during which he caused no trouble, when he attended his first counseling session and asked the psychologist if he thought he might also have caused a traffic accident. The therapist said: 



“Maybe.” Dwight didn’t see the counselor again, at least right away. Instead he went to the very next Sunday church service, conducted by a visiting Catholic priest, though the mass was broadly Christian in structure and tone. Dwight became a Catholic, at least to himself, cause he never got baptized or had his first holy communion or confirmation. 

This lasted two years. He became Buddhist for another three and then just became a scholar, first of law, then religion, then everything else. 



It’s hard to reconcile the quiet older man who used reading glasses with the young dope dealer who held solitary confinement records. I wondered where he came from, where he was raised and how he got involved in illegal narcotics. Dwight’s file didn’t include that information. It may have been there once, but records were kept differently in the seventies. A more detailed background might never have been part of his file or it might have gotten lost or not scanned into an electronic file. And I wasn’t asking him. No way. 

Not out of fear. Dwight Wright wasn’t a tough guy anymore. I didn’t ask him, or even ask others about him, out of respect. Dwight Wright, in his seventies, having been at Sea Grass since the seventies, was an elder statesman. He was a wise old bird not easily impressed. I didn’t try beyond paying him due respect. 



OK, and finally, the file that impressed me, and Linden, the most belonged to forty-six year-old Grady Mann. The first thing I noticed about it, and all the book club members’ 

files was the picture. His was of a slim man in an orange jumpsuit, with thick gray hair, parted on the side, glasses, a long narrow face and a big goofy smile that revealed two missing teeth, one upper front and one upper rear one, on the left side. “Oh my God,” I said to Linden, “this guy’s either an ice hockey player or a Tennessee hillbilly.” Linden examined the photograph and said: 
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“Hillbilly.” I agreed until I read that he was the younger son of a successful Boca Raton heart surgeon and his socialite wife. “No,” my husband said in disbelief. 



“Yes. He went to school in Gainesville. Undergrad and then their vet program.” 



“He’s a vet,” Linden said, nodding. “What did he do?” I read through the file: court documents, intake, counseling and incident reports. I told my husband Grady Mann returned to Boca after vet school and became an associate of the vet his family had always used. When the man retired, Grady took over the practice. 



“You’ll love this,” I said to Linden and The Whore of Babylon, because Herod, Romulus and Remus were protecting the twins in the adjacent room they shared. “He hired another vet to take care of the regular clients and devoted his efforts entirely to low-cost, and sometimes no-cost, spay neuter for the city’s low-income population.” 



“Wow,” Linden spoke for the three of us. 



“The clinic lost money because Grady didn’t just fix the dogs. He treated them for everything which, as they were owned by poor uneducated trash, included mange and heartworm.” 



“Wow,” Linden said again. 



“His parents covered the clinic’s losses. It seems they were country club blue bloods, and cool ones.” 



“Excellent.” 



“His brother, also a heart surgeon, resented it and wouldn’t have anything to do with him.” 



“No loss.” 



“Linden, he’s vegan.” 



“In jail?” 



“They accommodate him.” 



“They do?” 



“Sea Grass is very progressive.” My husband agreed, reminding me its warden was a part-time reality TV star. Then he asked, again: 



“What did he do?” 
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One of the reasons Grady Mann’s practice did so badly was because instead of earning additional income in the kennels boarding the dogs and cats of the rich Boca Raton families who had gone to the clinic for years…decades, even, he took in strays and sheltered them there until he found homes for them. 



One of the strays was a large, one hundred-plus pound combination of every bully breed That Grady named Bear. He was a scary looking dog with a dark brindle coat. One of the techs found him tied to a stop sign on the corner at the end of the parking lot in June, 2010. He had mange and heart and every other kind of worm. He was skinny, for a dog his size. He had ear infections and eye infections and a rear left leg that had broken and wasn’t set right. And he was the friendliest, happiest dog ever. A happy boy. Happy Boy. 



Grady spent lots of time and lots of money putting Bear together while his associate handled the pets of those long-term clients who hadn’t abandoned the practice because it didn’t offer boarding and its senior vet only treated homeless dogs. The big boy lived at the clinic for over a year during which he recovered from heartworm treatment, recovered from mange, got neutered, learned commands and in every other way became a healthy and perfect dog. 



As with all the strays he treated, Grady and his staff looked for a home for Bear. Because of his size and the poor economy it was difficult. Finally, an adorable late middle-aged Greek man named Hermes called about Bear. He said he wanted a big dog to keep him company. He was a mechanic in Lake Worth. He lived on a very large lot where he worked on cars. It was completely fenced and he was always there. “He’ll have a happy home,” Hermes said when he visited the clinic to meet Bear. Grady, his associate and staff thought the man was adorable and he let him take Bear home for the night. 



“Give us a call tomorrow and let us know how he does.” Happy, healthy, lovable Bear left with Hermes. Grady and his colleagues sobbed because they loved and would miss him. “But that means we can save another,” he said to them. 



Hermes didn’t call the next day. He didn’t call the day after and didn’t answer his phone. 

Ditto the third day. Grady got worried and drove to the address in Lake Worth the adorable Greek man had given him. It was in a piece-of-shit neighborhood filled with dilapidated houses that had fungus covered couches on their porches and cracked toilets on their lawns. Grady knew immediately he had made a mistake in not doing a home visit. He thought Bear was in danger. 



Grady arrived at the garage, which was a huge junk yard surrounded by an eight-foot chain link fence. The office/house was accessible from outside the property and he burst into it. He found Hermes jerking off to internet porn and asked where Bear was. Hermes didn’t give a shit that his guest caught him beating his pud and said he didn’t know any Bear. Grady saw three ferocious dogs through the building’s rear window. He also saw a baseball bat leaning against the desk behind which Hermes was doing his thing. He 34 

picked it up and smashed the computer monitor. “Where is Bear?” he asked again. 

Hermes was defiant and said: 



“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since I came back with him.” This made terrified and angry Grady enraged. He brought the bat down on the computer’s keyboard and said, 

“Let’s go find him or I smash your head next.” Hermes made to pull up his pants but in so doing withdrew a knife from somewhere. Grady smashed the hand that held it and then took it up while the man howled in pain. He lifted him off the desk chair, his grubby pants still unfastened, held the knife to his throat and pushed him out of the building’s back door. 



The three ferocious dogs greeted them with loud angry barking. Afraid they would tear Grady and him apart, their owner shouted for them to stay back. Still holding the knife to Hermes’ throat, Grady searched the property, which was littered with the bones of more than one animal. They found what remained of Bear’s body stuck under a claw foot tub, where he had hid from the other dogs in vain, perhaps moments after arriving and being put into the back. 



Grady screamed and cried and stabbed Hermes to death. Then he carved up his body and fed it to his dogs. Then he gathered up the torn up remains of the dog he had loved and healed and left. 



Grady brought Bear back to his parents’ house, because that’s where he lived, and dug a hole in the corner of their garden. He laid Bear in it and sat next to him for hours. His mother found him first. He told her what he did and she sat with him, held him and cried with him. Then his father came home and joined them. It was dark when they finished burying Bear. Then they made plans to get Grady out of the country. They would have done so, successfully, had they not brought Grady’s brother Mark into their confidence. 

Dr. and Mrs. Mann told their sons they would fund a clinic in Mexico City, where the need was great. Grady’s brother pretended to go along with it, then excused himself from the dining room table around which they made their plan, and called the police. 



Boca P.D. picked up Grady, his parents disowned his brother, his mother had a near-fatal stroke and his father retired immediately to take care of his wife and join her in mourning the loss of their sons. 



“How long has he been in jail?” Linden asked. 



“Two months,” I said. 



“We’re breaking him out,” he again spoke for himself, me and The Whore of Babylon. 

Then he asked, “How come we didn’t hear about this?” I shrugged because I didn’t know. “He didn’t fight, did he?” Linden said. 
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“No, he didn’t.” I paused, reviewed the other files and said, “We need to break a few people out. Before Linden could agree we heard the kids moving about in the next room. 

Linden looked in their direction and then back at me and said: 



“We can’t.” A beat. “You can’t. We have children. They need us.” What went unspoken was that I had been violent and reckless during the summer: beating up Lady Lake teen assholes, slashing the Brody twins’ abs with broken champagne bottles and later being attacked by them in the Superior Bodies Atlanta parking lot. Oh and then I went after Buck, alone, with a knife. Even burning down Puppy Love was dangerous, though I had done it with Linden and others. No, we had kids and they needed both of us. I couldn’t risk going to jail and getting shot by a Sea Grass guard or SWAT sniper or Anne Tentier while I tried getting…seven of the book club members out, ‘cause Preston King wasn’t coming. 



So funny that as I sat reviewing their files with Linden I was preparing a prison break without having met any of them, and goofy looking Grady Mann was first among them. 

“I’m serious, Christian,” my husband said. “Don’t even think about it.” 



“OK,” I said. 



“I forgave you for the Buck thing. If you try a prison break I won’t.” Linden said this gravely and I believed him. He kissed me so that I knew there weren’t hard feelings, but I still felt awful imagining my husband and me…not together? I couldn’t imagine it. A life without Linden. And I wouldn’t risk it. I looked at the files we had reviewed, considered the information they contained and that I had subsequently learned from Anne and the inmates themselves, and determined I would have nothing to do with breaking anyone out of Sea Grass. 



Nope. 



No. 



I’m serious. 
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Chapter 4: Old People 

Long story short, the book club became less about books and more about visiting. That had as much to do with me finding each of the fellas so interesting and wanting to hear their stories as it had with them finding the way Anne Tentier muscled her way into the first scene the funniest thing they all had ever heard. “That’s our girl,” said Sonny. 



“And who thought she was close to sixty?” I asked everyone. Dwight nodded, having been there the longest, though Sonny was also aware of it. Succulence said: 



“Oooooo, the warden’s done made herself a deal with the Devil to keep herself young.” 



“She does look very good,” Terry agreed. Phil appeared skeptical enough to cause Preston to ask: 



“What’s the matter, kid? Don’t you think the warden’s a hot piece of ass?” 



“Careful,” warned Sonny. Preston regarded the former cop in a challenging way, and they would likely have gotten into at least an argument had Phil not said: 



“She’s a nice lady, but she’s old enough to be my mother.” 



“Your grandmother,” Preston suggested. 



“I don’t know about that,” I said, just to be a peacekeeper. I mean, I wanted to enjoy my visit and that wouldn’t happen if Preston antagonized someone into punching him. 



“She’s not much to look at under all that makeup, either,” he added. Sonny opened his mouth but Succulence said first: 



“She doesn’t have to be. Not with those legs.” 



“She does have nice legs,” Terry agreed. 



“And she’s as funny as hell,” I said. “I mean, who walks right into a TV production like she was cast in it?” Grady laughed and said: 



“That really cracks me up.” 



“What sort of makeup do you think she uses?” Succulence asked. “I need to get my hands on that dark red she wears with that checked suit.” 



“She does look good in that,” Phil said. 



“So, the kid’d do her,” said Preston. Sonny shook his head, choosing not to rise to the bait. Dwight said: 
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“She’s a handsome woman.” Terry: 



“I also like that pin stripe pantsuit that flares at the ankles.” Jaime said nothing. Dwight:  



“I think I’ve heard of Isobel Lamb. She was in some movies when she was young. Nancy Drew or something.” I told the oldest member of book club about the Iris Jones movies, which he recalled seeing or at least had heard of. That led to inquires about Barbara, whose baseball playing husband the group was tickled to find out was also in the cast. I described everyone, what he or she was like in person, and what character he would be playing. Ultimately, the conversation went back to Anne Tentier and the deal she had made with me. “Will you shoot here again?” asked Sonny. 



“I don’t know,” I said, honestly. “We have a thirteen-episode outline, and none takes place at a prison. 



“But wasn’t that your deal?” Preston asked. 



“Yes,” I said. “But we came up with the outline before I made it. So we might alter it to use the grounds, at least.” 



“And Anne…the warden, again?” Sonny asked. I smiled, though I had no answer. Grady said: 



“She’d provide her own wardrobe. And makeup. That’s high-end stuff she wears. The makeup, I mean.” 



“How would you know?” Sonny asked. Everyone, including Jaime, looked at him, also curious. He said, a little awkwardly, but smiling: 



“I learned about it in school.” 



“You went to cosmetology school?” Succelence asked, knowing well Grady was a vet. 

He shook his head and said: 



“In my high school all the seniors have to do a charitable project. It’s required for graduation.” 



“That’s nice,” Phil said. Grady looked at him and shook his head. 



“It’s not. Or it might be at another school, but at The Heights it was a joke.” This was going to be good, I thought. I could tell already. “Students could either volunteer a certain amount of hours at a charity in Boca or in the area, or they could raise money for them. It had to be a certain amount, though. A thousand I think, at least. Most times their parents just cut a check to a women’s shelter or pet rescue.” It’s Montverde, I thought of the school and its students. 
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“A thousand’s a thousand,” Sonny observed. 



“Yeah, but it was still crummy. It didn’t teach compassion or service to the community. 

When kids did actually do a fundraiser it was always a car wash where everyone would strip down to bikinis and board shorts and lust after each other for an afternoon.” 



“Nothin’ wrong with that,” Preston observed. 



“And when kids did volunteer hours it was supposed to be a hundred or something but they would do ten and have someone sign off.” 



“How did they get away with that?” Dwight asked. 



“Mostly by doing a really bad job,” Grady said. “They’d go to a nursing home to visit with the patients and then not talk to them. They’d smoke in the parking lot and go shopping and then come back and ask the supervisor to sign their paper. It was a joke. 

Everyone in the city thought so. Some kid would show up at Animal Control, walk a dog and then ask an officer to sign the form saying he was there a hundred hours. And they’d do it. If they didn’t the kid would do a bad job on purpose or whine or have their parents call and make trouble.” Scattered groans and head shaking. I said: 



“So, Grady, what did you do?” He smiled, revealing his two missing teeth and no hillbilly ever looked handsomer. 



“Well,” he began, “instead of doing a serious charity and bullshitting, I decided to do a bullshit charity and do it seriously.” 



“Uh-huh…” I couldn’t wait to hear it. 



“So I decided I was going to do something for the homeless.” He was teasing us. 



“What did you decide you were going to do, Grady?” Dwight encouraged him. 



“I decided I was going to collect supplies for them.” 



“What kind of supplies, Grady?” Terry asked next. 



“Something all of them need, women and men. Something vital to their survival on the streets.” 



“Well, it’s not food or underwear or hygiene supplies,” Sonny remarked, “because that would be a serious thing.” Grady continued smiling, waiting for someone to guess. He looked at Succulence, who said: 



“Cosmetics!” As if he hadn’t already mentioned it. 
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“Bingo!” 



“You had a makeup drive for the homeless in Boca Raton?” I needed confirmation. 

Grady smiled and nodded. “And how did you promote it?” He smiled harder and said: 



“I announced it in AP English.” Then he closed his mouth, as if to say that was all. 



“And that was all?” Sonny asked. Grady smiled even harder and nodded again. 



“How much did you get?” Phil asked, thinking it was maybe just one box full. 



“Enough to fill warehouse.” Oooooo, this was good. This was very good. I said: 



“Your AP English class spread the word, huh?” 



“Oh, yeah,” Grady nodded, knowingly, and then laughed. “My high school was coed, though I think I would have gotten a lot of makeup anyway. People thought it was really funny and they went to the supermarket and the drug store and got the silliest stuff they could. Like fake nails and false eyelashes.” 



“Fabulous,” said Succulence. 



“Necessities all,” observed Dwight. 



“I put them in my locker, but then more people heard about the drive and more people started giving me stuff. All new.” 



“Of course,” Terry said. 



“Yeah, The Heights has all blue bloods. Except for a couple of scholarship students. My friend Lamont was one of them.” 



“Lamont?” Phil asked. 



“He was my friend. My only one, really. The school’s only black kid. He was really smart and a lot of fun. He turned out to be gay, too.” 



“Fabulous!” Succulence cried. 



“He thought the makeup thing was just…fabulous.” 



“Of course he did,” Succulence agreed. “Where is he now and how much money does he make?” 
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“He’s a civil rights lawyer. He takes social justice cases, Succulence.” Love it. “He doesn’t make any money.” She shook her head. Sonny said: 



“So you got a lot of make up…” moving the story along. 



“Oh, yeah,” Grady said. “Everybody thought it was a hoot.” 



“What about the administration?” I asked. “The principal?” 



“OK, they didn’t think it was so funny, but they realized they couldn’t stop it, ‘cause people were so into it, so they embraced it.” 



“What do you mean?” asked Dwight. 



“Well,” Grady said, “kids were bringing in all kinds of stuff that they picked up. Wacky stuff, too. Like, they were trying to outdo each other with increasingly outrageous items.” 



“Such as?” asked Terry. 



“Oh my God,” Grady remembered, “color contacts for one. I mean, what homeless 

person needs them?” None I knew. “Jacqueline Brogan brought in a set of blue and a set of green. She brought them to my homeroom class and made a big fuss about blue eyes making everyone happy and homeless people needing blue eyes to be happy.” 



“The brown-eyed students must have been really happy with her,” was a rare example of sarcasm from young Phil. 



“No doubt,” was a rare remark from Jaime. 



“I need some blue eyes,” Succulence announced. “And some cat eyes.” 



“Oh, we got those, too,” said Grady. “From Jacqueline Reeves.” 



“Really?” I half asked-half exclaimed. 



“Oh, yeah. Jacqueline Reeves wasn’t going to be outdone by Jacqueline Brogan.” 



“Of course not,” Sonny agreed. 



“The Jacquies were always one-upping each other,” Grady explained. “One of them got a new purse so the other got new shoes so the other got a new dress and the other got…I don’t know, something else.” 



“What did Jacquie Brogan do to top Jacquie Reeves’ feline contact lenses?” I asked Grady. 
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“She went straight to the full spa day at the Boca Grande,” he said. 



“Oooooo,” Succulence said, “that must have been tough to top. 



“Not for Jacquie Reeves,” Grady advised us. We all waited anxiously for him to tell us what Jacquie Reeves did to top the spa day at the Boca Grande. He teased us by saying, 

“One of my classmates had an aunt who sold Mary Kay. She sent us a box of lipsticks.” 



“Grady…” Dwight warned him. 



“Jacquie Reeve’s parents flew out a Hollywood makeup artist.” 



“Really?” half of us exclaimed. 



“You’re kidding!” the other half exclaimed. 



“To work on whom?” I asked. 



“No one, specifically. She and Jacquie Reeves and I appeared on local TV news stations promoting the makeup drive.” 



“You are kidding,” Sonny said, laughing. 



“No. Her parents arranged it. They had to include me ‘cause it was my idea, but the spots were all about the makeup lady, Denise something, talking about what kind of cosmetics women needed to lift themselves out of homelessness.” We all either gasped or laughed. 

Actually, I think each one of us did both. Dwight said: 



“And Jacquie…Reeves appeared on these spots, too?” 



“Oh, yeah. In a couple of stories she modeled in the studio,” 



“As a homeless person?” Preston asked. Grandy nodded. 



“She wasn’t dressed in rags or anything, but she had on jeans and a t-shirt. A Henley, I think.” 



“And this lady, Denise, made her up?” Terry asked. Grady nodded. 



“She suggested lotions that would protect the skin from sleeping on asphalt.” I shrieked with laughter and so, I remember, did everyone else. Grady continued, dead serious, “and blush that would add a healthy glow to someone who enjoyed a diet of half-eaten hamburgers and leftover French fries,” more laughter, “and foundation that would fill out sunken cheeks and hide dark circles caused by hunger and rough living.” We continued to laugh because it was just hilarious. 
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“Did you talk in all of these spots, too?” Phil asked. 



“Oh, yeah,” Grady said. “Mrs. Reeves, who put it all together, made me memorize some copy she wrote about what made me come up with my cosmetics campaign.” 



“I’m sure she did,” I said. 



“Let me see,” Grady paused as he recalled his lines. “’Homelessness has many causes: financial challenges, substance abuse, mental illness and low self-esteem. The city of Boca Raton, area churches and local civic organizations have programs that are successfully addressing the financial and medical issues that drive men and women into homelessness, but none are making any effort to improve the appearances of these unfortunates.’” 



“Unfortunates,” Dwight repeated. 



“Unfortunates,” Preston agreed it was worth repeating again. 



“The homeless need to look their best when they apply for jobs and look for housing,” 

Grady’s continued, “No fast food restaurant wants to hire a woman or man with bad skin and breath. No landlord wants to rent to someone who looks like a heroin addict. And what pharmacy or department store would hire a woman to sell cosmetics when she can’t apply her own?” We all roared. 



“You are making this up,” Sonny said. “You have to be.” Grady shook his head. 



“In some of the spots we actually went out in the community. There were some woods behind a Winn-Dixie where a lot of homeless had a camp.” 



“Oh shit, I remember seeing this,” Sonny said. “It was you. You were the kid who went out with the cop and the gypsy, the lady with all the veils and the jewelry.” 



“And the heavy makeup,” Grady added. 



“Oh, yeah.” Sonny laughed, shook his head and slapped his knee. “I saw that. I couldn’t believe it. You transformed that homeless woman. That was quite a change she went through. She was beautiful at the end.” 



“Of course she was,” Grady said. “She was a model the TV station hired for the piece.” 



“Hah!” I said, slapping my knee, too. 



“She went on to become a model,” Sonny described the piece. Grady shook his head. 



“She was new to the industry and that story launched her. It was totally fake.” 
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“I bet it raised a lot of…makeup,” Phil suggested. 



“Oh, it did. We had PR reps from Cover Girl and Clinique and Revlon contacting the school.” 



“Mrs. Reeves, you mean.” Grady nodded. 



“She took over the campaign, just so Jacquie would be at the front of it, like it was her idea. She let me go to all the press conferences. My parents were somebodies and she couldn’t push me out entirely. She had Denise what’s-her-name give me a makeover, too. 

I was a cargo pants and sweatshirt kind of kid. That wasn’t going to work at our lunch with the mayor. She and Denise took me shopping and got me slacks and sport shirts and a suit for the gala.” 



“A gala!” Succulence shouted out with glee. 



“Oh, yeah. She put it together with all those makeup people I said. Cover Girl, Clinique and Revlon. Maybelline tried to get in on the action but Mrs. Reeves wouldn’t take their calls.” 



“I guess their stuff sucks,” Preston said. 



“And that girl’s aunt that sent the box of Mary Kay lipstick showed up at the event, at the Boca Grande, but Mrs. Reeves gave instructions to the staff not to let her in.” 



“Ooooo, that’s tough,” said Terry, and the others agreed. 



“Yeah, that was too much. She was a nice old lady. A widow. She just needed a hobby. 

And she donated that stuff before it became a media thing.” I thought of what I would have done in Grady’s place and looked at him hard. He looked back at me, smiled and said, “Yeah, my mom told me they threw her out. She and I found her in the parking lot. I told her there was a mistake and apologized and offered her my arm. Mrs. McGovern was her name, but she asked me to call her Sandra, which I did. She came with her niece, Beverly. They both looked really good and their makeup was really good.” I loved that part. I loved everything about the story, including and especially its teller. “I gave Beverly my other arm and then I led them both inside while my mother followed us. 

Later, after the governor spoke,” Love it more! “I took the mike, even though I wasn’t on the program and Jacqueline Reeves was. I thanked the school and the administration for encouraging volunteerism and helping charities. I thanked the mayor and the city council, each of them, by name, and the cosmetics company people, and then my parents, and that was kind of moving and everything. And then, finally, I thanked the woman I said suggested the idea to begin with,” he began quoting himself again, “the woman without whom the entire campaign would never have happened, and the woman whose 

thoughtfulness and generosity have already lifted hundreds of our city’s unfortunates,” 

“out of homelessness.’ Then I paused and Mrs. Reeves looked all excited and gracious and then I said, “local Mary Kay representative Sandra McGovern!” We all applauded for 44 

Sandra McGovern as if we were at the Boca Grande and she were in front of us, nodding and waving her thanks. It was delightful and delicious. The slap Grady gave Mrs. Reeves and her daughter and also the bigger makeup companies. “Everyone had to clap for her. 

My parents stood up and nodded for their friends to stand up, too. Everyone knew I was just jerking Mrs. Reeves and it was a whole lot of fun for all the Boca movers and shakers. The Brogans were there. Jacqueline Brogan’s father and stepmother and her mother and her third husband. And her second husband, too, I heard. They all hated Mrs. 

Reeves and they clapped the hardest. It was hilarious.” It was hilarious, and we clapped again, because Grady’s story, and Grady, deserved a second round of applause. 



We had enjoyed hearing about the makeup campaign and it wasn’t time to go yet but I didn’t know how to use the balance of my visit. I didn’t want to put anyone on the spot but I also didn’t want to talk about John Steinbeck, either. Honestly, we could read on our own time. When would I have the opportunity to hang out with such cool people, with the exception of Preston, whom I was confident, like Sonny, I could ignore. I wanted to know how and why Dwight began his life of crime. I wanted to know what mischief Phil had done that he didn’t get nailed for. I wanted to know if Succulence had considered gender-altering surgery and if she would let me pay for it. I wanted to know what Grady thought about as he drifted off to sleep. And while I knew about the two children Jaime had lost, I wanted to know, and for him to tell me, specifically, how many he had saved. 



Terry raised his hand and I thought he would offer some story of his own. “What other episodes of ‘An Elite Force’ have you shot?” he asked. OK, I thought, my turn. But then one of them has to go. I said: 



“Well, it’s all silly, which you know, but after Isobel got the crew back together the first…” Preston asked: 



“Where were they?” 



“Yeah,” Grady said. “Did they all get other jobs when Isobel went to jail?” 



“Actually, no,” I began, and then paused. Everyone looked at me, anxious to hear. Even quiet Jaime. I continued, “Because each of the cast members…the hookers by day, had specific skills, the obvious thing would have been to pluck them back out of jobs and situations related to their skills.” 



“Like those twins,” Sonny couldn’t remember their names. “They had fighting skills, so you go get them from an underground cage fighting ring.” 



“And the woman. Sylvia,” Phil said. “She’s a psychic, right?” 



“Yeah. And yeah, Isobel, Barbara and I could have zoomed around Central Florida picking her up from Cassadaga and Freebird from a meth lab…” 



“Ooooo, and young Garrett. I saw him on TV once. What was he doing?” 
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“His skill is languages.” 



“So was he teaching?” Dwight asked. 



“No, he wasn’t. And that’s the thing.” I sighed, and smiled, and said, “That all would have been what people expected. The object of a good storyteller is to satisfy his audience in a way they don’t expect. To surprise them.” 



“So, how’d you get the band back together?” Preston asked. I hesitated telling them, because it meant telling him, the pimp who beat a mentally challenged hooker to death. I swallowed my disgust and pretended he wasn’t there. To everyone else I said, “Isobel, Barbara and I zoomed around Central Florida picking everyone up from a street corner.” 



“Fantastic!” Preston cried. No one acknowledged him, though everybody still thought it was fantastic. Terry said: 



“Those twins, the fighters?” 



“Parramore and Central.” 



“Garrett?” Succulence asked. 



“Orange Blossom Trail and Amelia.” Phil: 



“Sylvia?” 



“The Fox Hole’s parking lot.” Grady: 



“Grayson.” 



“The back room at Hanks.” Unexpectedly, Jaime: 



“Ross Blanco?” 



“The Melody Motel.” 



“Is that everyone?” Sonny asked. 



“No, William Bishop’s son,” Dwight said. 



“You know William Bishop?” I asked before I could stop myself. 



“Yes.” Dwight said in a way that recommended I not ask for further details. 



“Freebird,” Phil remembered his name. 
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“The men’s room at Lake Eola.” That was it. Everyone absorbed this and then Terry asked, again: 



“What was your first adventure?” I said: 



“Well, Isobel is contacted by the owner of a string of nursing homes that are getting robbed.” 



“Terrible, the employees at some of these places,” Terry shook his head. 



“Oh, no,” I said with an expression that reminded everyone the object of a good storyteller is to satisfy his audience in a way he doesn’t expect. 



“It was the residents, doing the stealing,” Dwight said. I nodded, smiling. Jaime asked: 



“Where did you shoot it?” 



“The Orange Park Nursing Home,” I said, and then told my new friends about the evening members of the Superior Bodies staff volunteered there and wound up killing a bunch of people. 



“That’s hilarious,” Grady said. “You should make that into an episode.” 



“Oh,” I said, “the one we shot is just as funny.” 



“How?” he asked. 



“And how were you let back in?” Sonny wanted to know. 



“That woman who got the diamonds,” I began, “She remembered me. I told her I’d give her a matching ring if we could use the place and its residents for the episode. I pitched it as another volunteer thing.” 



“Did anyone die this time?” asked Phil. 



“I don’t think so,” I said. “I wasn’t there for the whole thing. I mean, those UCF students are an eager, annoying bunch, but they’re talented. Once they figured out what AEF was about they wailed on it. So nice just to show up and shoot my scenes and then go home to my family. Supervising everything,” I shuddered. “What a hassle.” 



“So what happened in the episode?” Grady asked. 



“Well, the nursing home owner arranges for all of us to get jobs at one of the locations. 

Except for Isobel. She’s a patient. You know, undercover. Peter’s a cook. Olan’s a groundskeeper.” 
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“Who are they?” Succulence asked. 



“The blond twins. The brothers.” 



“Peter and who?” asked Phil. 



“Olan,” said Dwight. “It’s Nordic.” 



“What does that mean?” asked Preston. 



“It means from Norway,” said Sonny. “Go on, Christian.” 



“Freebird’s a nurse, Sylvia’s an orderly, Garrett’s a physical therapist, Grayson’s security and Ross is activities director.” 



“What were you?” Terry asked. 



“Oh. Janitor.” 



“And the other woman,” Jaime asked. “Ross Blanco’s wife?” 



“She doesn’t ever go undercover,” I explained. “She manages everyone from 

headquarters. She’s the public face of the…elite force.” Everyone understood. 



“So the residents all robbed each other,” Dwight said. 



“Oh, no,” I shook my head, thinking the UCF students figured it out, but the book club members hadn’t. “The residents stole from the home, drugs and equipment; and staff, wallets and automobiles. And they even found out where staff members lived and robbed their homes while they were at work.” As my new friends absorbed this they began to laugh. 



“So they left the home?” Dwight asked. 



“Oh, yes,” I said. “You know, to steal the cars and everything. And scale walls to get into people’s apartments.” 



“Who scaled walls?” Sonny asked, and everyone else’s expression said he wanted to know, too. 



“The crew got their friends on the gymnastics squad to do stunts,” I said, matter-of-factly, though I thought it was the funniest part of the episode. 



“Christian…” Grady said, wanting…needing more information. I smiled and continued: 48 

“We cast a half dozen lucid patients as the robbers. They pretended to be all infirm and demented and everything, but when the lights went out they get to work prowling around the building looking for stuff to steal and fence. They go from nursing home to nursing home. Checking themselves in, clearing the place out, and then checking themselves out.” 



“That’s pretty smart,” said Preston. 



“What happens at the end of the episode?” Phil asked. I looked around to see if everyone wanted me to spoil the ending. Everyone did. 



“Well, Barbara does some research into the chain of nursing homes and discovers all this Medicaid fraud and abuse, including fatalities. And theft of patients. She tells Isobel, who approaches the least ambulatory patient in the home.” 



“Played by…” Dwight knew. I knew he knew and he knew I knew he knew. He let me say: 



“The palsied old lady Samia tried to euthanize.” 



“The one who threw the syringe at you,” Jaime said. I was so glad he was into it and nodded hard. 



“So we wind up joining helping them, ultimately costing our client, the nursing home owner, so much that he’s forced to sell them. In the last scene Barbara presents the heroic patients with a list of other homes that have come under fire for abuse and neglect. They get into a van and drive off to their next mission.” 



“That’s great,” Sonny said. Everyone agreed. The guard on duty in the room got my attention and pointed to the clock on the wall. It was time for me to go and I was disappointed because I was having such a good time. 



The first meeting of the Sea Grass book club, during which we hadn’t talked about books at all, was over and I was bummed because I liked everyone but Preston. Two more visits and they seemed like old friends. And I wanted to bust them out more and more. But I couldn’t. I had children. I couldn’t bust them out and I can’t remember wanting to do something so badly. 
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Chapter 5: Where’d You Get Those Shoes? 



The following week I no sooner entered the classroom than Phil said, “Tell us more about your TV show.” I loved people who got right to the point, but I wasn’t there to entertain them, at least not solely. I said: 



“I’ll make a deal with you. Someone…at least one of you, tells me a funny story and then I’ll tell you about the episode where the Elite Force goes undercover as,” it sounded strange saying it as if it weren’t their day job, “hookers.” I saw several skeptical faces among the book club members. Dwight was first among them, though Preston was the one who said: 



“Isn’t that what all you all do? ‘Hookers by day?’” Terry and one or two others agreed, which led me to tease them with: 



“Did I forget to mention we’re drag queen hookers?” Even as I said this I knew it wouldn’t move them. But for adorable but generally stupid Phil, the book club was a smart bunch. Even Succulence, for all her silliness. Indeed, she was the one who said: 



“Oooooo, you’re going to have to promise something better than that if you want a story out of us.” OK, I thought, and then said: 



“Did I also forget to mention Linden and my three year-old son and daughter, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, also appear?” 



“As hookers?” Jaime asked with due concern. I said:  



“Better than that,” and looked around at everyone but Preston, my expression asking for my story. Succulence said: 



“I got nothing better than that makeup for the homeless thing.” I considered her life before prison and didn’t think she had. It made me wonder if I should be asking anyone for anything at all. Or if I should be asking specific things, like what was Sonny’s wackiest collar. Preston opened his mouth to offer something, which led me to look at Grady and ask: 



“What other adventures have you and your parents enjoyed?” Dwight led the others in encouraging the goofily handsome vet to share another tale. 



“Hmmm,” he said. “Let me think.” He did, for several long moments. He finally said, “I know one.” He was so good humored. He was in jail and, worse, missing teeth. And he had been raped. In spite of this he was being chatty and visiting like we were sitting around a table enjoying a pitcher of beer. He opened his mouth and then hesitated. 



“What?” I asked. Grady shook his head and said to me: 





50 

“Your stories are much funnier. About the nursing home patients. You’re a tough act to follow.” Before I could respond, Dwight said: 



“I don’t know, Grady. I think that story about the makeup was pretty funny.” 



“It was,” I said. “And it wasn’t mean spirited, like all of my stuff. You were mocking the school and not the homeless, and you hooked them up with more than just eyeliner. You saw an opportunity with all the publicity it got and you took advantage of it, for the advantage of the homeless community. What a great story, a funny idea and a terrific result.” Everyone looked at me and I realized it was because my tone was unduly passionate. “Ha, ha, ha. Sorry,” I said. Everyone looked back at Grady, who continued looking at me, strangely, but not in a bad way. Still, it made me uncomfortable, so I said, 

“Go.” He collected himself and said: 



“OK. When I was a senior in high school I took a TV production class. Part of the class was producing the morning report, which everyone had to watch during homeroom. On Mondays through Thursdays it was straight school and community news, but on Friday we got to be wacky.” Grady laughed as he remembered whatever wacky thing he was about to share. He began to speak and then laughed again, causing Preston to say: 



“Get on with it.” 



“OK, OK,” Grady pulled himself together. “So on Friday I had a segment where I pretended to be Mr. Black.” He paused and looked around. Terry said: 



“The guy who has the top ten best dressed list?” He nodded and replied: 



“And top ten worst.” I wondered what seventeen year-old Grady Mann had done with Mr. Black. He continued, “During the week I would go around Boca. You know, my neighborhood, and take pictures of people who dressed really badly. Then I would go to the photography lab and black out their eyes and more, their whole faces, just so you couldn’t recognize them. Then on Friday during my segment the director would flash them on the screen behind me and I would say, just, “Oh. My. Goooooooooooooooood.” 

He laughed and said, “Then I laughed.” I did, too, though no one else did. Grady looked around and asked, “Don’t you get it.” I did and would have said so had Preston not said: 



“Christian gets it.” 



“It’s funny. He’s a fashion critic. Like he’s a professional with all this knowledge and taste and the only thing he can say is,” Grady joined me, “’Oh. My. 

Goooooooooooooood.’” I thought it was as funny as Hell, and more so as I imagined my friend in high school. No one else agreed. Not Terry or Succulence, even. Not anyone. 



“That was a great story, Grady,” Preston said. “Thanks.” 



“It’s not done,” he said. “It gets funnier.” 
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“It would have to,” said Dwight, who then smiled an apology. Grady thought the line was funny and took no offense. 



“So I did this for weeks and weeks,” he said. “The whole second semester. It was really popular and people volunteered to dress badly and be photographed. When that happened I purposely didn’t black out their faces enough, you know, so everyone knew who they were. Then I broadcasted these people. My friends and other students, and I said, ‘Oh. 

My. Goooooooooooooooood.’” And he laughed and I laughed and no one else laughed. 



“OK,” Sonny said, truly thinking it was over. I knew it wasn’t and said so. It couldn’t have been, not after the great bit about the makeup for the homeless. 



“What happened then?” asked Phil, though just to be polite. 



“After that,” Grady said, still chuckling, “people volunteered to be on the set, in a fashion show. With their faces covered with paper bags.” I laughed imagining it but he controlled himself enough to continue, “They came out, some teachers, too, wearing really ugly clothes and shoes and stuff that was too small for them and looking really bad but they also had paper bags over their heads and when they came out I said…” Before he could say it and I could join him, everyone else said, at the same time and in the same weary tone: 



“Oh. My. Gooooooooooooooood.” 



“Yes!” Grady said, for a moment thinking they had finally “got it.” Expressions of disgust, head shakes and Preston’s: 



“That’s stupid,” advised him no one had. He was undaunted, though, as he continued: 



“So then I graduated.” 



“Ooooooo, thank goodness!” said Succulence, who generally wasn’t snarky. Her tone was light but I was still annoyed she said it, liking Grady as much as I did. 



“And the next year someone else did it. A girl, but she was evil about it.” Everyone, including, OK, myself, perked up a bit. 



“Jacqueline Brogan?” asked Terry. 



“Or the other one…” Sonny couldn’t remember the name of the other Jacqueline. 



“Reeves,” Jaime said. Grady shook his head. 



“They graduated with me but,” he laughed as it occurred to him, “it was a Jacqueline.” 
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“Oooooo, all them Jacqueline’s is mean!” Succulence said gravely. 



“Jacqueline Summers was the new host of the Friday Fashion segment.” 



“How was she evil?” I asked, for everyone. Recalling how mean and insulting everyone was to him earlier in his story Grady said: 



“I can’t remember,” and then looked at the clock on the wall. “Is it time to go?” I laughed as a handful of others asked forgiveness. Preston, who wasn’t among them, just said: 



“Tell us!” I thought I knew how Jacqueline Summers was mean but waited for Grady to say: 



“She took pictures of people we all knew and she didn’t black out their faces.” Hmmmm. 



“Did she say, ‘Oh. My. Gooooooooooood?’” asked…I forget. Maybe Terry. 



“No,” Grady said, sadly. “She went right to the laughing. But it wasn’t funny.” How strange that when it got unfunny everyone in the book club got interested. 



“What happened?” asked Phil. As sadly, Grady continued: 



“She took pictures of people starting with women who worked at the schools. Our only female janitor, Sidney. Two librarians: Mrs. Deutsch and Mrs. Rayburn. A cafeteria lady whose name I don’t know. Actually, more than one of them.” 



“And the principal let her do this?” Jaime asked, indignant. 



“The segment became really popular and the Summers were important in the 

community.” Some of us scoffed and shook our heads. “Mrs. Lennon, the principal, spoke to Jacqueline and told her she had to be more discreet and she said she would. She took more pictures and blacked out faces, but sloppy. Or sloppily. On purpose. You know?” 



“Like she’d cover up the face a second after showing the picture,” Terry said for the benefit of those, like Phil and maybe Preston, who didn’t understand what Grady meant. 



“What a bitch,” generally quiet and never profane Jaime said. 



“Yeah,” said Sonny. 



“And how long did that last?” Dwight asked. 



“Oh, she dragged it out for a couple of months,” Grady said, and then brightened as he added, “through the Fall Fashion Fest.” 
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“Oooooooo,” Succulence, of course, ‘cause she began so many sentences that way, “I wanna know about the fashion fest.” Even brighter, Grady said: 



“Every year our church has a festival. Right before Thanksgiving. It has music and arts and crafts made by the older congregants,” I love that he said “congregants.” Who uses that word and how often? “They have a magicians and carnival games for the kids.” He paused. “It sounds country, but St. Matthew’s is in a wealthy part of Boca, so it was really a big expensive deal.” 



“Yeah,” Preston said, “those arts and crafts the old folks made were really high-end shit.” 



“OK, maybe not that,” Grady conceded, “but there were area artists who also exhibited and sold stuff.” 



“And then there was the fashion show,” I said, with some excited tension. Grady smiled broadly at me and nodded and my knees went a little weak. 



Oh, my, did I just write that? Yeah, my knees went a little weak, which was OK because I was sitting, and they only went weak a little. Grady said, “My parents were aware of what Jacqueline Summers did to my fashion segment and they didn’t like it.” Good for them. What was worse was that Mr. and Mrs. Summers went to our church and she was on the committee for the festival. 



“So Jacqueline was in the fashion show?” Sonny asked. Grady nodded. 



“Oh, yeah, and her mother, too, because she was an attractive woman. She and my mother and others would determine who the models would be and then go to area stores and boutiques,” a beat, “all privately owned. No chains.” 



“Of course not,” I offered. 



“And they’d pick out clothes they were going to wear in the fashion show part of the festival.” I already knew how it was going to end but let Grady say, “So that year they did the same thing. The women on the committee and their friends and daughters and everyone. The same group, year after year.” He paused, assumed a wicked grin, and continued, “But as they did this my mother approached every person Jacqueline Summers had made fun of on the morning announcements and asked them to be in the show.” 



“That’s great!” said Terry, who even clapped. 



“Oh, yeah,” said Sonny. Others said similar things and Jaime smiled, which was enough. 



“How many of them agreed to do it?” I asked. 



“Most of them,” said Grady. “More than half. Sidney, the janitor, and the two librarians.” 
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“The cafeteria ladies?” Succulence asked. 



“Not right away,” he said. “Not until my mother offered to donate five hundred dollars to their favorite charities, and then the cafeteria lades were in.” 



“That’s great!” said Terry, again, and then clapped again. 



“That is great,” Jaime said and everyone else agreed. 



Preston was among the book club members who agreed and it just made me sick 

watching him smile and nod for the justice and happy ending when he beat one of his hookers to death. Sorry, I just had to say that. 



“So my mother took eleven women shopping and got them each two outfits.” 



“What do you mean took them shopping?” Succulence wanted to know. 



“Well,” Grady explained, “she didn’t want the shopkeepers to know what she was going to do and so couldn’t explain the clothing was on loan just for the festival.” 



“I bet some of them figured it out,” Dwight suggested. Grady nodded and said: 



“Oh yeah, and those that did approved of the plan and sold my mother the outfits super cheap. And all the women who were in the show were so happy with their new clothes. 

They weren’t bitches, you know. They appreciated the work and the opportunity. It made everyone happy. 



“Excellent,” said Sonny. Jaime nodded and Succulence said: 



“She needs to take me shopping, your Mama.” Grady said: 



“You tell me what you want and she’ll buy it.” 



“Ooooooo,” she said, clapping her hands. 



“So how did you get the original models out of the way?” Terry asked. 



“Oh, she lured them down to the church basement,” Grady said. “It’s where they usually got dressed so it wasn’t hard. What was hard was getting them all to be in the basement at the same time because someone kept going to the bathroom or to get something from her car. She finally got everyone where she wanted them to be and then blew a whistle.” 



“A whistle?” Phil said. 



“To alert me and my Dad and a couple of other people we recruited.” Phil and the rest of us nodded. “Mom blew the whistle and then ran out of the room. Then Dad closed the 55 

door and locked it, and barricaded it. Me and some friends of mine from Gainesville covered the windows. Then my mother started the show.” 



“She was the MC?” asked Sonny. 



“Not usually,” Grady said. “But she was that year.” He glowed proudly as he 

remembered. “She got up on the outdoor stage just as matter-of-factly as she could and announced the fashion show. Someone played some music and then Sidney, the high school janitor appeared from behind this huge curtain wearing a black sequined party dress. She was all made up and her long hair was curled. She was in good shape, too, from all the maintenance she did at the school. She wasn’t really pretty, but she was then. 

She walked down the runway and Mom talked about the dress and the shoes and the makeup and the hair and who did what and everything and no one knew who the model was at first and then someone shouted ‘Sidney!’” Grady paused and we laughed, clapped and also shouted the janitor’s name. 



“So people figured it out pretty fast, huh?” Preston asked. Grady nodded, beaming. 



“But no one cared. I mean, people cared, but in a good way. People went nuts for her and Mrs. Deutsch and Mrs. Rayburn, whom they recognized.” 



“But no one recognized the cafeteria ladies,” I said and Grady nodded. 



“Not the first time they came out. They each had two outfits. The second time they came out they both…there were two of them, carried big serving spoons they borrowed from one of the food vendors.” 



“Fantastic,” Dwight said, beaming nearly as brightly as Grady. 



“And when it was over?” I asked, knowing the best was yet to come. Everyone else did, too, and cheeky Grady said, again: 



“I can’t remember,” a remark that nearly provoked a mutiny. He held his hands up as Succulence, Terry and Sonny got out of their seats to grab and beat the rest of the story out of him. As they returned to their chairs Grady said, “My father unlocked the door and then he and me and my friends found my mother and made a barrier around her.” 



“Did everyone try to get her?” Grady laughed as he said: 



“Five or six people made death threats. They tried to attack my mother, too, but they couldn’t reach her. And Mrs. Summers called her a ‘cunt,’ about twenty times.” We roared. “Then my father, who was usually pretty polite, said: 



“Do your fashion show, bitches. We’re out of here.” More roaring. “And then me and my parents invited my Gainesville friends and…” 
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“The MODELS!” some combination of us shouted. 



“Yeah, the models. Back to our house for a dinner party.” To a man, and Succulence, we stood and clapped for Grady, and Dwight and Sonny apologized for being negative earlier. All was forgiven as the club found their seats and asked the vegan vet and storyteller additional questions and to repeat the best parts and describe the outfits Sidney and the others wore. “They all looked really good,” Grady said. “People can look good with enough effort. Even if you’re not pretty, you can do yourself up well. One of the cafeteria ladies looked like that woman from ‘Throw Mama From the Train,’ but when she smiled and wore nice clothes that suited her, she was a new woman.” 



“You changed some lives,” Sonny said. Terry agreed. 



“I wish you had pictures,” Succulence said. “Can your mama bring them?” 



“Oh sure,” Grady said. As we had time in our meeting and no one had read a page of anything, I said: 



“I’m sure everyone looked very nice.” 



“Uh-oh,” Sonny said. 



“But if you want to see real beauty, you’ll tune in to the episode of AEF when the force goes undercover as streetwalkers…” 



“What do you mean ‘undercover?’” said that cheeky old monkey Dwight. 



“I mean, you old turd, undercover as streetwalkers in drag.” 



“OK,” Preston said. “Why?” 



“I’m glad you asked,” I said, though I wish someone else had. I thought about sharing the inspiration Linden and I had for the episode where the force works the streets in heels, but as it was Chris Grace, who murdered Abigail and Bosco and the fucker my students and I later killed, I chose to let my new friends think I thought it up out of the blue. 



“So someone is targeting drag queens and mugging them but only for their shoes.” Phil often needed clarification. 



“Yes,” I said, as casually as if it happened all the time in every city, you know, just to fuck with him. 



“Oh.” 



“Has that ever happened?” Terry asked. 
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“I don’t think so,” I confessed 



“I think it has, actually,” said Grady. An old friend of mine worked for ‘The Orlando Sentinel.’ He told me about a story they buried about hookers getting targeted by some pervert, but the guy just wanted their shoes.” To me he said, “You didn’t hear about that?” I couldn’t come clean about my source then and so I said: 



“No.” 



“As long as you’ve lived in that city and as many people as you must know…” Grady was really working my nerves, and I snapped: 



“You mean as many people as I’ve fucked?” 



“Oh, Jesus,” said Preston. 



“Whatever,” Grady said, a combination hurt and pissed off. 



“Hey, if Christian said he didn’t know about it and then came up with the idea for the story on his own,” Preston said in a tone that suggested he didn’t believe me, “I believe him.” 



“OK,” I said “I heard about it. From the Montverde Police Chief that went missing and later turned up dead.” 



“Oh, the one that you killed,” said Succulence, and the others threw their hands up and nodded. I didn’t respond. I was too shocked. Succulence and everyone looked from me to each other and then, of all people, Jaime said: 



“You don’t think we’ve read your file?” I remained quiet, too mortified even to try to speak. This frustrated the group, for whom Sonny spoke when he said: 



“So what happened in the episode?” 



“Well,” I croaked, cleared my throat, and continued, “in the show, the City of Tampa Chief of Police contacts Isobel because all the hookers are getting their shoes stolen, so we all have to go undercover as hookers.” 



“Were you pretty hookers or ugly male drag queen hookers?” Dwight asked. 



“I was pretty,” I said, confidently. “Everyone was,” I recalled, “except Ross, whose MS 

made it tough for him to walk in heels.” 



“So how did you use him?” Sonny asked. 



“As muscle. He and Isobel kept an eye on us.” 
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“Christian,” Phil said. “Isn’t Isobel an older lady?” 



“She’s eighty if she’s a day,” Dwight said. 



“Too old to turn tricks,” said disgusting Preston, as if he were the last word on prostitution. In spite of him, I said: 



“Yes, she was too old to work the streets herself, and, like the rest of the cast, she went through self-defense training.” 



“Really?” Sonny asked. I nodded, saying: 



“I wouldn’t take her on.” He, Grady and Dwight laughed. Terry shook his head and said: 



“Old people are stronger than people think.” Succulence added, without realizing how her remarks applied to the crime that landed her in prison: 



“If you piss off a weakling enough, he’ll take you out.” The rest of us enjoyed an awkward silence during which our friend realized what she had said. Quickly, Jaime asked: 



“Who were the hookers and who was the muscle?” Relieved, I said: 



“Freebird, Sylvia, Barbara, Garrrett and I were hookers.” Nods. “Ross, Isobel, the Brody boys and Grayson were muscle.” Preston thought about this and said: 



“For muscle you had someone with multiple sclerosis, an octogenarian, two pretty boy strippers and a blind dude with a missing arm and a missing leg.” 



“Yeah,” I said, as if it made complete sense, and then conceded, though I hated to engage Preston and I need to stop whining about him, “We acknowledged this in the episode.” 



“That’s hilarious,” Grady nearly shouted. 



“So which one of you caught the shoe mugger?” Succulence asked. 



“Oh, we didn’t.” I began. “Well, we did, but only after several nights of tricking.” 



“Really?” Sonny asked. 



“Oh, yeah. We had to establish ourselves as actual whores. We couldn’t get mugged for our shoes right away. Sylvia and Barbara stayed busy, of course, ‘cause they’re both beautiful women, but me, Garrett and Freebird got all kinds of attention, too.” 



“Really?” Terry asked. 
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“Oh, yeah. A lot of these guys who pay for it just want head, which was fine because it didn’t require us to reveal that we were men.” 



“Really?” Jaime asked. 



“Uh-huh. Plus, there’s a big market for pretty drag queens.” 



“Really?” Phil asked. 



“We shot actual men driving up to us, too. We didn’t use actors because we didn’t need to.” 



“Really?” Dwight asked. 



“Oh yeah. We obscured their faces, though. One of them turned out to be a cop. He busted Garrett.” 



“Really?” asked Preston. 



“Oh, yeah. That was some good footage. Him getting taken away. We obscured the cop’s face and also his license tag and vehicle number. It was funny. What made it funnier was Garrett,” I laughed as I recalled, “laughing harder than I thought a person could. 



“Really?” Grady asked. 



“YES YOU FUCKERS!” I shouted. “And the next person who says really is gonna get my fist up his ass.” 



“Really?” Sonny asked, in a tone that dared me to try it. 



“So he really got into the cop car and drove away with them?” asked Phil. I nodded  



“He got into the cop car and we all got into cars with real johns.” Several of the group opened their mouths to say, “Really?” and I silenced them all with a look and a clench of my right fist. I continued, “Yes, and a block away we each said we were undercover cops and if they pulled over we would let them go just this once.” 



“That’s…” Grady looked for a word and found, “grand!” It was grand, I agreed, and so said: 



“It was grand.” 



“So who turned out to be the mugger?” Jaime asked. 



“I’ll tell you,” I said, “but if someone says that ‘really’ word…” 
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“Who?” asked a combination of folks. I paused, smiled mischievously, and said: 



“Linden and my kids, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia.” At once, and as if they had rehearsed it for weeks, everyone including the guard on duty asked: 



“REALLY???” So excited was I to describe our son and daughter mugging me, I chose not to shove my fist up nine assholes and instead shouted: 



“Yes! And they were hilarious!!! There I was, sashaying up and down Orange Blossom Trail in an army fatigue print mini dress and matching fatigue heels, my hair teased like an eighties girl band guitarist, chewing gum like my life depended on it and hugging a telephone pole to keep me upright when our two babies, in matching sailor suits, book up to me and kick me in the shins.” Everyone laughed too hard to ask the “R” word, and I continued, “Oh, yeah. I fell down on the concrete, hard, even though I practiced it, and then they jumped up and down on my chest and beat my face with my own purse.” My audience continued laughing as I sort of recreated it, albeit with no kids, purse, heels or gum. Sonny, the first one who could speak, asked: 



“Where was the muscle?” 



“Enjoying an impromptu game of Bocce ball in an alley around the corner.” More laughter, including my own. “That was Ross’ idea. It was a good one.” No one disagreed. 



“So, did anyone catch your kids?” Jaime asked? 



“No,” I said. “We shot them mugging all five hookers and then walking back to their home in different combinations of heels.” 



“Hilarious,” said Dwight. 



“Yeah, it was good. They did a good job.” 



“How did you keep from laughing?” asked Terry. 



“We didn’t, but we sold our laughter as cries of pain and terror.” 



“Excellent,” said Sonny. 



“So they never got caught?” asked Preston. 



“Nope,” I said, smiled, and added, “They’ll be back, though. They were too good to use just once.” Our book club visit was over then, but before I left I found Grady and said: 



“I think I may use that fashion show thing you and your folks did in an episode. 
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“I think that would be a great idea,” Grady said, genuinely happy and excited. More so than you would expect from someone whose dog died horribly and who killed and carved up the man responsible and who was in prison because his brother betrayed him and, worse than everything but the dog’s death, lost teeth in a beating. “Though I do have one condition before I sign the rights to the story over to you.” He was being playful but still I said: 



“You, and your parents, will get a credit and compensation.” Grady shook his head, smiling wide. 



“No, Christian. You need to include my parents in the episode.” And then I asked the dummest question I can remember. 



“Would they do it?” Grady laughed, held out his hand for me to shake, which I did, and then I left. I thought about him all the way, but only until I got home. 
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Chapter 6: The Teardrop Diamond 

It was Grady’s turn again and everybody was excited, even more so I think than they were to hear my stories. I think it’s because they knew or had learned I was a whack job and Grady was a whole new thing. Or maybe I was projecting my own excitement on to the others. It was strange and good but also alarming how enamored I was of him and how much I wanted to hear him talk or just look at him, whether closed mouth and serious or un self-consciously displaying his missing teeth in a big, broad smile. He looked goofy then and usually did, but there were times when he would look a certain way or I would see him from a certain angle and goofy, funny Grady would appear matinee-idol handsome. The combination of the looks and the gamut between them was extraordinary, and it heightened his appeal. I wonder if anyone recognized it. As Grady gathered his thoughts for his next funny story, I looked around the room. 



Dwight was smart and probably knew I had a crush on his fellow prisoner. Terry might but I’d never know it because he wouldn’t be interested enough in it to reveal his knowledge in even the slightest of ways. Phil was so obtuse. Succulence too self-absorbed, in a good, no, a fabulous way. Jaime was too haunted. He may have figured it out but in his mind everything took a back seat to those children’s scalding death. 



And then we all looked at Grady and he looked at all of us and didn’t look at me any more or less than he did the others. He said, “For my parents’ fortieth anniversary I got them a long weekend at this really cool bed and breakfast in Savannah.” 



“That was nice of you,” I said, and then felt really stupid for having said it. 



“I agree,” Sonny gave me cover. “Did they have a nice time?” Bless his heart. 



“Well, yes and no.” Grady smiled mischievously. 



“What did you do?” asked Dwight. 



“I went with them,” he said. “I asked my brother Mark if he wanted to go in on it with me and he said no.” It was Grady’s first reference to the brother that turned him in to the police, got disowned by his parents and contributed in a large way to his mother’s stroke. 

Yet he betrayed no anger or any other emotion. “They had never been to Savannah but always wanted to go. I looked for places for them to go on the internet and I found this one weekend resort I thought they would really like.” Grady laughed to himself as he recalled it. 



“Was it a gay place?” Terry asked. 



“Mercy!” Succulence exclaimed. “You didn’t.” Grady shook his head and said: 



“No, it wasn’t a gay place.” 
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“Was it a religious retreat?” Dwight asked. Grady shook his head. 



“A nudist resort,” Preston offered. 



“A haunted house,” Phil said. Grady shook his head at both of them and I said: 



“Was it one of those places where there’s a fake murder and the guests have to solve it?” 

Grady gasped a laugh, pointed at me and said: 



“You win!” 



“And you didn’t tell them.” Grady raised his eyebrows, gasped again and pointed at me with both index fingers. “And you went with them, so you could watch them watch the murder and discourage the other guests from revealing, through inquiries and asides, that it was a big game.” Grady approached me, put his arms around me and picked me off the ground. He released me back into my chair, kissed the top of my nose and then grabbed it between the first knuckles of his right index and middle finger. 



“You win!” he said again and then brought his left hand smacking down on his right, like in those Three Stooges movies. 



“How did you know?” Sonny asked. 



“’Cause I’ve always wanted to do it, on Linden.” 



“He’d figure it out in two seconds,” Dwight said, correctly, though they had never met. 



“How long did it take your parents to figure it out?” Jaime asked Grady. 



“About that long,” he said, laughing as he recalled it. “Then they played along as if they hadn’t. They did that really well. They made me think they thought it was all real, even when they said the cook killed the old lady who owned the place because she was going to fire her with no references for running her cookie tree business out of the kitchen using ingredients she billed to the place.” 



“Were they right?” Phil asked. 



“Oh, yeah,” Grady said. “It was so obvious. The other guests figured it out, too.” 



“How many were there?” asked Dwight. Gray paused to remember. 



“I think there were fifteen paying guests and six actors, including the cook and the old lady.” 



“Five suspects?” Terry said, unimpressed. 
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“Four,” Grady advised us. “One was the police detective.” 



“What was the place like?” Terry asked. 



“It was an old hotel,” Grady began. “Three stories. Big lawn, weeping willows and oak trees covered in Spanish moss. They did the mystery thing one weekend a month and you have to book way in advance. And it was expensive.” It didn’t sound so great. I wonder if they all had the same guest-to-actor ratio. “People loved it,” he said. “They loved playing along.” He laughed again. “My parents had the most fun of all, pretending to totally believe someone really was murdered and deciding they had to take out the cook.” 



“What!?” some combination of us, including me, shouted. 



“Oh, yeah. We got there Friday morning and got to know each other and the staff throughout the day. They all dropped clues, the actors, I mean. Really obvious stuff. And the other guests giggled to each other and then played along.” 



“That sounds stupid,” Preston kind of spoke for all of us. 



“Yeah, it would have been tough to put up with if I didn’t have to concentrate so hard on distracting my parents from the guests.” He paused. 



“So when did your parents tell you they were going to take out the cook?” Phil asked. 



“We all woke up Saturday morning to the housekeeper screaming when she found the old lady’s body.” 



“How did she die?” asked Dwight. 



“Stabbed in her bed.” The old killer wasn’t impressed, though none of us were so his disdain wasn’t necessarily a professional one. “The detective came and took us all into the dining room. He said the crime scene people were in the old lady’s bedroom, but they must have walked there and carried their equipment because they didn’t have a van or anything.” 



“How amateur,” Terry said, making some of us laugh, including me. 



“Yeah, they didn’t spend the money on the acting, or the script,” Grady said. “The food was good, or so my parents said.” 



“You didn’t eat?” Preston asked. 



“I’m a vegan,” Grady said, “and there wasn’t much on the menu that wasn’t pre-prepared in butter and cream sauce. 
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“When did you go vegan?” I asked, ‘cause I wanted to know. Iwanted to know 

everything about Grady Mann. 



“When I decided to become a vet,” he said. “Seventeen, I think.” Wow. 



“So did the detective interview everyone?” asked Sonny 



“Oh, yeah, all the guests. They interviewed my parents and me together.” 



“What did they ask?” asked Jaime. 



“Oh, stuff like where are we from and when did we get there and what did we see. 

Boilerplate stuff. He took notes. He was actually a good actor, but my parents were better.” 



“What do you mean?” asked Blinka. 



“I mean my mother started crying and kept crying throughout the interview and most of the day.” 



“You’re kidding,” I and a couple of others said. 



“Oh, yeah, she was good. My father suggested leaving and I was afraid they would so I said we had to stay because we were suspects. That freaked them both out. I mean, they pretended to be freaked out. Then my father got his pistol out of his car and spent the day wearing it under his jacket.” 



“Really?” I and some other, I think, combination of us said. 



“Oh, yes,” said Grady. “I was freaked out that he was going to kill someone. One of the actors or maybe another guest. Then I said maybe we should go and they said no, we had to stay ‘cause we were all suspects.” He shrugged. “I considered telling them it was all fake and apologizing and leaving but I didn’t. My dad’s a steady guy. He wouldn’t have shot anyone. At least, I didn’t think he would. Then he and my mother found me in my room Saturday night after dinner and suggested a walk around the grounds. When we got a safe distance away from the house my father said, ‘It’s the cook.’ I agreed and then he said, ‘Your mother and I have decided that in the interests of justice, we have to kill her.’” We laughed and Grady did, too, though uncomfortably. He didn’t appear to be embarrassed about being duped by his folks. He looked more concerned remembering how scared he was they would actually kill the woman. “I thought he was kidding, but like I said, he and my mother were really good. She said, ‘Grady, that old lady didn’t deserve to be killed in her bed. It’s clear the cook did it, but given the justice system in this country, there’s no guarantee she’ll be punished appropriately.’ Then Dad said, ‘She could flee or be arrested but not charged or charged but acquitted.’ Then Mom said, ‘She could kill again. Even if she went to jail. She could get out on parole and kill someone and maybe poison one of those cookie trees.’” We laughed and I said: 
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“Did she really say that, about her maybe poisoning her cookie trees in the future?” 



“Word for word,” Grady said, beaming. “And deadly serious.” 



“I have to meet them,” I only thought I said to myself. Grady looked at me thoughtfully and a cloud passed over him, but only briefly. He rallied and continued: 



“They told me to stay outside where I’d be safe from gunfire.” Hah! “And then Mom took Dad’s arm, the one that wasn’t carrying his gun, and they walked to the house, all righteous and resolute.” 



“I have to meet them, too,” Sonny and Dwight said at the same time. 



“Goodness!” exclaimed Succulence. “What did you do?” 



“Did you stop them?” Phil asked. We all looked at him in shock. 



“No,” Preston said. “They killed the actress and are now in a Georgia prison.” Phil believed him for a moment and then went scarlet with embarrassment. Grady continued quickly, to spare him what he could: 



“I followed them, begging them to stop. I told them it was all fake and the staff were actors. And my dad said, ‘Nice try, son.’ And then my mom said, ‘If anything happens to us, Grady, know that we love you.’” 



“That’s sweet!” said Succulence, laughing. We were all laughing. 



“So what did you do?” asked Sonny. 



“I grabbed my father and wrestled the gun out of his hand.” 



“Was that wise?” asked Dwight. 



“What choice did I have? I thought they were going to dish out a little prairie justice on that cook. The gun wasn’t loaded, though.” 



“And then?” asked Terry. 



“And then I threw it really far and then my father tackled me.” 



“He did?” asked Jaime. 



“Yup, and my mother, too.” 



“She tackled you?” asked Phil. 
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“Oh, yeah. And they rolled me around and lifted up my shirt and began tickling me on my stomach.” Some combination of us, or maybe all of us I was so focused on Grady’s bright and happy face I couldn’t see, hear or in any other way sense much else, began applauding. “They know that’s the only place I’m ticklish. They used to do it when I was a baby and I would laugh and they did it again and I laughed again.” We all stopped clapping and watched the expression of pure and complete happiness on Grady Mann’s face as he recalled his sixty year-old parents tickling their forty year-old son as if they were twenty-one and twelve months. We watched him in awe. It was awesome. 



A long moment later, Grady realized we were all watching him, you know, in awe. He found himself when I asked. “What happened then?” 



“We got a bottle of bourbon and went to their room. We listened to a jazz station and laughed about everything. We reviewed the whole visit and they told me when they figured it out.” 



“When did they?” Sonny asked. 



“In the lobby as we checked in. Someone had left an original brochure, which weren’t available at the hotel, at least on those monthly weekends, on one of the sinks in the ladies room. My mother showed it to my father and they realized I set them up and then they decided they were going to turn the tables on me.” 



“That must have been a fun night,” Succulence said, her voice unusually low and her tone slow and steady. I thought of her parents, who had beat her all her life and thought they killed her and didn’t care. And whom she later killed. It made me profoundly sad. 



“It was,” Grady said, not recognizing the pain behind Succulence’s remark. “We drank and then climbed into bed, in our clothes. I was between them, like when I was born.” 

Succulence fought back true tears and I couldn’t bear it, so I said: 



“All right, when did everyone lose his virginity?” This drew everyone’s attention away from Grady and Succulence and Succulence’s attention away from what lunatic asshole parents God gave her and I jumped right into a description of the science project I did with Victor van den Bosch and how we watched “Valley of the Dolls” on the 4:30 movie and then got it on. 



“Tell us about another episode of your show, Christian,” said Jaime, either genuinely interested or not wanting to hear how anyone else lost his virginity. I looked around, not wanting to deprive anyone of the opportunity to tell his cherry-popping, if you’ll forgive the term, story. Dwight, whose first lay was with a hooker, I was sure, no. Terry, EEEEK. 

Phil I could stand to hear but he wasn’t offering and I wasn’t going to put him on the spot. Sonny also wasn’t stepping up. Ditto Grady, whose first fuck would probably have made as adorable a tale as all of his others. I considered asking him to describe it and 68 

then saw Preston out of the corner of my eye, eager to tell us how he lost his virginity and I said: 



“OK,” and reviewed the episodes to myself. I thought first of telling them about the one which we shot, using a series of video cameras and next to no dialogue, at Bok Tower Gardens, not the least because we all could see the tower from the classroom window. 

Briefly, Bok Tower is a bontanical garden type of place on lots of acres in, and I’m not kidding, Winter Haven, Florida. On the grounds is a hill and on the hill is a tower that’s narrow and several stories high. The tower has bells and they chime songs. It’s lovely and peaceful. There is a visitors center with a restaurant and gift shop. I’ve been there several times and I thought it would make a great setting for an “An Elite Force” episode. Linden and I wrote one in which the FBI learns a mole is going to be transferring a flash drive containing sensitive information to a representatives from the Scandinavian Terror Alliance…yeah, them again. As the mole would recognize other FBI agents, the agency contracts AEF, including blonder-than-snow Freebird, to pose as members of the alliance and take possession of the flash drive. For the episode everyone dyed his hair blond. It was a good time. All cat & mouse through the maze of pathways in the gardens. As we didn’t want to hassle with obtaining a permit to shoot at Bok Tower or paying them or anything, a half dozen UCF students obtained cameras that could pass for tourist camcorders and shot the cast playing musical chairs among the gardens, tower and visitor center with the flash drive, several fake flash drives and, playing a member of the Scandinavian Terror Alliance, Remy Whitefire. 



Remy Whitefire had worked at Discriminating Dogs in the Winter Park Village when Rhoda and I started Superior Mutts. He and I were going to be in “Never The Sinner” 

together and then had a falling out and then made up. He could have been a successful actor or model but he and his wife wound up having a bunch of kids and Remy wound up working as a plumbing supervisor at The Home Depot. I know this because I ran into him there once. I recognized his eyes and his crooked front teeth and no other part of him because he got super fat. It broke my heart. Seriously sad was that his wife died of cancer. I started crying for her and Remy in the middle of the store. I’ve lost dogs and thought of losing Linden and broke down. It was a terrible reunion but I was still glad to see him. He told me he enjoyed the reality shows I had been in and Connor Ransom in 

“Winter Key” and I told him about “An Elite Force” and offered him a role in the Bok Tower episode and he accepted it. 



OK, so none of that has anything to do with my visit to Sea Grass as none of the book club members knew who Remy Whitefire was and, like no other episode of anything, you had to see our maze of international intrigue among the plants and other guests at Bok Tower Gardens to appreciate it. So I told them instead about the artist colony outside Wayward, Mississippi. 



“Oooooo, Wayward,” said Succulence in a southern drawl. “Can I live there?” I told my friends about the club-turned-homeless shelter and the gigantic old Southern mansion that hosted a broad range of artists. 
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“What did you and your elite force do there?” Dwight asked, slowly, knowing it would be good. 



“Well,” I said, “have you all heard of Tennessee Williams?” Before any of them could respond, I said, “He’s a Southern writer who wrote all these famous plays and who died in 1983, I think.” 



“He wrote ‘A Streetcar Named Desire,’” Grady said, also assuming not everyone knew who Tennessee Williams was. 



“That was his most famous play, I think,” I said, “But there are lots of others.” The others then surprised me by listing them. Began Sonny: 



“’Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.’” Dwight: 



“’Night of the Iguana.’” Jaime: 



“’The Glass Menagerie.’” Preston, yes, Preston: 



“’The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone.’” Succulence: 



“’Suddenly Last Summer.’” Phil: 



“’Sweet Bird of Youth.’” And Terry: 



“’The Loss of the Teardrop Diamond.’” 



“The what?” I asked him, already having figured out that Anne Tentier had a Tennessee Williams film festival prior to Grady’s incarceration. 



“’The Loss of the Teardrop Diamond,’” Preston said, frustrated and as if I were an imbecile. He added, “What kind of gay man are you?” It was a good line, ruined by having come out of his horrible mouth. 



“It was a lost play, dug up recently and produced as a film,” Sonny explained. 



“Starring that yummy Chris Evans,” Succulence added. 



“Really?” I was mortified. “How did I miss that?” 



“I missed it, too,” Grady sympathized, in vain. 



“Yeah,” I nearly snapped at him, “but you don’t lust after Chris Evans.” I was in shock. 

Completely. I asked, “Who else was in it? 
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“Bryce Dallas Howard,” Phil said, identifying Ron Howard’s daughter as the leading lady. 



“And Ellen Burstyn,” Dwight said, smiling at my distress. 



“And Ann-Margret,” an also-smiling and for-the-same-reason Sonny gloated. I grabbed my chest with both hands and said: 



“I gotta go. I gotta go see this right now,” causing everyone, including Jaime, to laugh. 

Out of kindness, he said: 



“Tell us about your TV episode.” 



“I don’t know if I can, now,” I said, only half joking. 



“Come on,” said Sonny, “Don’t pussy out on us.” I held my hands up to indicate that I needed a moment to collect myself and then said: 



“So, we shot this episode at this artist colony-mansion in Mississippi.” 



“Was it haunted by the model for Bryce Dallas Howard’s character in ‘The Loss of the Teardrop Diamond?’” asked Dwight, just to be a butt. Sonny said: 



“Leave him alone. He’s suffered enough.” The old inmate took pity on me and shut his mouth. Still, I said: 



“It actually kind of was.” Everyone raised an eyebrow as I explained, “I got my friend Jim Weaver, of ‘The Three Twins,’ to cross the picket line to play the gayer-than-gay owner of the mansion. He enlists the help of AEF because he finds it’s haunted by a totally boring and deluded female ghost who met Williams at a party once and convinced herself she was the inspiration for every one of his characters in all of his plays.” 



“That’s funny,” Grady said laughing. Everyone else agreed. 



“The problem was everyone who visited the mansion, including construction workers Jim’s character hired to make improvements to the home, got possessed by this chick and began reciting lines from all of his plays.” 



“Except ‘The Loss of the Teardrop Diamond,’” Dwight couldn’t resist, earning an elbow from Sonny. 



“It’s getting old, Dwight,” I said, kind of annoyed. 



“Not for me,” he said, laughing. I continued: 
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“This all becomes clear when the cast enters the mansion and each gets possessed and everything and starts saying lines from the plays.” Before Dwight could mention that teardrop play again Sonny asked: 



“Who played which one?” As my friends had come to know the cast and were even more familiar with Williams’ heroines I invited them to guess. To my horror, cheeky old Dwight guessed everyone correctly, including me. Indeed he damn near described, to a line, the rest of the episode. To be fair, I first told them the plays we used. They didn’t include “Night of the Iguana,” which I didn’t enjoy, or “The Rose Tattoo,” which I never saw, or that goddamn teardrop play my unfamiliarity with nearly spoiled my visit and whole day. Dwight said: 



“You played Blanche.” That was obvious. “Freebird, Laura in ‘The Glass Menagerie;’ 

Ross, Maggie in ‘Cat on a Hot Tin Roof;’ one of the Brody twins [Peter], Karen Stone in 

‘The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone;’ another of the Brody twins [Olan], Catherine in 

‘Suddenly, Last Summer;’ and Garrett as Heavenly and Grayson as Alexandra in ‘Sweet Bird of Youth.’” Honestly, there was no reason the ghost, whom Linden named Cheryl Lynn, chose a specific AEF member for a specific role. Indeed, the only reason asshole Dwight figured everything out was because he paid close attention to everyone else’s wrong guesses. Terry said: 



“I still think Grayson should have played Blanche to Garrett’s Stella.” 



“And what’s Olan doing as Karen Stone?” everyone wanted to know. Sonny said: 



“I would really like to see Ross Blanco,” whom he had seen play ball, “possessed by a ghost who made him play Maggie.” Phil asked: 



“Who did Sylvia play?” 



“No one,” I said. “As a psychic, she had the skills to prevent possession.” 



“And Barbara?” Sonny asked about Ross’ wife, with whom he was also familiar. 



“No one,” I said. “We wanted to keep it to the male cast members so we found a reason to keep Barbara’s and Isobel’s characters at headquarters.” 



“They could have done ‘Night of the Iguana,’” Preston said, bringing up the play I didn’t like. Out of the corner of my eye Dwight opened his mouth and because I knew what was coming shouted: 



“Yes, and we could all have been characters in that mother-fucking teardrop diamond play and if you mention it again I’ll strangle you to death!” This threat, made loudly but mostly tongue-in-cheek, caused the guard du jour to perk up. As everyone laughed, no one harder than Dwight, I said, “I’m just joking.” When everyone calmed down I 72 

continued, “So everyone gets possessed and plays his part and no one does that great a job but everyone’s super funny.” Dwight raised his hand. I said, “Only if you don’t…” 



“Sylvia’s going to exorcize her but she agrees to go only if she can possess someone and put on a full length production of ‘Streetcar’ and she possesses you.” I was so angry I shook. With feigned sheepishness, my Tennessee Williams nemesis excused himself by saying, “I didn’t mention ‘The Loss of the Teardrop Diamond,’” the mention of which caused me to approach and mock strangle him as everyone else howled. Afraid the guard would call in reinforcements, Phil and Grady explained to him we were joking as Sonny and Terry dragged me off Dwight. I found my dignity and asked Mr. Smarty-Pants: 



“Do you know why she chose me, and chose me to do Blanche?” With a brisk confidence Dwight said: 



“Because Cheryl Lynn was a boring girl and horrible actress and when she possessed you…as Thad, you acted for her, but made her believe the performance was hers.” He nailed it and I again mock strangled him as everyone else howled. Succulence said: 



“Now baby, don’t do it.” Dwight shrugged and smiled and laughed and, ultimately I and everyone else did, too. Sonny asked: 



“Who played Stanley, you know, when you played Blanche for Cheryl Lynn?” 



“Grayson,” I said. “And he was really good.” So good was he as Stanley, Sylvia as Stella and Ross as Mitch, we not only shot pieces of the play-within-a-TV-episode, but put the whole thing on for real at the Abigail-Bosco amphitheater at Montverde. Dean Simon was glad to do it and any other filming we wanted on campus and suggested, at first, the campus’ Paris Opera House knockoff Garrett had christened two years before. 



“Nah,” I told him, as my heart belonged to the amphitheater and to the two friends, Abigail Adams and Lady Lake Dog Refuge’s Bosco, after whom it was named. He and everyone understood. 



“I would like to see that performance,” Dwight said, sincerely. 



“Ross Blanco as Maggie and then Mitch,” Sonny shook his head imagining it. 



“Do your Blanche for us,” Phil said. 



“Your ghost of boring Cheryl Lynn as Blanche,” Grady corrected him. I smiled, made no attempt to feign modesty, and began: 



“’He was a boy. Just a boy, When I was a very young girl…’” 
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Chapter 7: Phil 

I walked into what was only my I-don’t-know-what-number club meeting and knew 

something was wrong. It was on everyone’s face. Then, when I saw who was missing I knew what was wrong. 



For all Philip Gentry Sr.’s efforts and money, his son had been raped. I said to Sonny, “Is he OK?” 



“He’s pretty beat up,” the former cop said. “And he’s not talking.” 



“When did it happen?” Terry said: 



“Two nights ago.” 



“I thought he was ‘protected.’” I said. 



“Someone just couldn’t help himself,” said Preston, in what was a scoff. I wasn’t having it. Not from him. Not then, and I said: 



“Shut the fuck up, Preston.” That kind of shocked him and he opened his mouth to respond. Before he could I said, “I can have you killed with one phone call.” He closed his mouth, did the math and said, almost sincerely: 



“I’m sorry.” I looked at everyone else and saw that our exchange had affected them in no way, as they were all too concerned about our young friend. 



“Has anyone seen him?” I asked. Terry, Sonny and Succulence shook their heads. I turned to the guard on duty. “Will you take me to him?” This surprised the guard, whom I hadn’t seen before, but not a lot. He said: 



“I’d have to get clearance.” A beat while he considered it. “Let me make some calls.” I nodded my thanks and he stepped out of the classroom. We waited in silence until he returned. “The warden said I can take you to him. I just have to wait for another guard to come.” 



“Thank you,” I said. As we waited for the guard’s relief, Preston said: 



“Christian,” I don’t mean to be disrespectful.” Good grief, what was he going to say? 

“But if he won’t see Terry or Suck or anyone, why do you think he’ll see you?” For a moment I thought of telling him, and the others, why. For another I thought of telling him to suck my ass. Ultimately, I chose not to respond. 



Several guards showed up, I guess to escort the book club members back to their cells. It was strange to see. To think that these mostly kind, gentle men would require it. To 74 

imagine them there at all was surreal, increasingly. The first guard gestured for me to follow him, and I did. 



The distance between the classroom and the clinic was short and didn’t take us past any prisoners or multi-storied rows of cells. I went past some offices, including Anne’s, but she wasn’t in hers. She was actually waiting for me at the entrance to the infirmary. She was looking particularly Joan Crawford in “Mildred Pierce” and I might have said so had the circumstances not been so grave. She said: 



“We have a private room. We put him in it.” I nodded. She thanked the guard by name and I thanked him with a nod and she led me past a small pharmacy and to a door that had a small window and was slightly ajar. Anne knocked, paused and opened it. 



I’ve seen some awful things in my life, including plenty of dead bodies, among them the burned, split-in-half corpse of Anthony Braithwaite. Seeing Phil was harder than handling that. His face was so busted up and swollen it was more purple than anything. 

His neck was in a brace. One arm was in a cast and under a light hospital gown his torso had been taped, indicating broken ribs.  Two or three fingers on each hand were also taped, which made me nearly ask why did anyone bother breaking his fingers on top of everything else? 



“Phil, it’s Anne Tentier. I brought Christian with me. “One of Phil’s eyes was swollen completely shut. The other stared at the far wall. He didn’t respond. “Christian’s going to spend a few minutes with you if that’s all right.” Her voice was so gentle and kind I wanted to hug her. Phil continued to stare at the wall. I noticed his eye blink but otherwise he didn’t move or acknowledge us in any way. To me Anne whispered, 

discreetly, “Everyone else who has come he’s asked to leave. So he must not mind seeing you.” I nodded. “Stay as long as you like. When you’re done have the nurse call me and I’ll see you out.” I nodded again. Anne put her right hand to my left cheek and said, 

“Thank you.” Then she left. 



I walked in to Phil’s room, which had a television that was off, and sat on a chair on the other side of where he was looking. I tried to think of what to say, or if I should say anything. At first I thought I would let Phil give me signals or speak when and if he wanted to. When he didn’t and a few minutes went by I said, softly but with all kinds of mischief, “Now that we’re alone we can talk about all the other book club members behind their backs.” This made Phil sort of grunt, cough or chuckle. Then he very slowly turned his head toward me and mumbled, revealing broken teeth, of course: 



“Who should we start with?” Without missing a beat I said: 



“Ummm, Terry Carmichael. I mean, how long as he been here and he’s still obese? Is the food sooooo good?” Phil clearly chuckled and I continued, “And what’s with Anne’s clothing? Did she raid her grandmother’s closet for all those old suits? I mean, shoulder pads have gone in and out six times since they were made.” Phil chuckled again, though 75 

maybe not because he thought it was funny but just because he wanted to anyway. “And what’s with her and Sonny? Do you feel the romantic tension between them?” 



“Oh, yeah,” Phil said, more clearly. I shook my head at the scandal of it all, but inside I was thinking there was nothing more healing than rude remarks and gossip. That made me chuckle and I said: 



“You know, Phil, my friends and I have pulled some wacky animal-rights shit ourselves.” 

He might have tried to raise an eyebrow, found he couldn’t, and said: 



“Like what?” 



I told Phil about how Rhoda and I began Superior Mutts and then about the adventures Marty described to Linden and me when we got back from Deirdre’s funeral. First was about the Winter Park socialite who returned Mo, the wiry-haired black terrier with what appeared to be a Mohawk. “We tricked her into buying a high-end carpet cleaner from a shop in the Winter Park Village and then Kevin sprinkled cocaine in her car while she was getting it.” 



“No shit.” 



“Oh yeah, Rhoda call 911 and said, in a British accent, she saw an old lady buying coke from a teenager in the parking lot. She had a Jaguar and she was snorting it inside in plain view of everyone.” 



“What happened?” 



“The cops showed up with a K-9 unit and busted her before she could use the special cleaner. HAH!” Phil loved that story as much as I loved telling it. “I followed up months later and found out that she got off with probation and community service. Can you imagine? Some old Winter Park rich lady? Think of what her friends in the ladies’ 

association must have thought! HAH!” The next story I told him was about Susie and Kevin denying the teenage girl the chow puppy and then the girl stealing him. “They chased her in her burgundy Saturn. Her and her friend. Up 17-92. Then she slowed down at 17-92 and 436, rolled down the window…” 



“She didn’t!” Phil said, so concerned he moved in a way that caused him pain. “She didn’t throw him out of the window, did she???” I nodded. “Did he live?” 



“Oh, yeah, he was a tough little fella. Bumps and scrapes.” 



“What did you do?” he asked, and then, “I mean, what did Kevin and Susie do?” 



“They scooped up the puppy and then kept going after them to punish them.” 
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“Yes!” I explained about running them down near the abandoned dog track in 

Casselberry, and the hillbillies first coming out to protect them and then, ultimately, helping Kevin and Susie cut off the girls’ hair. “The hillbilly wife took care of the puppy while Susie, Kevin and Chester the hillbilly made the bitches all ugly with sloppy haircuts that could only be fixed by shaving it off completely.” 



“Oh, no.” 



“Oh, yeah,” Then I remembered about the girls running their car into a pole or something and Susie fully intending to T-bone them , killing them both. “Stephanie was the girl’s name. I don’t know her roommate’s. They both would have died and Susie would have gone to jail for manslaughter if Kevin hadn’t turned the wheel at the last second.” 



“Holy shit.” 



“Oh, and Chester shot out the burgundy Saturn’s tires so they had to call Stephanie’s father to come get them.” 



“The cop?” 



“Yeah, the City of Orlando police officer. How much more did that suck for her?” 



“If she just pulled over and gave the puppy back,” Phil said. I nodded. 



“Yeah. Their car would still have run, though Kevin would likely have slashed its tires with a Swiss Army knife and Susie would have keyed it. You know, for taking the puppy at all.” 



“But they still would have had their hair.” I nodded. 



“Tell me another one,” Phil said. I fully intended to, whether he asked or not. 



“Well,” I began, “then there was the time Kevin was hanging out with Lotto outside Discriminating Dogs when this hillbilly, an evil one named Jerry, came up and started talking to him and told him his own hound was on a chain in his yard in Christmas.” 



“Yeah,” Phil said. “I heard Christmas isn’t a nice place.” 



“Nooooooo,” I assured him. “Evil, sick, lunatics live there. All getting it on with their brothers and sisters.” I then thought of William Jr. and Deirdre and me and Thomas and Jacob and Joshua and said, “I mean, reproducing with their brothers and sisters.” Phil’s uninjured eye went wide. 



“Do you mean you’ve…” 
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“I’ll tell about that another day,” I said, and then continued describing Kevin and Siobhan’s rescue of Buster, Jerry’s former hound. Phil laughed and said: 



“I want to meet Siobhan. I want to marry her, too.” I thought about the crush I had on her when I first met her and said: 



“I did, too, for a while. She and Kevin are soul mates, though. I’ll bring you pictures of them.” 



“Tell me a story with you in it, Christian,” Phil said. He sort of sounded like a little kid talking to his father…OK, mother. I didn’t reply immediately, thinking of a story that didn’t involve terrible animal suffering. 



“Christian,” he said, almost pleading. 



“I’m trying to think of one that doesn’t end with me killing someone.” Having been aware of Chris Grace’s…execution, my young friend understood. 



“Oh, I have one,” I said, excited. Phil’s face brightened with anticipation. “Every year my friends and I demonstrate outside the arena when the circus comes to Orlando. It’s always in January and usually it’s cold. At least one of the nights is super cold. I think it was January of…” I thought about it. “It wasn’t  ’11, but it was after Ben…” I stopped before I said his full name. 



“Ben Maitland,” Phil said. “I used to watch that show when I was a kid. ‘Pagan.’ Fighting for justice and everything.” I nodded, but not with encouragement. Phil was too excited and continued, “I saw that episode of ‘The Maitlands’ when you all were outside the arena and all those people were being mean.” I didn’t want to discuss the Maitlands but I wanted Phil to be happy and excited more, so I said: 



“Yeah, that was crazy. Talk about hillbillies.” 



“Ben Maitland was such an inspiration to me. That show and all he did.” Wow. “I rescued my first dog the week after I saw the one with him and Rhoda breaking into that house to get Rolan.” WOW. “And then when he camped out outside Meme’s house. That was amazing.” 



“Yeah,” I said, looking at it through Phil’s eyes and enjoying the memory. “I loved it when his dad just took the gun that was there the whole time and crossed the street and got Meme. That whole family is awesome.” I thought about that and the Christmas Linden, the babies and I spent with them and Rolan and Meme and said: 



“Yeah, they were.” 
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“And that lap dance thing outside the rodeo was so cool.” I thought about that and preparing for it and John, Ray, Joe and Yancy coming from Superior Bodies Sultan Springs to watch. 



“Hah!” I said, and then told him about how lewd Sylvia was bumping and grinding with the lesbians. 



“That’s hot,” Phil said, sincerely. Then I remembered Sean’s mood changing 

significantly, because he saw the pictures on Ben’s phone. And then I remembered the pictures, which always ruined anything I was doing but which I wouldn’t let ruin that day and I said: 



“It was 2010, the year after Ben and Reid were in Florida. Opening night at the circus. A Thursday. We all had these fake battery operated candles and we wore black.” 



“Oh, yeah,” Phil said, abandoning the Maitlands, mercifully. I thought of the story I was going to tell him and how uninteresting it was compared to all the animal rights stuff featured on MofM, but nevertheless continued: 



“So I was all bundled up in this peacoat I got years before.” Phil frowned with his one working eye, which led me to explain, “It’s faux. Polyester. I got it from Ross for eighteen dollars.” He relaxed. “I had that on, and gloves and a PETA scarf around my head, though my ponytail stuck out. And jeans I got at Goodwill and canvas sneakers I bought for three dollars at Goodwill.” Phil was all about the Goodwill thing and the canvas sneakers. “So they had this circus-themed moonwalk outside the arena on the street that was blocked off, you know, for all the patrons. All these kids went in it just to kill time before the show. You had to pay five dollars to go in, though.” 



“That’s a lot.” 



“I think so, too. But people paid it.” A beat. “At least, before the show.” 



“What did you do?” Phil asked. 



“Well, I had to work the next day ‘cause it was a Thursday and I was tired from work and it was super cold so I was going to go home.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“And so I said goodbye to my friends and my car was on the other side of the arena, down that blocked off road on which the moonwalk was set up, all big and inflated.” 



“Uh-huh.” 
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“And so while I was walking by it I saw where the motor was plugged into an outdoor outlet on the side of the parking garage, you know, building, on the other side of that street.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“So I looked around and none of the employees was around because they were inside keeping warm and no one was on the street because the show was going on and so I went up to the outlet and I unplugged it.” 



“Awesome.” 



“It was hard, too. I had to pull on it a few times before it would come out.” 



“And no one saw you?” I smiled and said: 



“Well, not in person.” 



“What do you mean?” 



“Well,” I said, “I get home and have dinner and put the babies to sleep and then get in bed and then I get a call from Stephanie, the woman who organizes the demos in Orlando.” 



“Uh-huh.” 



“And she said that the whole moonwalk deflated.” 



“HAH!” Phil laughed so hard he felt more pain somewhere. “That’s great!” he added, ignoring it. 



“Yeah, the circus people were super mad. Even though no one was going to go in the moonwalk or bounce house or whatever after the show. Really, it was late and dark and cold and a school night so no one was going to pay another five dollars after drinks and souvenirs to jump around.” 



“Yeah, but it was humiliating.” 



“Oh, yes. It was,” I agreed. “But the really funny thing was, the circus people told the cops that were doing crowd control and the cops got with the arena security and then they checked the security cameras from outside the building on that side.” 



“Oooooo, it sounds really important,” Phil was, dripping with sarcasm. 



“Oh, I know, right?” I agreed, again. “So much drama. Like a real crime had occurred.” 

He nodded, as much as he could with the brace. “So they saw me on camera and then 80 

they got with Stephanie and her husband Adam and the Orlando cop in charge of crowd control…” 



“You mean protester control,” my canny young friend suggested. 



“Oh, yeah,” I agreed for a third time. “So the cop says to them, ‘One of your protesters unplugged the moonwalk and it deflated.’” It sounded funny, years later. Phil and I both laughed. “’We saw her on the video.’” 



“Her?” Phil laughed again. In the cop’s voice I continued: 



“’She was a skinny young Asian girl.’” Phil laughed super hard and so did I. 



“A skinny young Asian girl?” he asked. I nodded and we both continued laughing. 



“It was a great compliment,” I said. “The skinny and young.” 



“How did they get Asian?” Phil asked. I shrugged and said: 



“My ponytail was blond at the time,” and was then, too. “I swim at the club. Laps. A lot, and I never wear a cap. It’s always blond. 



“That’s weird,” he said, his old self, at least his self for as long as I had known him. I wondered if Anne was watching us from some other security camera. I hoped she was. 

Phil and I settled down and then he said: 



“You know, Christian, great minds think alike.” Phil Gentry, Jr., was suggesting he had a great mind. Hmmmm. I looked at him and waited patiently for an explanation. “When I was a kid my parents took me to the circus in DeLand.” EEEEK, that was an even lower-end circus than the one that played Orlando. “There were protesters there.” I did the math and determined it was before I got involved. “They had flyers they were trying to give people who went.” He paused. “My father wouldn’t take one and he wouldn’t let my mother take one.” I hoped I would never meet Phil’s father. “I got one, though.” YAY! 

“He didn’t see. I got it and I read it.” 



“You did?” 



“Yeah. It said all the same stuff your stuff says. About how sad the elephants and tigers are. And what goes into training them.” We both thought about it for a silent moment. 

“Then I decided I was going to do something while I was there.” 



“Like what did you decide?” I asked. 



“Well,” Phil began, slowly, “they had a moonwalk, too.” 



“No!” I said. “You didn’t.” A beat. “Did you?” 
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“I told my parents I wanted to go in it and I whined and whined until they let me.” 



“How old were you?” He did the math. 



“Seven, I think.” The age I was when me, Mrs. Graham and a handful of other students missed the circus at Madison Square Garden. “I looked around for a sharp object that I could stab it with.” 



“Oh, shit,” I said. 



“But I couldn’t find one. So I took a shit and piss in it.” 



“That’s hilarious!” I said. 



“Then I got out fast and went up to my father and said, ‘someone went poopy in the moonwalk.’” My father went to the guy who ran it and told him. The guy said, ‘some kid’s always takin’ a shit in there,’ like it was nothing. And he wasn’t going to do anything about it. This made my father really mad and so he told the guy to empty the moonwalk and the guy got pissed and said he wouldn’t and so my dad unplugged it.” 

EEEEEK, the great mind with which I thought alike belonged to Phil’s awful father. He read my mind and said, “He wouldn’t have unplugged it if I didn’t take a shit in it.” 



“No, I don’t think he would have,” I said. 



“So then he raised hell and got his moonwalk money back and his circus ticket money back and then we left and we never went back.” 



“Excellent,” I said, very impressed. “Excellent work.” Phil beamed, through his cuts and swollen face. He continued beaming for two or three more moments and then the light went out and his mood deflated faster than the moonwalk. Moonwalks. 



“Oh, God, Christian.” Oh God, indeed. I offered him my right hand and he took it, gently, in his busted right hand, which was attached to the arm that wasn’t in the cast. “Oh, God, Christian,” Phil said again, and then began to cry. Hard. When he could speak, he said, 

“Christian, I’m in prison. I’m in jail and I’m going to be here for the rest of my life.” He continued sobbing, then continued, “I’m in prison and I’ll never get out. I was so cocky about it coming in, ‘cause I was a hero and everything. I was so confident that my dad would protect me. That he’d get me off…unplug the moonwalk, you know?” I just 

watched him and held his hand. “I walked around this jail like I was safe. Because I was. 

I even told my dad to send his bribes to PETA and other places and he said no.” He groaned as he recalled it. “I thought I could take it…” he winced, his whole body did.” I thought I could take it if it meant helping animals. I mean, men and women get…” 



“Phil, there’s a difference between enjoying receptive anal intercourse and being raped.” 
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“And don’t I know it,” he said bitterly. 



“You’re going to survive this, Phil. You already have.” 



“I know, Christian. But I’ll still be here. I’ll always be here. And I’ll see them every day.” 

Oh fuck, I thought, gravely. Very gravely. It hit me hard, the idea of it. Like an anvil on my stomach. Phil would see his attackers and rapists, whoever and how many there were, every day. I suddenly couldn’t relate. I couldn’t give him any comfort or hope describing my rape or my mother’s because mine got away and my mother’s went to jail. I didn’t see mine again and Mother forgave hers and visited him in jail. God! To go there with him wasn’t wise. Forgiveness and friendship was not an option in his circumstances. 



I looked at Phil, crying softly then, and thought of something to say. I couldn’t think of anything and, finally, said, “I can’t think of anything to say to give you comfort, Phil. I was raped but my attacker got away and I never saw him again. I didn’t see him every day and he didn’t come back and do it again.” Phil stopped crying, took a breath and said, with more bitterness: 



“It’s going to happen again. It’s going to happen a lot.” I remained speechless, clutching my stomach with my left hand it hurt so bad to look at and hear Phil. He took his hand out of mine and wiped tears away from his good eye. “I’m pretty, white and privileged. 

It’s going to happen a lot, and one day I’m going to hang myself.” 



“Phil…” 



“And don’t bother telling the warden or a counselor, Christian, because I’ll deny it. No way am I going into solitary or suicide watch. What do they call it? Protective custody? If I can’t talk to anybody I’ll go crazy. I’m going to go crazy anyway.” He paused and I, again, could think of nothing to say. “I don’t mean to lay all this on you, Christian. 

You’re so nice and we were having a good time.” 



“You have to say it,” I said. “You have to talk to someone about it, and if you don’t want to talk to one of the counselors or anyone here I’m the best person.” 



“You are, Christian. You are the best. Thank you for coming to see me. You made me feel better.” Phil Gentry, who had been raped and beat up by several men two nights before, didn’t look like he felt a bit better. 



Phil Gentry, Jr., of the St. Augustine Gentrys, whoever they were, was young and would spend the next who knows how long in the Sea Grass jail expecting to be raped at any minute and not doing a bit of good for any animal or human being. Phil, who at seven defecated in a moonwalk in order to avoid seeing a circus and because it was the only way he could….fight them. Who later stole seven dogs off leashes and rescued a shop full of puppies and burned a slaughterhouse to the ground and how many other things I just didn’t know about, yet. The young man who did all these great things and who said he was inspired by the reality show that starred Ben and Reid Maitland but whose 83 

animal-rescuing adventures started with me, was going to kill himself in Sea Grass because he was young, pretty, white and rich and therefore a target of the angry violent prisoners, not all of whom were getting paid to leave him alone. I looked at him and saw a strange expression on his damaged face. I said, “What?” and he said: 



“I just shit myself.” 



“I’ll get a nurse,” I said, because I am so stupid. As without bitterness as he could, because Phil didn’t want to be that way with me, he said: 



“Christian, they won’t clean me for hours. Or maybe today at all.” I thought of insisting someone clean him, making a fuss and maybe calling Anne. Then I thought it would just make the staff treat him worse later. I took a breath, looked at Phil and said: 



“Then I will.” 



“No,” he said. “I’d rather sit in it.” 



“No, Phil, you wouldn’t.” 



“You don’t have to,” he said. “It’s gross. And I don’t want you to see me like that.” 



“Phil,” I said gently but firmly, “I love and admire you. I have babies whose bottoms I wipe. I have dogs and a doggie rescue. I clean poop every day. My own or someone else’s.” 



“But…” 



“And I’ve been raped, too, so I know what kind of damage a body undergoes.” 



“Oh, Christian.” 



“It’ll take me two seconds, and then I can tell you more funny stuff. Like when my friends and I stole all the puppies out of a store and replaced them with the corpses of puppies that had died and were buried outside the kennel at the club and…” 



“And made the cops think the owner burned live puppies to death to get insurance money?” Our Phil was smarter than he appeared. Sometimes. I said: 



“Yes,” and then stood up, got some soap, water and a washcloth, and got to work, yapping the whole time. 
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Chapter 8: William Bishop 

I would have nothing to do with breaking anyone out of Sea Grass. Yup. That’s right. 

Nothing. 



The first person who told me he was assigned to be in the book club was Philip Gentry. It came up during my visit to the clinic. It went in one ear and nearly out another. Nearly. It was curious that Anne told someone he had to be in a club. She didn’t seem the type. She seemed the encouraging type, but not the demanding. Anne Tentier wanted everyone to stay busy and get along and do his time. Maybe Phil misunderstood her demand as a suggestion. I didn’t think twice about it. 



Then I learned Terry Carmichael was assigned to be in the book club. Again, it came up casually, though that time I asked, “Does the warden generally assign you to do recreational things?” He said no. He said she and her operations staff assigned jobs/duties/chores to people based on their knowledge and experience. 



“I help out in the clinic.” 



“Handling drugs?” I asked. Terry smiled and shook his head. 



“Handling bedpans,” he said. I nodded and asked, in as friendly and nonchalant a way as I could: 



“Why do you suppose she ‘assigned’ you?” Terry shrugged and said: 



“She’s tried it in the past, but it never lasted. Maybe she thought if she made us be in the club it would have to be successful.” He wasn’t interested in Anne’s motivation. He was happy to hang out with us one afternoon a week. It was all good. 



But it wasn’t. Anne didn’t force things to be successful, or maybe I was assuming or projecting or something. 



Or maybe something occurred to me and I wanted to verify it. 



I asked Dwight if the warden has signed him up for the book club. He shook his head and said, “I don’t think so. She didn’t have to. I’ve been in them before. Book clubs, art, music…anything she thinks of that has to do with the arts and I’m in.” I smiled at Dwight but inside I was saying, Whatever! 



“Did the warden tell you you had to be in the book club, Jaime?” It was the first thing I had ever asked him. It was the first conversation we had. I didn’t know if he would respond or how he would respond. It was weird. I was kind of scared. I didn’t want to irritate him or get in his face. I wanted him to come to me if he wanted to chat or be friends or whatever. I knew he didn’t like to speak to people because it interrupted his 85 

24/7 self-flagellation. I didn’t want to put him on the spot. Still, I had to know, so I just took a quick breath and asked, quickly. 



“Yes,” he said. I nodded and that was our chat. 



“Did the warden tell you you had to be in the book club, Grady?” I asked that chatty, interesting and completely good natured vegan vet on whom I had a crush. 



“Uh-huh. I would have, but she told me I had to.” A beat. “It’s kind of weird.” 



“What’s weird?” I asked with too much passion. Grady ignored it and said: 



“I’ve only been here a short time, but everyone says Warden Tentier’s really liberal about how we spend our time. We have work assignments, but they don’t always come from her. She’ll think of an activity or a party but inmates sign up themselves. No one has to celebrate any holiday or anything. I heard she did an Olympics once. And she has holiday-themed parties, but you always sign up. She never says ‘You have to play Santa.’” He shrugged. “It’s just what I hear.” 



Grady seemed to know a lot for the new guy. Still, for the length of his explanation, he didn’t seem to care one way or the other. 



Whereas with every answer I got I cared more. 



“Succulence,” I approached her during a brief break between story sharing, ‘cause we never, ever talked about books. 



“Yes, baby,” she said. 



“Did the warden tell you you had to be in the book club?” Succulence thought about it and said: 



“No, she didn’t.” 



“She didn’t?” 



“No, she didn’t?” 



“Oh.” 



“Why, baby?” 



“Nothing.” Nothing. My theory came to nothing and my inquiries were for nothing. I was so obsessed. OK, not obsessed. Yeah, obsessed, with busting out the innocent, to me, book club members that I clearly assumed everyone, or at least Anne Tentier, was, too. 

Before I could turn my attention elsewhere, Succulence added: 
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“My name was just on the list. “ 



“What list?” I asked. 



“The list she made of the people she chose to be in the club.” I nearly said FUCK ME, but didn’t. Instead I focused and said: 



“So she never asked you to be in the club and never told you to be in club,” Succulence shook her head, “she added your name to a list of people she wanted to be in it.” 



“Yes, baby. She put it together herself.” 



“Everyone,” I thought of Preston and thought, again, that my theory and questions were for nothing. 



“No, baby,” Succulence said. “Preston’s name wasn’t on the list. Roger’s was, though.” 

OK, Preston’s name wasn’t on the list. That was significant. That was it. That confirmed everything. Still maintaining focus, and as nonchalant as I could, I asked, “How did Preston wind up in the club?” 



“Oh baby, he asked to be in it.” FUCK ME! “He insisted. Anne told him it was full.” 



“She did?” 



“Oh, yeah, but it wasn’t.” Succulence looked around the classroom. “There’s plenty of seats and plenty of prisoners.” Yes, yes there were. “I just think she thought he’d spoil it for everyone.” Spoil it, was how Succulence put it. I had two more questions. One was: 



“Who’s Roger, and what’s he in for?” Succulence sighed sadly. 



“Roger was in for killing his brother.” OK. “He had a stroke or an annu…annu…” 



“Aneurism?” 



“Yeah, baby. He had one of those. He died.” The other: 



“Why did Roger kill his brother?” 



“Oh, he found out that sack o’ dog shit was rapin’ his daughters for years. Three of them. 

One of them took her own life.” I didn’t feel like screaming FUCK ME because I was too sad for Roger and his daughters. Instead I said: 



“OK. Thanks, Succulence.” 



“Anytime,” she said, lewdly. 
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I would have nothing to do with breaking anyone out of Sea Grass. 



I made arrangements to meet with Anne the following Monday before book club. I showed up to her office thirty minutes before the group was to meet, though I wasn’t sure if that was enough time. She wore a yellow suit with matching pumps and a scarf that contained purple, black, yellow and white. It was bright but it didn’t go with her coloring, especially the blonde hair. The material was quality and the cut was flattering, but the shade of yellow made her look washed out. It was unflattering. I said, “Let’s go visit in the yard outside the classroom. You know, the area that’s a run-of-the-mill chain link fence away from freedom.” Anne sighed and said: 



“I didn’t think it would take you this long to catch on.” My quick reply was: 



“Preston King.” 



We left her office and walked to the empty classroom in silence. I held the door that led to the yard open for the warden, who said: 



“Yes, it’s open. But someone always locks it before your club.” 



“My club?” I asked, “or your club?” She didn’t reply. “You posted the list, which included Roger, a fella who committed justifiable homicide.” She continued not to say anything. “Why wasn’t he acquitted?” A beat and Anne said: 



“He sexually tortured his brother, and then he refused to let his daughters…his surviving daughters, testify in his defense.” 



“He had an aneurysm?” 



“No,” Anne said. “He swallowed his tongue. I told everyone he died of natural causes. 

Suicide is contagious. Sea Grass has the lowest per capita incidence of suicide in the state prison system.” I said nothing, ‘cause I knew she wasn’t done. “Sea Grass also has the lowest rates of drug and alcohol abuse, battery, sexual assault and murder in the state prison system.” 



“Which is why you won’t bust them out yourself. Because people are safer at Sea Grass than elsewhere.” 



“I’ve worked hard, Christian. Even as a guard.” I thought of her, still in her twenties, showing the photograph of the dead mother and child to prisoners and guards and telling them Sonny killed the man who killed them. 



“Your prisoners aren’t as violent?” I said, assuming the answer was no. Anne said: 88 

“No,” and added, “I just have more control.” A beat. “Phil’s attack notwithstanding.” 

Another. “I’m a really good manipulator, Christian. Kind of like you, I bet. I set a goal and achieve it using the resources I have. That those goals are noble doesn’t make me any less a…manipulator.” It was the best word. 



“So when you saw me and my friends shooting our show outside your prison…?” 



“Oh, I put this together seconds after I realized it was you.” I wanted to ask her why me, but thought I knew and really didn’t need her to tell me how obvious all of my murders…my justifiable homicides were. She just said, “You’re a legend in Florida law enforcement.” 



“A legend?” A legend. I don’t think I minded being called a legend. 



“Yes, Christian, and I’m just being frank, because the more I think about it the less I think you’re suited.” I was only half listening because I needed to know if Anne knew about Seth in Telltale. 



“Do you know about Seth in Telltale?” I asked. 



“Yes, Christian. And that girl’s father and the neighbor in Valdosta.” I didn’t like thinking about Joelle’s father or the neighbor, even. 



“I didn’t kill them,” I said, hoping maybe Anne would let her law enforcement friends know that and maybe never bring it up. She ignored me and said: 



“And Vivian Lane.” Oh, yeah. That was a coup. I didn’t kill her, which would have been satisfying. Imagining her in an orange jump suit was more so. Then I thought about what Anne said about me being unsuitable and asked: 



“What did you say about me being unsuitable?” In the moment it took for her to open her mouth to explain what she meant I said, “Stop. You’re going to tell me maybe I wasn’t a good choice and to forget the whole thing expecting me to say, ‘No way, I’ll show you,’ 

and break everyone out this afternoon.” Anne went red under her high-end foundation. 

She closed her mouth for a moment and then opened it again to say: 



“I’m sorry,” and I thought she was, but not for using me. For getting busted. 



“Anne,” I said, “why don’t you and I come up with a plan to get these folks out of here?” 

We both saw the book club’s guard-of-the-week enter the classroom, which meant we didn’t have much time. She said, quickly: 



“William Bishop owes you for finding and killing Chris Grace when his son came under suspicion for Abigail Adams’ murder.” I opened my mouth to shout FUCK ME, but only managed to shout: 
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“FUCK,” because she plowed on: 



“You also reconciled him and his son.” I opened my mouth again and she just kept going, 

“You ask him to hire two or three men to jump this fence during a special book club meeting on Christmas Eve Day. You’re supposed to meet to read ‘A Christmas Carol,’ 

but you get sick at the last minute and can’t make it. The club still meets. There’s a skeleton crew staff and no guard in the classroom that day. The men pull up, jump over, throw everyone back over, and everyone escapes.” I opened my mouth again, but this time it was to say: 



“Preston King.” 



“They shoot him during the break.” 



“It works for me. I’ll visit Bishop this weekend.” 



“Just give me a yes or a no and I’ll make sure no one bothers them when it goes down.” 



“OK, Anne.” Manipulative bitch. I wondered how long she had Plan B. Linden told me that night when he said: 



“Plan B was always Plan A.” Manipulative bitch. 







The following weekend William Bishop agreed, “Plan B was always Plan A.” 

Manipulative bitch. I’d call her that with my last breath. I would. 



“Will you help us?” I asked my friend in the living room of his Miami house, while Linden and the babies played with the pitbulls our host had adopted the summer before, after seeing our “Winter Key” display ad. 



“Leave the files and give me some time to read them,” Bishop said. “Then I’ll let you know.” I put them on the coffee table in front of him and then left the room. 



Just under ninety minutes later one of Bishop’s henchmen summoned me from the 

kitchen where my family and I were enjoying lunch of chickpea salad sandwiches and iced tea. I returned to the living room. Bishop looked at me sadly and said, “Dwight Wright was the first…gangster I ever worked for.” Oh, that was interesting. “He was my mentor. He taught me the business.” Wow. “He recognized some talent, and I think he felt sorry for me. Being a poor Seminole boy.” I listened. “He called me ‘The Little Injun that Could.’” I didn’t respond. The files…reading about his former colleague, had pushed some buttons and Bishop had to get some stuff off his chest. “We did some bad things, Christian. I should be in that jail with him. Dwight got cocky. I never go cocky.” A beat. 

“It’s more complicated than that. He just was too much. I kept a lower profile. He got nailed. Others did. I didn’t.” Bishop sighed. “So many years ago.” He scanned the other 90 

files spread out on the low table in front of him and said, “Christian, if the only person I knew was in your club was this Succulence, I’d get her right out.” I said: 



“The strange thing about her is that she’s happy there.” 



“She’d be happy in Hell compared to her house in Sanford,” Bishop said. “She’s enjoyed the change. Being herself and being treated well.” He shook his head at the irony. “In prison.” A beat. “She needs to get out and be a model while she’s still under forty. Maybe get those teeth straightened.” I wondered how he knew her teeth were crooked and then realized I had taken additional notes. “Maybe get her own TV show. Like that RuPaul.” 

My face asked Bishop how he knew about RuPaul. He laughed, slapped his knee and said, “She cracks me up!” 



“She cracks me up, too,” I said. And William Bishop cracked me up more. 



“Sonny, too. The cop,” he said, calmer. 



“I like him. Anne does, too, I believe.” He nodded. 



“And Jaime Washington.” He shook his head so sadly. “I can get him out of there, but he’ll always be in prison.” It was true, and well and simply put. 



“I think he needs something else to do,” I said. Then thought of how I got Drucilla after getting raped and added, “He needs someone else to save.” Bishop considered this and nodded. 



“They all need to go, except Preston. I’ll have whoever I get to do this kill him.” A beat. 

“There in the prison or later?” So casually asked. 



“Later,” I said. “Anne’s going to have enough explaining to do.” 



“It’s going to cost her her job.” I didn’t think so until he said it. 



“She thinks she’ll still be there. It’s why she’s not doing it herself.” 



“Oh no,” Bishop said, more gently than he should. “You put seven prisoners in a room with no guard, at least on that day, bordered with a simple fence. And they break out.” I flushed I was so embarrassed for thinking, yeah, Anne will continue to run the place, better than the other wardens at State of Florida prisons. 



“She’s gonna go with them, Christian.” 



“Because of Sonny?” I thought of the additional notes I had written about how the two of them regarded each other. 
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“She’s not ready to admit it, but she’s going with them. Running off to Mexico with a prisoner you’ve been guarding for thirty years is a big change,” Bishop chuckled. “She wants him out. She doesn’t want him to die there. She wants every one of them out. She’s deluding herself thinking she won’t go with them, or join them later. It scares her, but she’ll come around.” I would think more about that later, and I would agree. “We got to find them a place in Mexico to go,” Bishop said. Mexico, of course, was what I also thought. “They can stay there together or go their separate ways.” He picked up Terry Carmichael’s file and said, “It looks like this nurse guy has some funds he can access.” 



“And he’s already paying protection for Grady, so he’s all about sharing it.” Bishop’s face suddenly lit up, as if he had a bright idea or an epiphany. “What?” I asked. Bishop’s face suggested he was eager to tell me, but not ready. He spread out the files and looked at each one. Terry, Grady, Succulence, Jaime, Sonny, Dwight and Phil. He gathered them up and held them up to me and said, slowly: 



“Christian, I think we may have a Superior Bodies Mexico City staff right here.” 



I fell off my chair. 



When I got up and sort of pulled myself together Bishop said, “Now, since I’m doing this for you and your warden, and Dwight. I need you to do something for me.” 



“Anything,” I said, and meant it. 



“I need you to put me in one of your TV shows. The ‘Elite Force.’ Me and that lovely Isobel Lamb need to do a love scene.” 



I fell off my chair again. 



“I’m serious Christian. I can’t get her out of my mind.” I remained on the floor so I wouldn’t fall again. “Of course I’ve seen her over the years, in this and that. She was always a handsome woman. Played mean ladies, mostly. Killers and lonely spinsters.” 

She did. “But when I saw her on ‘Winter Key,’ when you started with it, I found her damn attractive.” Bishop was, what, sixty? “She started off mean, ‘cause I went back and saw the first season. It was boring. I slept through most of it. Then, things started picking up and she started doing things. Her character. Sheltering those folks during the hurricane and giving them money and food. Then buying those foster kids presents at Christmas.” 

A beat. “I do that too, now.” I smiled, thinking about it, and leaned up against the chair off of which I had fallen. “And that line, with the vampires coming to The Breaks.” He thought of it. “That no good son offers the vampires everything they have to let him, his wife and mother go and she says they can’t have everything.” Bishop then recreated the dialogue, doing more than adequate impressions of Joseph Lamb and Isobel, “’No, they can’t have the china. It’s too valuable and has been in the Lamb family for over a hundred years. 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.’” 

He then roared and so did I. I felt comfortable getting back on my chair. As I did I said: 92 



“How about those episodes with the gangsters coming to the Lamb house?” 



“Oh, Christian,” Bishop said, so excited. “They were the best. The first one, where she thinks they’re friends and they have a party and dance.” He laughed. Then he 

remembered the ending. “She was so disappointed.” He shook his head, sadly, and then got excited again, “But the best episode, of any TV show ever, was the one where she took all of them out.” 



“It was good,” I said, getting up and sitting back down. 



“You wrote it, didn’t you?” he asked. 



“With Linden,” I nodded and said. Bishop then reviewed each of the killings to both of our delight. “And then she beats her son for putting all of them in danger.” He shook his head recalling the very moving end of the second thug episode. 



“William, she is every bit as kind and classy in real life.” I thought of her surviving abusive marriages and mental illness and added, “And brave, too.” 



“I’m glad to hear you say that, Christian,” Bishop said, “because it makes me think she might actually do a nude scene with me.” 



I fell off my chair. Again. 







Later, I told the book club about the episode. “We had already determined we were going to go undercover at one of those hip hop crew dance challenges. You know, like you’ve seen in ‘Step Up’ and ‘Honey’ and ‘Honey 2.’” My friends hadn’t seen those movies. 

“The story was going to be that this promoter of one of these dance competitions was certain that one of the teams was selling dope or committing some other kind of crime, so we had to go undercover as a dance team.” 



“You’re kidding?” said Preston, who liked to defecate on everything. I ignored him. 



“That’s hilarious,” Grady was more positive. 



“What do you mean you were going to?” Sonny asked 



“Well, I was going to rent a hall and hire an actor to play the promoter, but then…” I suddenly got nervous mentioning Dwight’s former protégé in front of everyone, 

including Dwight. Nevertheless I said, “My friend William Bishop volunteered to play the part and even host the competition at his Miami mansion.” I couldn’t resist looking at Dwight, who smiled and said: 
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“The Little Injun that Could.” 



“He told me that was your nickname for him.” 



“Give him my best wishes,” his former mentor said. I said I would and continued: 



“The thing was, we added this element to the storyline. A history between Bishop and Isobel. You see, the reason he approaches her about the rogue dance crew possibly robbing him or murdering or poisoning the competition is that years ago when she was still walking the streets,” I laughed and others laughed ‘cause I was laughing, “he approached her, you know, when he was a teenager, and she was his first…you know…” 



“Fuck,” Preston said, all into it. Yeah, I couldn’t wait for him to die. Knowing he would, soon, kept him from spoiling my description of the episode. “So anyway, he never forgot her and always carried a torch for her.” 



“That’s nice,” said Sonny, who carried a torch for someone else. 



“So did you dance?” asked Phil, of me. 



“Fuck yeah,” I said, advising the group that I won best boy dancer at the Lillian Langford School of Ballroom Dancing in sixth AND seventh grade. 



“Yeah,” Terry said, “but that’s ballroom dancing. That’s different, right?” 



“Yes,” I agreed. “It was a challenge. That I could do. Neither Freebird nor Ross could dance at all, though not because of his MS. He just never could.” 



“And those beautiful twins?” Succulence asked. Strange, but I always defaulted to Jacob and Joshua when I heard the word twins. I reminded myself that Peter and Olan were in this show and said: 



“They could do stripper moves, which is important.” 



“Of course it is,” Dwight agreed, the smart ass. 



“Garrett is a very good dancer, too,” I perked up. “And Sylvia, too.” Then Jaime asked: 



“What about Grayson. 



“Oh,” I began, “that was a challenge. I asked him if he wanted to not be in the crew, knowing he would say no.” 



“Good for him,” said Grady. 
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“But that meant coming up with a routine that everyone could do, including Grayson and Freebird and Ross.” The club members considered this and Sonny asked: 



“What did you do?” I smiled and said: 



“I called Martie, this choreographer I met in Mississippi a couple of years ago.” I gave them the short version of the flash mob she choreographed, the one that saved Superior Bodies Wayward. OK, I started to give them the short version and then it became the long, and then really long version. It took us until our time was up. No one wanted me to leave before I finished describing the “An Elite Force” episode so the guard on duty contacted his supervisor who contacted Anne who gave us permission to stay until I was through. 



“So what happened?” asked Terry. 



“Well, I flew Martie in and she met the cast and evaluated everyone’s abilities, or lack thereof. She was able to teach Freebird and Ross a basic waltz and cha-cha. For the rest of the dance they would stand around and lift others or serve as poles.” 



“For those blond twins?” Succulence asked, as excited as I’ve seen her. 



“Yes, Succulence, for the twins’ pole dance.” 



“What song did you use?” Phil asked. 



“I suggested Natalie Cole’s ‘This Will Be,’” and then I sang a bit of it. Dwight, Sonny and Terry recognized it. “Martie also included a traditional waltz and cha-cha and also Adam Ant’s ‘Strip.’” Some mumbling and nods, “And a drum solo from something for Gray for when he removed his prosthetic arm and leg and waved them around and 

juggled them and stuff. It was pretty clever.” I tried to recreate it, fell down twice, and not from a seating position so it really hurt, and then said, “I’ll bring the DVD next week.” 



“So everybody got a bit,” Grady said. 



“Yeah. The UCF kids took Martie to one of their sound editing studios and they put it together. She said she had a really good time.” 



“You really do give her fun assignments, Christian,” said Dwight. 



“You would like her,” I said to him. “She’s in the episode, too. As one of the judges.” 



“Who were the others?” asked Terry. 



“My brother Colin, who played himself, and this former dancer from ‘Solid Gold’ he and I met a couple of years ago.” Only Terry knew what that show was about, so I wound up 95 

explaining the tribute the Portland Rose Theater Company did to the eighties Top 40 

countdown show, and Alice and Heather and all the drama. They loved it, too. 



“Who else did you get to dance in the episode?” Succulence asked. 



“The students got a group from UCF and two others from Miami. We shot at William Bishop’s house. It was a big deal. We brought in a professional crew to assist, though the students were pretty much on top of it and nearly did everything themselves. 



“That was probably awkward,” Sonny suggested. 



“Not really,” I said. “The professionals got paid a union rate and they were impressed with the kids and helped them develop their skills. They also learned from them, too. It could have been a disaster, but everyone worked together.” 



“Excellent,” said Phil. “And the dancers?” 



“Oh, the other crews were fantastic. They blew us out of the water with their dancing, which was fine. We were the comic relief, though everyone had a moment.” 



“What did you call your group?” Jaime asked. 



“The Male Prostitutes.” 



“Fantastic,” Grady said. 



“We started fully clothed and wound up in boxers.” 



“Fantastic,” Terry and Succulence said at the same time. 



“And what was Isobel doing?” Sonny asked. 



“She and Bishop spent the entire competition getting it on in his bed.” 



“Fantastic,” said Dwight. 



“And was there nudity?” Phil asked, purely curious. 



“Oh, yes. Bishop’s butt and wee-wee, both flaccid and aroused.” 



“You’re joking,” Dwight said. I shook my head, smiling as I remembered it. 



“And Isobel?” Terry asked. 



“Rear and front. Butt, boobs and bush.” 
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“You’re joking,” Dwight said again. Succulence and Sonny laughed. Terry was aghast. 

Phil and Grady clapped. Preston said: 



“Ewwwww,” over which Sonny shouted: 



“FANTASTIC!” 



Isobel Lamb found herself on the cover of “Entertainment Weekly,” “Vogue” and 

“Cosmopolitan” after that. She had already enjoyed an “EW” and many other covers, but they were with the entire cast of “Winter Key.” Her nude scene, combined with her 

“Winter Key” success, Hollywood history and marriage and mental health issues put her on top. She called me and said, “Christian, I need to ask you something.” 



“Yes,” I wondered what. I didn’t think it was bad because her tone wasn’t grave or anything, but she had never opened a call to me like that. “What is it, Isobel?” She took a little while to get to the point because, in spite of displaying her eighty year-old self on video, albeit tastefully and discreetly, she had dug up some naked pictures one of her husbands had taken of her in the mid-sixties. “What do you think I should do with them?” 

she asked me. 



“What do you think you should do with them?” I asked her. Without hesitating she said: 



“I think I should sell them to Larry Flynt and do a follow-up spread for ‘Penthouse.’” I didn’t fall off a chair, but only because I was standing, and just, kind of collapsed. When I recovered my senses and my phone I asked: 



“Why ‘Penthouse?’” and then she realized she had already shopped them. 



“They offered the most,” she said. “And I haven’t forgotten about that pitbull rescue we helped during the summer. There are so many dogs and cats. In Florida and elsewhere.” 

She paused. “I don’t need the money, Christian. And the fame I’m enjoying won’t last forever, and neither will I. I need to cash in while I can.” I thought about it and thought about it and thought about it until Isobel said, “Christian?” Then, very slowly, I said: 



“Paris Hilton, what have you done with Isobel Lamb?” This made my friend laugh. A wonderful laugh and one I shared. 
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Chapter 

9: Dr. & Mrs. Mann 



I called the Dr. Mann, Grady’s father, and introduced myself. “Mr. Gallagher,” he said. 

“Grady’s told me about your visits. I’m glad to speak to you.” 



“Thank  you,” I said, “and please call me Christian.” 



“I will, if you call me Henry.” 



“It’s a deal.” A beat. “The reason I’m calling is because I have to go to South Florida for business and on my way back I would like to visit you and your wife.” I held my breath, waiting for a no. 



“You’re very kind,” Dr. Mann…Henry, said, slowly. “To be frank, we don’t get visitors like we did. Our son’s arrest and my wife’s illness has driven away even our closest friends.” He caught himself and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…” 



“I understand,” I said. It was on his mind and I gave him an opportunity to articulate it. 

“Grady’s told all of us  about you and your wife. About the makeup for the homeless campaign and the fashion show.” Henry laughed, very glad to think of those things. 



“We did have our adventures.” We both said nothing for a second. 



“Would this Friday afternoon be OK?” 



“Yes,” said Henry. “You must be aware, though, that my wife is wheelchair bound and not able to speak well.” 



“I understand,” I said. Then I thought about it and asked, “Do you want to check with her?” Henry chuckled. 



“Mr. Gallagher…Christian, Grady’s told us; that is, me, about you, too. I’ve told my wife, who is unable to visit him with me, and we rented Season 2 of ‘Winter Key.’” 



“Ahhhhh.” 



“We don’t know any TV stars,” something I didn’t think of myself as, “and, as I said, we don’t get many visitors. I know she would be very glad to meet you, and Friday afternoon would be perfect.” Henry gave me his cell phone and I told him I’d give him a better idea of when I would be there that morning. “Thank you, Christian. For visiting my son and his friends and for seeing us.” 



“Henry, it’s I who am grateful. I’ve been thinking about that mystery weekend you and your son had in Savannah and have been so anxious to meet the couple who led their cheeky son to believe they were going to take out the cook I can’t sleep.” This made Henry laugh hard, something I don’t think he had done for a while. 



98 



“Oh, boy,” he said, calming down. “I don’t know when my wife and I have had more fun. 

The look on Grady’s face when we told him we were going to kill the cook so that she couldn’t take any more innocent lives…” he laughed all over again. “I’ll review that weekend with you during your visit, if you don’t mind. My wife would be very glad for me to tell you our version while you’re here.” 



“I would be very glad to hear it, Henry. I’ll see you Friday.” 



I asked Linden if he wanted to go to Boca with me and he said no. “I’d like to meet them eventually, but you should go alone this first time.” I thought he was right. “The kids have a play date at The Magic Kingdom,” he said. One of the rescue volunteers had a boy their age. Linden and I were all about Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia hanging out with other children, because they so often hung out only with adults, that we jumped on any opportunity. They had each other, sure, but being with kids their own age, though most of them were more advanced, we agreed was healthy and a good idea. One of us, usually Linden, went along on their play dates as our son and daughter could be frustrating to adults who didn’t understand their limits. He was careful to discourage Lil’ Jacob’s often thoughtless and sometimes hurtful candor (“You’re fat”) and Lil’ Samia’s maddening repetitions (“I can wipe myself. I can wipe myself. I can wipe myself…”). 



Of course I had no business in South Florida as “Winter Key” production had come to a halt. Instead I drove directly to Boca Raton, leaving Orlando at eleven a.m.  I arrived close to three, pulling into the driveway of the Mann’s gigantic, three-story Spanish style house that reminded me so much of the Grahams’ in Rowaneck I shuddered. Truly, It even had the small , third-floor room out of which I imagined Mickey carry Gail the night I stabbed Mr. Graham. 



Henry Mann saw me from somewhere and came outside the front door to greet me. I shook his hand heartily and said, “I am so very glad to meet you.” 



“I am, too,” he replied, beaming. He led me inside, revealing an interior that also looked like the Grahams’, right down to the location of the kitchen, dining room, staircase, office…everything. It was surreal but not uncool. Indeed, I came very close to telling them about the murder and fire that occurred in a similar house in Rowaneck thirty-eight years before. 



Henry brought me through the first floor to a rear patio on which his wife sat in a wheelchair. She and her husband were a decent looking couple, handsome in their older age. “Christian, this is my wife, Catherine.” Mrs. Mann…Catherine, wore a cream-colored blouse and navy slacks. Her hair was thick and gray and her makeup sparing and perfectly applied. She had a minimal amount of jewelry. High-end stuff. In all, she looked a bit like Vivian Lane. So much so that I nearly told them about her, too. 



Catherine looked at me with bright eyes and said hello with her eyelids. She held her left hand out and I took it in my right and squeezed gently. She returned the squeeze and 99 

smiled. Henry watched our greeting, glowing. I wondered when the last time he saw his wife smile was. I don’t recall when Grady killed that freak Hermes. Six months ago? A year? 



“So,” I said, our greetings over, “you are the cheeky monkeys who locked those models in the church basement so you could put on your own fashion show.” 



“That would be us,” Henry said, inviting me to sit down and taking a seat. A young woman who appeared to be Russian or Ukrainian came outside. “Christian, this is Angelique.” I stood up and shook her hand. In a Russian or Ukrainian accent she said: 



“Nice to meet you, sir.” 



“Christian,” I said. “And I’m glad to meet you, too.” I sat down and the Mann’s housekeeper asked us what we wanted to drink. My hosts asked for lemonade and I did, too, albeit with a shot of vodka. When she left Henry said: 



“Catherine and I love your show, ‘Winter Key.’ And we also went online and saw ‘An Elite Force.’” He laughed. “That’s a very wacky show.” His wife moved her head a bit. A sign she agreed, I was sure. 



“Are you familiar with Isobel Lamb?” I asked. Henry said: 



“I’ve always admired her and Catherine’s seen her movies. The Iris Jones ones, too.” 



“They’re fun, aren’t they.” I said, and they agreed. “I watched them with my mother years ago when they were on TV. Back when there were only three networks and some local stations.” 



“How about that,” Henry said. “And now there are three hundred, or more. On cable. And your show is on the World Wide Web.” He shook his head at the growth and scale of entertainment distribution. 



“It’s amazing,” I said. “And good, too. We could never have gotten ‘An Elite Force’ 

shown on a broadcast network. Not with its characters all being hookers.” Catherine looked at her husband and communicated something. He said to me: 



“My wife wants to know about your parents and your family.” He paused. “We are aware of your sister from the news…ten years ago?” I did the math and said: 



“Yes.” 



“We are both so sorry.” I nodded and said: 
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“She was a special person.” Angelique brought drinks and I told the Manns about the William and Joan Gallagher and their nine formidable children. He told me about his version of the murder mystery weekend in Savannah and makeup campaign. 



Grady Mann’s father and I laughed heartily throughout our visit and his mother appeared also to enjoy herself. Bless her heart she drooled and her husband wiped her mouth with a matter-of-fact gentleness that touched me. I admired these people for being so bold and hosting me even though she was unable to walk and speak. And for introducing me to their servant as if she were a person and not something less. Henry said, “Will you stay for dinner? Angelique’s preparing a vegan baked ziti.” 



“I would love to stay for dinner,” I said, and we moved from the patio into the dining room where we took places at the table and Angelique served us fresh drinks and salads. 

Over the yummiest ziti I ever had I told the Manns more about “An Elite Force.” 

“Basically we tell one of the college kids to turn on the camera and follow us. Then we just act out a scene that’s loosely scripted. We go anywhere, and because we just require a minimal amount of equipment, people often don’t know we’re taping.” 



“Though that warden did,” Henry said. 



“Yes, she did,” I said, shaking my head. “Our headquarters is the Superior Bodies Tampa, but we wind up shooting so little there. We’ll go downtown,  to a park, inside an office or someone’s home. We even went up in a helicopter over Orlando. Me and Isobel, to shoot a scene. The pilot just figured we were taping our experience like so many of his other passengers. I’m sure he thought it was strange when she started talking in character.” 



“I didn’t see that episode,” Henry said. 



“It’s being edited,” I told him and his wife, looking at both of them whenever I spoke. 

“The UCF students. They’re so precise and their work is so good.” Catherine got her husband’s attention and communicated something to him. He smiled at her and said to me: 



“You can shoot anywhere?” 



“Yes,” I said. “Some combination of us will be somewhere and we’ll have an idea and we’ll have the kids point the camera and hit record and there you are.” Henry and Catherine looked at each other and spoke with their eyes. 



“What?” I said, knowing they were up to something and thinking I knew what it was. 

They looked from each other to me and he said: 



“Would you consider shooting an episode of your show here?” 
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“Heck, yeah,” I said. “If you want.” I looked around. “A beautiful home like this? We could come up with something.” I looked from Henry to Catherine and said: 



“Do you want to be in it?” Their happy eyes got happier and Henry said: 



“Only if you can think of some good reason for us to be.” 



“Oh, I think I can come up with something,” I said, and then added, “Or we can.” We finished our meal and then moved into the living room for coffee and a dessert of vegan chocolate cake and non-dairy ice cream. Upon entering the room I looked around at the pictures and was very glad to find there were as many of Mark Mann as they were of his brother, the favorite, Grady. Baby portraits. Family portraits. Senior yearbook pictures. 

Dogs they’ve had over the years. As I regarded the pet photographs Henry said: 



“We lost Rusty two weeks ago.” Another tragedy. I was so sad. “I haven’t told Grady yet.” The poor man having to tell his son in prison their family dog died. I wondered if their other son, Mark, knew. 



“I’m sorry,” I said, admiring a picture of Rusty, who appeared to be an Australian shepherd and something else, and who wasn’t rusty or red at all.” I looked from it to Henry to Catherine, both of whose faces were bright with happiness throughout my visit but were beyond sad at that moment. And then I said, “What do you say we come up with an episode for us?” And then we did. 



I said to Grady and the rest of the Sea Grass Book Club the Monday after we shot at his parents’ house…late October? Early November. I’m increasingly bad with dates and increasingly less concerned with them. It was fall of ’11, before Thanksgiving. I said, 

“There we were Saturday morning. The entire cast, a few students, Dr. and Mrs. Mann and Angelique, and it rained and rained and rained. Which was fine and we actually worked it into the plot of the episode.” 



“Which was?” Dwight asked and Grady might have except that he was too excited to speak. Truly. I looked at him and thought he would explode with happiness and 

excitement. Everyone saw it and most commented on it. 



“Grady, are you OK?” asked Terry. 



“I think he’s going to burst,” said Phil. 



“We may need to get him to the clinic,” said Dwight. 



“You need to get laid,” said asshole Preston, whose remarks I would eliminate entirely from this narrative except that…well, all in due course. 



“Baby, don’t you go breaking anything,” said Succulence. 
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“Hurry, before he passes out,” said Sonny. 



“So the whole thing of the episode,” I continued, “and, really, none has ever been more loosely scripted, was for Dr. and Mrs. Mann, who played Soviet defectors…” 



“Soviet defectors?” asked Jaime. 



“Didn’t the Soviet Union break up something, like, twenty-five years ago?” asked Dwight. I responded by laughing, and then laughing harder. 



“So Dr. Mann was a Soviet scientist, and he had classified information. The CIA hired An Elite Force to look after him in a safe house.” 



“OUR HOUSE???” Grady said, bouncing up and down in his seat. 



“YES!!!” I said, bouncing on the balls of my feet, ‘cause I was standing. 



“Christian,” Terry admonished me for imitating the poor man. 



“So Angelique played their daughter.” 



“HAH!” Grady shouted. 



“Oh, yes. She was far too pretty and talented not to include.” 



“HAH!” he shouted again. 



“So the thing was, Grady’s parents were Russians who didn’t understand English and therefore said nothing.” 



“Smart,” Dwight said. 



“And Angelique spoke for them. But she didn’t really say much, ‘cause she was shy. But she got into it later.” 



“So what happened?” asked Phil. 



“Well, there we all were, in Grady’s house…” I began, really slowly. 



“Christian,” Sonny admonished me. 



“And  we all come in and it’s raining and we’re going to be there all night until they can move the Manns to a permanent location. So we just have to watch them overnight.” 



“And it took the whole cast?” Preston asked. 
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“Of course!” I said. “We all assembled in the living room and then some of us raided the kitchen and then we watched TV and then pretended the electricity went out so we couldn’t watch TV or heat up anything in the microwave.” 



“What a disaster!” said sarcastic Sonny. 



“Baby, what did you do?” That was Succulence. 



“What was left for us to do?” I asked everyone. Preston said: 



“Fuck,” which we did, at least Freebird and Sylvia, but not right away. I said: 



“Play touch football in the rainy back yard.” 



“HAH!” Grady shouted again, wishing he had been there but still loving just hearing about it. 



“Oh yeah, we Elite Force people really looked out for the Manns. It was Ross, Garrett, Isobel, Peter and Barbara versus Grayson, Freebird, Sylvia, Angelique and Dr. Mann.” 



“HAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!!” Grady was out of control. 



“Why didn’t you play?” Jaime asked. 



“Someone had to cheer lead,” I said, “and drink lemonade and vodka.” 



“So you did.” Terry said. 



“And Mrs. Mann,” I confirmed. “It was tough ‘cause she can’t walk,” a beat, “yet, and she can’t move her right arm,” another beat, “yet, and she can’t shout,” a third, “yet, so I had to raise her arms and shout for both of us and hold her lemonade and vodka to her mouth so she could suck it up through a straw.” 



“HAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!” Grady jumped to his feet and began jumping up and down. 

For joy. I said: 



“You should have been a cheerleader, too,” Succulence said  and everyone else agreed. 

Grady bent over and held his stomach he laughed so hard. 



“Who won the game?” Phil asked. 



“The hell if I know,” I said. “I wasn’t paying attention. We’ll find out once it’s edited.” 



“Then what happened?” Dwight asked. 



“Then we had a talent show.” More roaring, jumping and stomach holding from Grady. 
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“What did you do?” Succulence asked. 



“I sang the baritone part of the ‘Hallelujah Chorus,’” I said, matter-of-factly. 



“What?” asked Preston. 



“You’re a baritone?” asked Sonny. 



“Yes, Sonny,” I said. “I may talk like a tenor, but I sing like a baritone.” 



“How do you know the ‘Hallelujah Chorus?’” asked Phil. 



“I was in the Boston College Chorale my freshman year.” 



“Sing it for us,” Sonny said, not believing I was a baritone. So I sang a few measures, wow’ed them, and then got back to the story. 



“What did everyone else do?” Succulence asked. 



“Did the twins strip?” Terry wanted to know. I shook my head. 



“That would have been too obvious. Instead, they told us the plot of ‘Boondock Saints.’” 



“What’s that?” Dwight asked. 



“A movie about these vigilante brothers in Boston who kill mobsters.” 



“I saw that,” was the first thing Grady said that wasn’t Hah! 



“I did, too. I really liked the movie, but Peter and Olan’s version is much better.” 



“It was?” asked Phil, who had also seen the movie.” 



“Oh, yeah. And their Irish accents are much better.” The group kind of looked at me strangely and I said, “Who knew?” 



“So nobody stripped,” Succulence was disappointed. 



“Oh, yes. Someone stripped.” 



“Who?” Terry asked, excitedly. 



“And please don’t say that old lady.” Preston. Of course. 



“Ross,” I said. Grady laughed, though not suffocatingly so, and said: 
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“Ross Blanco, retired baseball player, did a striptease in my house last weekend.” 



“Doesn’t he have MS?” Sonny asked. 



“Yeah, but he couldn’t dance anyway so it didn’t matter. He wound up taking off his clothes to a bump and grind Dr. Mann played on the piano. Barbara had to help him.” 



“Hilarious,” Dwight said. 



“No,” I said, “hilarious was when he gave Mrs. Mann a lap dance.” And there went Grady again. I really did consider calling the infirmary then. 



“Angelique did this thing with spoons. Like, play them on her knee. It was pretty good.” 

Laughter. “And Freebird caught grapes in his mouth. Forty-six before he missed.” 

Laughter. “And Grayson took off his leg and arm and did a one-handed, of course, hand stand.” 



“How long did he hold it?” asked Phil. 



“The whole time,” I said, just to see if he would believe me. He did. Even when I added, 

“I think he was still holding it when we left.” 



“You are such a smart ass,” observed Sonny. 



“Garrett sang, of course, to Dr. Mann’s accompaniment.” 



“What did Dad play?” Grady asked. 



“Oh, Gershwin and Cole Porter. Standards.” 



“Did he sing, too?” he asked. 



“No,” I said. “Can your father sing?” 



“Oh, yeah,” Grady said, disappointed. 



“I’m sorry he didn’t,” I said, as disappointed. “That would have been cool.” 



“But he was a Soviet guy who didn’t understand English,” Preston offered. No one responded to him. I said: 



“Isobel read ‘The Giving Tree,’” the Shel Silverstein book. I had to explain it to everyone but Phil and, of course, Grady. “It was nice.” 
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“What did Sylvia do?” Jaime asked. I loved it when he spoke. And I loved that he noticed that I hadn’t described her act yet. Like he was paying that much attention and, therefore, not thinking about those children. I said: 



“Shots.” 



“She did shots,” Jaime needed confirmation. 



“Uh-huh.” 



“Her act was drinking?” Preston said. 



“Grady’s folks have a kick-ass wet bar,” I said. “We were all drinking.” 



“HAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!” Grady. 



“So what happened after that?” Dwight asked. “Did you protect them from KGB agents?” 



“Oh, yeah,” I said, increasingly excited. “Then it got really good.” 



“What do you mean?” Sonny asked, wondering how it could get better. 



“The KGB sends all these assassins to kill the Manns and their daughter Angelique.” 



“And An Elite Force takes them out,” said Preston, who was so negative and really didn’t appreciate the quality and depth of my imagination. 



“No way,” I said. “We all get drunk and stumble upstairs and every other place in the house to crash. 



“What about the KGB agents?” asked Phil. 



“Well, we all clear the living room, except for the Manns and Angelique, and Sylvia, who passes out. Then we shut the camera off and all changed into black outfits with black ski masks.” 



“You played the KGB agents!!!” Dwight fairly shouted, more excited than he had ever been. He no sooner guessed this than he realized how into it he was and laughed at himself. 



“Yes, Dwight!!!” I mocked him. He took it well. 



“Then who takes them out?” Sonny asked, though he knew. Jaime said: 



“Grady’s parents, and Angelique.” 
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“Yup,” I said and we all flinched as our boy roared more laughter imagining his parents beating up me and the rest of the cast dressed in black and pretending to be KGB agents. 

“Dr. Mann picked up a fireplace poker and Angelique had her spoon.” 



“That’s so funny,” said Terry. 



“And every so often one of us would stumble onto Mrs. Mann’s lap and she would slap us with her left hand.” 



“Yay!” Succulence said. 



“She was such a sport, Grady. And your dad. And Angelique!” Grady quit laughing as he thought of his parents and housekeeper, but he continued to smile. 



“I think Angelique likes me,” he said, and his expression told the rest of us he liked her. 



“Who doesn’t like you, Grady?” Terry asked. 



“Getting frisky with the servant,” we all ignored Preston. Grady:: 



“She’s on a work visa. She’s also going to Boca Community. She wants to stay in the U.S.” 



“You need to marry her,” Succulence said. 



“I might of,” he began, and then stopped. I wanted to tell him he still could. And would. 

And will. And that he would appear as the scientist’s son who escapes the Soviet Union later and joins his family, albeit in Mexico, but I didn’t. Instead I said: 



“We all wound up sleeping over. Your parents had offered and we planned to. We were all so tired after shooting all day and most of the night. We have so much material we may do a special double episode, or at least a two-parter. We’ll probably make it a two-parter.” 



Everyone sort of looked around, at Grady and each other. Everyone had enjoyed the story about the Manns of Boca Raton episode. Even Preston, I think.  Grady had calmed down and was smiling as he reviewed the details I shared with them in his head. We still had time in our meeting session but no one had anything to say or anything that would top my description of the shoot. 



Oh, wait. I did. I had something that would top it. Something I had been saving for the very end. I said, slowly and softly, “The next morning Angelique fixed us a big breakfast which we enjoyed on the patio. It was a lovely morning. The rain had stopped overnight and the sun was shining on the still-wet grass.” Preston opened his mouth to say something discouraging about the sunshine on the grass or something and Sonny touched his arm to keep him quiet, because he knew something good was coming. I continued, 108 

“We all ate heartily and then packed up. The students left first with the equipment and that was fine because, really, as much as we worked with them and spent time with them none of us got close or anything.” No one spoke, because everyone, including Phil, knew some important thing was coming. “They’re nice but they were friends with each other and spent more time bonding with each other in the editing bay than with us when we shot.” All eyes were on me. Even Preston’s and, of course, Grady’s. “Then, we all got in a line to say goodbye to Angelique and Dr. and Mrs. Mann.” I paused, though not to be cruel or to tease or anything, but in order to hold back tears. “And the first person on the line was Sylvia and Freebird, and they hugged Angelique, and then they hugged Dr. 

Mann, who we all know had to be a hugger because we’ve all gotten to know him 

through Grady’s stories.” I paused again and Grady began looking at me the way everyone else was and I looked at him directly and said, “And then Sylvia bent over to hug your mother and she returned her hug with both her left and her right arm and she said, softly, but Sylvia and Freebird and your father heard and understood her, ‘Thank you.’” 



Grady burst into tears, stood up, approached and hugged me. And he continued to hug me while he sobbed. I held him and pulled myself together enough to whisper, “She’s getting better.” I nearly added that I was getting him out of there but I didn’t. Behind Grady, Dwight stood up and began clapping. Sonny did, too. And Preston. Then Jaime, Terry, Phil and Succulence. They all applauded for the story and for the weekend that Mrs. 

Mann found so fun and had contributed so significantly to her recovery. Then Grady broke our hug, took my hand, turned to face our audience, and led me in a bow. 
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Chapter 10: Zombies 

“OK,” Grady said, “I’ve got another story.” Everyone stopped what he was doing and gave him his full attention. “When I was in high school I didn’t go to my prom.” 



“Geez,” I said. “Why not?” I couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting to go to her prom with Grady Mann. 



“I was shy and nerdy. I didn’t have any confidence around girls. I wasn’t on the A-list.” 



“Been there,” Sonny said. 



“Me, too,” said Preston, to everyone’s complete disinterest. Terry asked: 



“What did you do on prom night?” 



“Me and Lamont hung out at my house playing Atari and watching movies, on Beta.” 



“Doesn’t that take you back,” said Sonny. 



“What’s Atari and Beta?” asked Phil. 



“Go on,” said Dwight. Grady continued: 



“Ten years later I went to my high school reunion, and everyone was nice and there wasn’t a class system. Everyone was friends. It was weird, but good.” 



“Did Lamont go?” Terry asked. 



“Lamont went, with his lover, Alan.” 



“Fabulous!” said Succulence. 



“And it was no big deal, you know, about Alan,” said Grady. “It was all cool. Everyone knew about him, but no one said, ‘Oh, I knew you were gay the whole time.’ We were all friends. We were all on the A list.” He paused and we waited, because we knew his story wasn’t over and that it was going to get really good, just like his others. Grady continued, 

“So, I was the junior associate at my family’s vet, and there was this one family who had a blind older shi tzu mix with chronic mange. The son, Peter, brought him in for ivermectin and cyclosporine. Peter also went to The Heights and, like Lamont, he was gay.” Succulence sighed, not as herself. It was hard to hear as it made me think of her suffering. “Now, no one at The Heights ever got in fights or anything. No one ever got beat up. It was a high-end prep school attended by the sons of wealthy Boca families. 

Kids fought in public school. Poor and middle class kids fought.” Hmmm. “That didn’t mean the students weren’t brutal, though,” Grady explained. “I wasn’t popular in high school. I wasn’t cool or anything, but my younger brother Mark was.” Grady was so 110 

matter-of-fact mentioning his name. “And my parents were part of Boca’s elite. Those two things protected me from harassment, for the most part. Lamont got grief, though, 

‘cause he was black and poor. We mostly kept to ourselves and stayed out of everyone’s way.” 



“Peter got grief,” Succulence said, again serious. Grady nodded, but spared us details. 



“He wasn’t without friends, though. His best was that shi tzu. Superman his name was. 

And he had two friends his age. A brother and sister…their names were Randy, short for Randeesh, and Jess, short for…I can’t remember. They were Middle Eastern, but they were born in the United States. Their parents left Iran after the ’79 revolution. The parents had money when they were in Iran, but here he was a gardener and she was a home health care…nurse, I guess. Randy and Jess went to public school.” 



“How did Peter know them?” I asked. 



“They all went to the public grammar school together. Randy and Jess were twins. A lot of people who went to The Heights knew them because they went to the same public school and also because their father, Mr. Maharaj, did their lawns. 



“This is going to get good, isn’t it?” Sonny asked. 



“Yeah,”Grady replied. “It’s gonna get good.” As he said this I wondered if Grady wound up going to Peter’s prom with him. It’s something I would have done, of course, but I’m gay anyway. I thought it might be too big a stretch for Grady to do for Peter, so I tried not to get my hopes up and just dismissed the idea. He continued: 



“So Peter came in with Superman for a checkup. It was spring of 1993, eleven years after I missed my prom because I didn’t have many friends or confidence. Randy and Jess came with him, because they were going to do something after together. They all came in to the exam room with Superman because the waiting room was full. We got to talking and Peter asked me how old I thought Superman was. They had gotten him from Broward County and they weren’t ever sure. I gave him my best guess, which was that he was ten or maybe a year or two older. ‘So he was born in 1982,’ Peter said. And for no good reason I said, ‘Yeah, the year I graduated high school.’ And then the three of them said they were graduating that year and I asked them about their plans. Then Julie, the tech, asked them about prom. I didn’t because I was afraid they would say they weren’t going to go and then I’d remember I didn’t go and…you know, I just didn’t want to go there.” 



“But Julie did,” Dwight said, shaking his head. Grady nodded. 



“It was awkward. Randy and Jess weren’t going to theirs. They said so. Then Julie asked if they weren’t allowed, because they’re from Iran.” 



“Love her!” I said. Grady smiled a bit and continued: 
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“They said that wasn’t it, ‘cause they were Christians. They said it just wasn’t for them.” 



“And Julie recommended they go with each other…” Terry suggested. 



“No,” Grady said, “but only because I nudged her before she could.” Go Grady. “Peter said he wasn’t going because it wasn’t for him. He said he was gay, which everyone who knew him knew, but still I thought it was very brave to say. He said he wouldn’t go with a girl just to make everyone happy and that he wouldn’t go with a guy because he would get his ass kicked.” We all thought that was a shame. Then Phil said: 



“But you said no one beat anyone up at your school.” 



“Generally,” Grady said, nodding, “but a gay prom couple was a whole different thing. 

Peter said he got teased about doing it and he said ‘well, maybe I will,’ you know, just as a comeback. Then that got around and some guys said if he did he and his boyfriend were gonna get their legs broken.” Succulence was silent and grave, but we all were. “I told him that I thought that was too bad, but I admired him for not going with a girl just to go and to please everyone. It was cold comfort, I think.” I would have found it very comforting, I thought, and I imagined Peter did, too. 



“So you went with him, right?” Phil asked what apparently was on more minds than mine. 



“Why do you have to jump ahead?” Sonny said, annoyed. 



“Yeah, why do you have to go and ruin it for everyone?” Dwight asked, completely tongue-in-cheek. This made Sonny laugh and we all looked at Grady for his response. He said: 



“Even better.” This got us all excited and we begged for him to continue. “So,” he continued, “on Peter’s prom night my parents and I were having dinner and my mother mentioned that her friend Stacey Richards was hosting a post-prom party for her son, Douglas. That made me think of Peter and I told my parents about him and his friends not going to their proms. I said, ‘It’s too bad because in ten years it’s not going to matter who was popular and who wasn’t,’ you know, ‘cause I had gone to my ten-year reunion the year before. My mother asked me if I regretted not going to mine and I said I didn’t know any girls to ask. Then my dad said, ‘You could have gone with Lamont and had fun.’ 

Then mom said, ‘Lamont would have been very glad to be your date.’ That made me tell them about Peter getting threatened against bringing a boy to his prom and that got them so mad and that got me mad all over again.” Grady paused to take a breath and I said: 



“Keep going you big tease.”  Grady looked at all of us and smiled with surprise at how anxious all of us were. 



“So you went with him, right?” Phil asked again. 
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“Well,” Grady began to answer, “I called him at his house and said, “’Hi Peter, this is Dr. 

Mann.’” That made us all laugh. “It’s how he knew me,” Dr. Mann explained. “’What are you doing tonight?’ He said he, Randy and Jess were hanging out watching TV at his house and I said, ‘Hold on.’ Then I asked my parents if they wanted to go to the prom as Randy and Jess’ dates, even though the public school prom already happened.” 



“And they said ‘YES!’” Terry cried, laughing at his own excitement. Grady nodded, confirming they did, and we all cheered. 



“I said to Peter, ‘You, Randy and Jess get yourselves dressed up. Quickly. My parents and I are going to pick you up in an hour.’ He said, nervously, ‘Where are we going to go?’ and I said, ‘To your prom.’ He was more nervous and he reminded me about the guys who threatened him. ‘Doug Richards said he would kill me if I did,’ he said. And I said, ‘What a coincidence, my mother is friends with his mother, and we’re going to the after party at his house.’ Peter’s voice started shaking and he tried to talk me out of it and I tried to talk him into it. He was wasting a lot of time and then finally I said, ‘My father has a gun. He’ll bring it. You’ll be fine.’ Then he agreed. I told him to put Jess on and he did. I told her that she and her brother needed to get their parents to dress them in some formal Iranian outfits they brought over with them and Jess was VERY excited and said her parents would be glad to.” 



“YAY!” all of us said in total unison. 



“An hour later my parents and I went to Peter’s house. He was in a suit and Randy and Jess were in some cool outfits from Iran. His was orange and hers was blue. They’re hard to describe but they looked fantastic.” 



“What did you wear?” Succulence asked. 



“Oh, I had on a dark suit. Black. My father had a tux. He went to a lot of functions that required him to wear a tuxedo so he had one.” 



“And your mother?” 



“Oh, she had on a burgundy gown. Dark and rich. With beads or something up here,” 

Grady pointed at his chest and shoulders. “I saw her in it before, but she looked better in it than she ever had. She’s a pretty lady, my mom.” I think we all wanted to hug Grady when he said that. “Mr. and Mrs. Maharaj were there, too, at Peter’s house. And Peter’s parents and his little sister. We all had a drink and took pictures. We had a good time and laughed about the prom. I told them all I never went to my prom and I regretted it and how I was glad to have an opportunity to go.” 



“That kid’s parents were OK with him going with you?” Preston asked the question that would have occurred to the rest of us had we not been so excited about the big night. 

Grady said: 
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“Oh, yeah. They knew it was all in good fun. They knew me from the clinic and knew of my parents. They were weren’t the Boca elite but they knew we were and their son would be safe with us. You know, from getting his ass kicked.” 



“This is just great!” said Jaime, as excited as he had been since I met him 



“So we went. In a stretch Rolls Royce limo.” 



“There was one left?” Blinka asked. 



“Oh yeah, someone ordered it and then canceled at the last minute. They lost their deposit. When the driver saw us and figured out what we were up to he phoned his boss and told him and the guy only charged us the balance. Or something. He gave us a break.” 



“Cool,” said Sonny. 



“So you show up and then what happened?” asked Jaime, still so excited. 



“We showed at the Boca Grande and the doorman opened our door and my mother and Jess got out.” Of course, as they were women. “And then they linked arms and walked into the hotel together.” Grady smiled like the Cheshire Cat. Someone said: 



“They went as each other’s dates?” Grady smiled and we all clapped. 



“Then my father, looking so handsome in his tux and Randy…Randeesh, his gardener’s son, in his Iranian formalwear.” We clapped and cheered at the image. 



“And then you and Peter,” Terry said. Grady nodded. 



“His suit was also black. All the other boys were in tuxedos and we looked like we were going to a funeral. That didn’t bother us, though.” I didn’t think it did. “My mother and Jess entered the ballroom first, and they went right to the dance floor and began dancing. 

It was a Top 40 band. A good one. People saw them and some of them knew who my mother was but no one recognized Jess, even though most of them had gone through grammar school and middle school with her. It was crazy ‘cause The Heights was an all-boys school, so who were these women, you know. This middle-aged socialite and her beautiful young Middle-Eastern dance partner?” 



“That must have stopped traffic,” Sonny said. 



“Most of it,” said Grady. “The rest of it stopped when my dad entered with Randy.” 



“Holy fuck!” said old, wise and calm Dwight, who hadn’t sworn until then and perhaps hadn’t in decades. 
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“So everyone had already stopped dancing when you and Peter came in, right?” asked Phil. Grady nodded. 



“The band had stopped playing after my dad and Randy hit the floor. Then my mother, just ‘cause it occurred to her then, went to the main singer and gave him a hundred dollar bill to play something romantic.” 



“YAY!” we all cheered again. We did. And we all spelled our cheer Y-A-Y. We did! 



“What did they play?” I asked. 



“’Night and Day,’” Grady said. “And they did it really well.” 



“Nice,” said Dwight. 



“And you slow danced?” asked Succulence. 



“We did,” our friend Grady, the hero of Peter Whatever-his-last-name-was’ prom said. 

“And we were the only ones. Everyone else just watched us.” 



“No one gave you any shit?” asked Sonny. 



“My mom told me later she saw a couple of guys conspiring behind her. She caught my dad’s eyes and signaled him. He excused himself from Randy approached the guys and pulled out just enough of his revolver to discourage all but one of them from breaking anyone’s legs.” 



“Doug,” Terry said. Grady nodded and continued: 



“Doug gave my father some backtalk, which wasn’t a good idea. My dad clocked him, and when he was down he bent over and stuck the gun in his neck.” We gasped and Grady imitated his father, “’You spoil my son’s prom and it’ll be the last night of your life, you little prick. You got me?’” A beat. “Doug ‘got’ him.” 



“What happened then?” Terry asked. 



“We stayed for an hour. Dad danced with Mom. I danced with Jess. Peter danced with Randy. Then, some of the braver students asked Jess, Randy and Peter to dance, and they did.” 



“So you all had a great night,” Phil said, as if that were the end of it. Grady said: 



“Oh, our night was just beginning. We left first. I mean, a lot of the other students turned out to be cool and everything, but we weren’t letting them off the hook that easily.” 
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“Good for you,” I said, so firmly I turned heads. Grady knew where I was coming from and the others figured it out. 



“No, Peter’s forgiveness had to be earned,” he said. “The other students would earn it, and it wouldn’t take them ten years. But it wasn’t happening that night.” 



“How grand!” I said, turning more heads. 



“Where did you go?” asked Jaime. 



“We took a helicopter ride. You know, to kill time before Doug Richards’ party.” 



“Just to kill a little time…” Preston said, as if everyone killed time in a helicopter. 



“And then you went?” asked Phil. 



“Not yet,” Grady said. “Mr. and Mrs. Maharaj called their friends who had an Iranian restaurant and asked them to open for us. My father had never had Iranian food and wanted to see what it was like. He offered to pay them extra to open at one a.m., but they were so excited and flattered that they wouldn’t take it and they prepared a small buffet for us.” 



“That’s awesome,” said Phil, and the rest of us agreed. 



“Then we went to the Richards’ house.” 



“What was that like?” asked Terry. 



“Oh, it was hilarious,” Grady said. “Mr. and Mrs. Richards heard all about my parents and me and Randy and Jess. They called their friends and invited them to come over. It turned out to be a combination post-prom party and…I don’t know. A bunch of my parents’ friends showed up, in formalwear, too. Some of them had kids there but not everyone. Everyone thought it was hilarious and it was, especially when the adults started shot-gunning beers and jumping into the pool in their clothes.” 



“Hilarious, indeed,” Dwight agreed. 



“It was even better when one of Peter’s classmates told him he was gay and that he always had a crush on him. He excused himself from his date and the two of them went into Doug’s bedroom and made out.” Everyone agreed that was the most hilarious thing of all. “My parents were having fun with their friends and so they told Peter and his new boyfriend,” Grady chuckled, “and Jess and Randy and Peter’s new boyfriend’s original date that the limo was theirs for the rest of the night and that they would meet him at seven-thirty at his house.” 



“What for?” Phil asked. 
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“For the breakfast party. The one Mrs. Richards told all of her son’s guests, and all her guests, they were invited to.” 



“Sweet,” Sonny said, and everyone agreed. 



“Peter and his friends took the limo around the city and then to the beach where they saw the sun rise. My parents hung out with the Richards. They helped them clean up. I went to Peter’s house and helped his parents make breakfast.” 



“How did they have food enough for everyone?” Terry asked. Grady said: 



“Convenience stores. Other parents. The people who owned the Iranian restaurant.” 



“That is very nice,” said Jaime. 



“All was forgiven,” said Dwight. 



“Very romantic,” said Terry. And then we all noticed that Succulence, who had never gone to a prom or known a bit of joy in her life, was crying softly. We all looked from her to each other to Grady and back at her. Then I looked back at Grady and began singing “Night and Day.” Grady rose to the occasion right away, without even looking at me. He stood up, approached Succulence and asked her to dance. Still crying, though trying to control it, she stood up and put her arms around his shoulders. She leaned her head on his shoulder and they began slow dancing. Dwight and Sonny sang with me, and then began dancing with each other, just to keep it light, I think. I know. Jaime asked Terry to dance, leaving me and Phil. 



“You want to dance?” Phil said to me, because he didn’t know the words to the song. I nodded and kept singing. 



No one asked Preston and he didn’t ask the guard. 



We went through the song twice and found our seats. Grady’s was a good story and a tough one to follow, Philip said, “Christian, it’s your turn. What’s going on with the Elite Force?” 



“I don’t know if I wanna follow that,” I said as I pulled myself together. I looked from Phil to Grady and deliberately avoided Succulence. Then I thought the very sad and moving ending of the prom story needed to be followed with something light and funny. 

Could Phil have asked after the show to bring up the mood, I wondered. He was so young and dumb I couldn’t imagine him having the insight. I looked at everyone, including Succulence, and saw that everyone was looking back at me. I said, “We did an episode at Montverde.” 
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“Really,” Philip said, and then surprised no one when he added, “You know, I was going to go there,” like so many other rich and stupid kids. “What brought the Elite Force to the college?” he asked, making me wonder again about his deliberately lightening the mood. 



“Well,” I began, “there were these zombies, and they took over the school.” 



“Right,” Terry said. 



“I mean it,” I whined. 



“That’s impossible,” he said, just to be silly. 



“You really have to suspend your disbelief to believe in zombies, Christian,” Dwight said. “Everything you told us so far could actually have happened.” 



“Oh, yeah, Dwight,” Preston said, “like the kids shaking down hookers for their shoes. 



“That happens all the time,” Grady said, his face so serious I believed him for a minute. 

“Don’t you read the paper?” 



“That prom thing,” Preston said, “with…” 



“Grady,” Jaime offered. 



“Yeah, that could have happened.” Such a downer was our Preston, and sometimes harder to ignore. I said: 



“The zombie thing is completely believable if you just let me explain how it happened.” 

Everyone looked at me. I cleared my throat and said, as serious as Grady a moment before, “These aliens landed in Clermont and they went to the college and then they got hungry, so they…” I couldn’t finish my sentence for Preston’s caterwauling. 



“He’s kidding,” Dwight and Sonny said at the same time. Grady and Succulence laughed. 

Phil joined them. Terry said: 



“You had that all in one episode?” 



“It was a two-parter,” I told him, and we laughed, too. Jaime said: 



“I think I know how it happened.” All heads turned to him so fast he nearly jumped out of his seat. 



“Go on,” Phil said. A couple of beats and Jaime said, with less confidence: 



“Was it drugs?” 
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“Yes!” I said, so happy Jaime was participating. Then I brought it down a notch so as not to be so obvious or condescending or anything. “Some new drug gets produced and distributed on college campuses in the country. Montverde is among the first. It’s called Z.A.” I paused to see who knew what that stood for. Terry and Grady said, together: 



“Zombie Apocalypse.” 



“Yes!” I said, as excited as I had been when Jaime responded accurately. You know, to further cover myself. “That’s what law enforcement calls it. The FBI and everything. And the Lake County Sheriff.” 



“What does it do?” Succulence asked. 



“Well, it makes you slow and your eyes vacant. And you get really hungry, specifically for human flesh.” 



“That’s terrific,” Sonny said, shaking his head and smiling hard. 



“It’s cheap and the high is amazing,” I continued. “The only problem is, when you come off it you generally discover you’ve eaten another person. Like, his face and whole limbs.” 



“That’s stupid,” said Preston. I ignored him but Phil spoke for many in the group when he said: 



“Preston, go back to your cell so the rest of us can have a good time.” 



“Ooooo,” Preston said, “Big talk for a pretty young inmate whose daddy’s paying protection money.” Philip blushed and Jaime asked, in order to change the subject and because it was a good question: 



“Wouldn’t people realize they ate someone to death and stop doing the drug?” It sounded so funny, the question, and he realized it and smiled at himself. It was lovely to watch. 

Jaime was beautiful when he smiled. I said: 



“You would think,” and then smiled at myself. “But the high is so good, people would just bury or hide what’s left of the bodies and then go get more of the drug.” 



“That makes sense,” Sonny said, smiling, too. 



“How’s it taken?” Dwight asked. 



“It’s ingested. The taste is powerful so it’s stirred into espresso most of the time.” 



“That makes sense, too,” Sonny said, smiling harder. 
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“Who’s supplying the drug?” Terry asked. 



“That’s the thing,” I began, “no one knows, ‘cause the distributors usually are the ones that got eaten after the junkies suck down the Z.A.-flavored espresso.” 



“Or the Starbucks staff,” Grady said, which made Sonny say, again: 



“That makes sense.” 



“None of this shit makes sense,” Preston said, and I continued: 



“The problem with the drug is…” Dwight interrupted me: 



“The problem?” Terry laughed and Grady asked: 



“Haven’t we already identified it?” I continued: 



“The additional problem is that the high lasts for a really long time, so a lot of times other people will think you’re really a zombie and then they shoot you in the forehead or chop off your head with a machete before you can eat someone or eat them.” Everyone stared at me. “You know.” Everyone continued to stare. “You all suck.” Dwight broke first and said: 



“So what happens? The dean calls the Elite Force people?” I forgave everyone and continued: 



“Yeah. Dean Simon. He’s a friend of mind. His real name is Dean, too, which is kind of…” Everyone stared again. “He calls the team and then we get over there but first it’s to take out all the zombie people, ‘cause no one knows it’s a drug yet that wears off and everyone thinks zombie-ism has turned out to be real.” 



“That makes sense,” Sonny said, and then laughed really hard. 



“So we’re all armed and everything,” I explained. “Isobel, too. And my character and Barbara.” 



“All hands on deck, huh?” Grady said. 



“Everyone but Freebird and Sylvia.” 



“How come?” Phil asked. 



“’Cause they were too busy fucking,” Preston offered. No one reacted, which didn’t stop him from adding, “Now that Sylvia’s got a butt, boobs and bush I wouldn’t mind seeing.” 
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“Freebird and Sylvia take a zombie corpse to a lab on campus, which is funny because it’s the one scene we couldn’t shoot on campus, ‘cause they have no labs.” 



“They have no textbooks,” Grady said, which made me laugh really hard. His delivery, and it kind of being true and everything. It was a perfect remark and I kept laughing until Terry said: 



“Christian…” 



“Sorry,” I said, thought I wasn’t. I laughed a bit more, just to be spiteful, and then I continued, “They’re both in lab coats and wearing glasses and looking at slides of mucous and other fluids from the corpse, you know, under a microscope.” 



“I love it,” Dwight said. 



“Meanwhile, Isobel and the Abel brothers and Brody brothers are running around the campus shooting all the high kids.” Dwight laughed and Sonny did, too. “It took a week to shoot. All the blood packs. They didn’t work reliably. We got some good beheadings, too. Peter and Olan wielded swords instead of guns. Barbara used a sawed off shotgun.” 



“Wasn’t she a ‘lady?’” Sonny asked. 



“She was,” I said, impressed that he had been paying such good attention. “But something about these zombies made her get down and dirty. She still wore her suit, but she took off her jacket and heels and got her hands dirty.” 



“Go Barbara!” Succulence fairly shouted. 



“What did Isobel pack?” Grady asked 



“Twin revolvers. Like the old West.” Everyone but Preston, who was still being a killjoy, said: 



“Nice.” A beat. 



“I had a flamethrower.” 



“You didn’t,” Terry said. 



“Yeah, we flew in a stuntman who got his ass burned to death.” 



“So did you defeat them?” Phil asked. 



“Kind of,” I said, not wanting to tell them how we wrapped up the episode. 



“What?” Dwight said, warily. 
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“Well,” I began, slowly, and kind of screwing up my face with anticipated 

embarrassment, “Garrett gets bitten by one of the Zombie Apocalypse-taking students.” 



“So he becomes one?” Terry interrupted me. I shook my head. 



“That’s the thing. No. The drug is ingested and at no time during the episode did anyone get affected from it by getting bitten.” 



“Hmmmm,” said four or five of my book club friends. I smiled and continued: 



“But Garrett didn’t know this, so he shoots the zombie who bit him in the head and then asks his brother to take him out before he becomes a zombie, too.” This piece of information made everyone, including Preston, sit up. Succulence clutched her bosom and gasped: 



“No, he didn’t!” 



“Well, thankfully Freebird and Sylvia found out in time that it was a drug and not a zombie apocalyptic plague. They ran from the lab to Gray in time to prevent him from shooting his brother.” Everyone sighed with relief and I watched them and I laughed heartily, ‘cause I had gotten them all, including Sonny and especially Preston. Some combination of my audience gave me grief at my gloat, over which Dwight asked: 



“But how did it end.” I got all embarrassed again as everyone echoed his inquiry. Finally I rolled my eyes, took a deep breath and said: 



“The last scene is Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia pulling bottles of pills out of a medicine cabinet and mixing them together into a potion.” This inspired a chorus of grief louder than the last. I responded by laughing, bowing and clapping for myself. Then I began singing Natalie Cole’s “This Will Be,” from the dance competition episode, and held my hands out to Succulence, so she could enjoy another prom dance. 



Everyone but Preston joined us, because he was too busy punching the guard on duty, taking his keys and opening the outside door to let in two friends with three rifles. He took one, approached me, said, “This is what I think of your TV show,” and smacked the butt of it against my plastic cheekbone. 



AS IF MY FACE HASN’T SUFFERED ENOUGH! 
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Chapter 11:  Sam and Christina 

One weekend that fall my cell phone rang while I was giving Lil’ Jacob a bath. Linden saw who it was and said, “William Jr.” My brother never called me and e-mailed infrequently. I knew it was important and so did my husband, who took over for me in the bathroom. The call had gone to voice mail before I could dry my hands, so I called him right back. 



“Who died?” I asked, seriously. 



“Sam,” William Jr. said, referring to Colin’s son. My knees got weak and I found a chair. 



“How?” I asked. 



“He drove his car off the road.” 



“Did he die instantly?” 



“Yes,” William Jr. said. “And so did the friends he had in the front seat.” I grabbed my chest. “There was another guy in the back seat. He died at the hospital the next day.” 



“Oh my God,” I said, breathing heavily and losing feeling in my arms. I was 

hyperventilating. I had never hyperventilated but I knew the signs and found something to breathe into. 



“Christian?” William Jr. said. 



“Don’t go,” I managed to squeak. I found a bag and breathed into it a few times and then saw Linden holding Lil’ Jacob in a towel and looking at me. I shook my head and he took our son to his room. I said to William Jr. “I’m better.” A beat. “Was it Sam’s fault?” 



“Yes,” my brother said. “He was high.” 



“On what?” I asked, knowing my nephew was a stoner but unaware he did anything bad. 



“Marijuana.” 



“That’s it?” I asked, incredulous. 



“What do you mean ‘that’s it?’” William Jr. asked, as incredulous. I was suddenly embarrassed, but still asked: 



“Is that enough?” 



“Yes, Christian. It’s enough.” I absorbed that for a moment and then asked: 
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“How is Colin?” remembering what a rock he was when Deirdre died. 



“He can’t stop crying.” I imagined that and also wanted to. 



“And Deborah?” William Jr. didn’t answer immediately, which alarmed me. Then he said: 



“She attacked Colin.” Oh my God. “Then she wouldn’t speak or leave Sam’s room.” I began to cry. “Then she packed a bag and left.” 



“Where did she go?” 



“No one knows.” I didn’t believe that. I stopped crying and offered: 



“Her family? Her friends?” My brother said nothing. “Coworkers?” 



“No one knows or no one’s saying.” Neither of us said anything for a moment. Then William Jr. continued, “The parents of the guy in the back seat threatened to sue Colin.” 



“But Sam was an adult. How is Colin responsible?” 



“He’s not. Legally. That won’t stop them from arguing that he let Sam grow pot in the house.” He did. I knew that. I began breathing hard again but my arms didn’t tingle. 

“Matthew and I got rid of it and all the…apparatus when Colin called. There’s no evidence, but it was common knowledge.” It was. “He’ll be OK legally, but the 

community,” Hazlet, New Jersey, “is pissed off.” 



“So what?” I said, and then regretted it. We Gallaghers were a special breed. Touched. 

Superhuman. But there was something very common about joyriding stoned with your friends and killing yourself and them. Gallaghers didn’t do that. The neighbors…the town was pissed and I understood. I thought all of this in half a second and then asked, “Were the other boys stoned, too?” 



“Yes,” William Jr. said flatly. He was also struggling. I could tell. 



“When did all this happen?” I asked. 



“Thursday night…” my brother paused, “Friday morning.” It was Sunday afternoon. I wondered what took him so long to call and then figured he was busy handling our brother and ditching the pot garden and Sam was dead so it wasn’t like I could get on a plane and see him in the hospital. 



“Will there be a service?” I asked. I then thought of my nephew Billy’s death. His suicide. A gaggle of old parishoners at St. Sebastian’s in Rowaneck threatened to throw a memorial service even though the boy had never stepped foot in the church or the state. 
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“Not for Sam,” William Jr. said. “At least not in Hazlet.” I was stunned. Was the community that angry? “Deborah’s gone and Colin doesn’t want one.” A beat. “But he wants all of us to go see him.” It was strange. Maybe. I don’t know. We were strange. I said: 



“When?” 



“Next weekend. Just overnight. 



“OK,” I said, and then said, again, “OK.” 



I went into Lil’ Jacob’s room where he, Lil’ Samia and Linden were playing with blocks. 

Building something. They were having fun. I could have pulled my husband away from our children and told him the very bad news but decided at that moment I wanted to join them and have fun, too. So I did. 







I went to Sea Grass on Monday and shot an episode of “An Elite Force” during that week. I told Linden about Sam, his friends, Colin and Deborah and then shut the information away, tightly, for six days. 



Saturday morning we dropped Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia off at Olivier and Kristen’s and flew to Newark. We arrived at the same time Joan, Winston and Marcus did. William Jr. 

was there and drove us to his house in his SUV. His wife Susan was also there, having driven Colin’s SUV separately. She waited for some other combination of Gallaghers. 

That evening, at William Jr.’s house, were my sister and her family, Tim Flynn, bless his heart for remaining so much a part of us, William Jr., Susan, Kieran and Lauren, Sean, Brigid and Maureen, Thomas and Malachi, who didn’t look well but after whose health I didn’t ask, and Matthew and Rosalie, only. 



When we were all settled and fed or whatever, William Jr. called Colin, who had spent the week at his house, tolerating occasional visits from William Jr. and Susan, and Matthew and Rosalie. He came over and hugged each of us in some kind of strange reception line we had formed. It was odd but OK. It was his gig so it was all OK.  I studied my brother as he moved down the line, before and after hugging me. Colin was the shortest of the male Gallaghers. Have I mentioned that? He had curly hair, now gray, was the shortest and almost as promiscuous as me. That was Colin. He drank but he stopped when he met and fell in love with Deborah. He did porn. As a married man he still screwed that woman from Rowaneck he used to do when he delivered newspapers. 

He also got it on with Aunt Fiona the night we…I pushed Deirdre’s killer over that fire escape to his death. 



Yes, I’m recapping Colin, who also saved my life by beating Mr. Graham to death with a fireplace poker and then making love to his wife later that night and then she had a daughter by him. And how could I forget that? 



125 



Oh, and he had, and has, really good handwriting. 



Yeah, I’m being funny and I’m reviewing my extraordinary brother because that night at William Jr.’s house, eight days after his son ran off the road killing himself and two other young men and six after his wife left him, forever, Colin looked very small and unextraordinary. He was the same height and the same weight as he had always been. He smiled at each of us through sad eyes that were as gorgeous under eyebrows as thick as they ever were, but Colin Gallagher appeared to me to be…just…normal. 



This, I could handle given what he had endured the last week. What was harder and nearly unendurable was looking from him to everyone he hugged and held, Joan to Matthew and everyone’s family, and finding everyone else as normal and 

unextraordinary. 



When Colin had greeted all of us I looked to Linden and opened my mouth to ask him if we appeared as common to him. He looked at me as if he knew what I was going to ask but then Colin said, “Let’s go outside. I need to smoke.” We followed him out to William Jr.’s backyard and, to a man, each of us lit up as if we were skipping church and hanging out at the duck pond in the unincorporated section of Rowaneck. When we were all lit and going, Colin put his cig out, took a deep breath and then another, and said: 



“Deborah isn’t the one who stopped me from drinking.” All-righty then, I thought. This was news. Though I was looking at my brother, the rest of my family must have had surprised expressions, too, as Colin said, “Yeah. It wasn’t her. It was Mom. And Dad. 

But mostly Mom.” He looked at Matthew and smiled. The rest of us looked at Matthew and determined that our littlest brother was in on this. Colin continued. “I was in New York and I had met Deborah,” I forget how and he didn’t remind us, “but I was still drinking. I came out to Rowaneck one weekend to hang with Bob and Mitch O’Connell. 

We went to Carlyn’s Cove.” The one townie bar in Rowaneck, and I still can’t believe the residents allowed it to operate. “Mom knew I was going to be there. She knew I was going to get drunk. And she knew I was going to stumble back to the house, throw up on the driveway, and then hose it down before coming inside to sleep it off.” He lit up another cigarette. So did everyone else. Colin took a couple of drags, a couple of breaths and said, “Mom knew I was going to be there getting wasted and so she went, too.” 



This was gonna be good. 



Yeah, one evening when Colin was about Sam’s age, and why he was telling us this story now I and everyone else understood right away, he went to Carlyn’s Cove to get blitzed. 

Apparently, he and the O’Connell brothers were on their third glasses of beer when our mother showed up in a nice, albeit beige dress ‘cuz she hadn’t gone to Color Me Beautiful yet and didn’t realize she was and always had been a Winter. Mitch O’Connell saw her first and recommended Colin leave out the back. His warning came too late, though and Joan Hanson Gallagher approached them and waited for the three young men to stand up for her. Mitch and Bob did, the latter offering her his bar stool. She accepted, 126 

sat down and ordered three beers from Charlie…I can’t remember his last name, the bartender. “Three?” Colin said he said. “Yes,” our mother responded, “I need to catch up with my son.” 



Mitch and Bob excused themselves and booked it right away. Colin whined about our mother being there and she told him to be quiet so she could enjoy her beer. She sucked down the first one at once, grimaced and said, “That was dreadful.” Then she sucked down her second, after which she asked, “When does it lose its taste?” Colin got up to leave and Mother grabbed his arm, advising him that if he didn’t sit back down she’d give him a black eye and fat lip. He did, but got up again after she sucked down her third. 

She grabbed Colin again and told the bartender to lock the back and front doors. “No one’s leaving until I’m good and drunk.” Charlie, or “Charles,” as my mother called him, refused, good-naturedly, which caused my mother to growl, “You lock those doors or I go to the police and tell them you’ve been serving my underage children.” Before Charles could respond, Mother asked, “Who are they going to believe?” 



Charles locked the doors and then called our house. Matthew picked up and he said, 

“Little G, I need to speak to your father.” My brother told him Dad was out to dinner with Mom and that’s when Charles noticed my father, drinking by himself by the bar’s front window. Dad nodded to him and Charles said goodbye to Matthew. 



Mother had three more beers, either greeted or introduced herself to every other bar patron, told stories and even sang. She was the life of the party until she started slurring her words and making lewd remarks at some of the young men and, are you sitting down, young women. For her finale she began doing The Hustle, even though it was the eighties and The Hustle was ten year-old news. She encouraged others to join her and no one would, her having gone from the life of the party to…something very bad and 

embarrassing. She hustled, by herself, for a minute or two to whatever eighties song was playing, and then tripped over her drunken self and fell to the dirty floor, the nice beige dress she got from Baltman’s riding up her legs and exposing her granny-panties. She laughed as she noticed everyone in Carlyn’s Cove had seen her underwear and then shouted, “I’m going to be sick.” Someone got her up, while Charles unlocked the front door. Colin took her and dragged her onto the sidewalk where, are you still sitting down, she stood up straight and said, perfectly sober, “So, Colin, did you enjoy our date?” 



Yeah, the old teetotaler could hold her own. 



Colin realized right away he had been had. I mean, he knew right away what Mother was doing there but hadn’t realized she was only pretending to be wasted and vulgar and that she had deliberately fallen and flashed her underwear. He went berserk on her and she, who generally didn’t raise her voice, gave it right back. Everyone in the bar except for Charles and my father, who haved moved to the bar, watched them through the front window until my mother noticed and gave them such a withering look they returned to their tables and struck up conversations that had nothing to do with the drama they had witnessed. 
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“I wanted to hit her,” Colin, on his sixth or seventh cigarette, said. “Then she said, 

‘Deborah,’” who had been dating our brother casually at the time and whom most of us knew, “’loves you, but she’s not going to marry a drunk and I don’t blame her.’” He paused, put out his cig and added, “I told her she sucked and walked away. Then she shouted after me, ‘No, Colin, you suck!’” 



Then my brother Colin paused again, for a few long moments during which he was finding the courage to say something else. When he was ready, he said, “I should have done the same thing to Sam. If I had he and his friends would be alive.” Before any of us could object he held up his hand and said, “Not a word.” A beat, “not right now.” He shook his head, looking at the ground and said, again, “Not right now.” 



No one said a word or took a drag or did anything except Colin, who apparently wasn’t finished. He said, “I have another story to tell, though the first part of it is Christian’s.” I knew right away, because I’m a combination of psychic and smart, what story he meant. 

And I knew why he was bringing it up now. I said: 



“Anyone remember my second grade teacher, Mrs. Graham?” It was a rhetorical 

question, though Sean nodded with his eyes. “Well, I didn’t, until recently.” Then I explained, and it took me more than one hour and maybe more than two because it was a good, long story with lots of details that caused my family to think about something other than the horror of Sam’s death. Sean contributed to the tale when I got to the part about asking him to speak to Mrs. Haigney, but the story was pretty much mine. Until the day of Mr. Graham’s murder, when I offered to help Colin deliver papers. At that point he and I tag teamed telling about that day and night, something that took another forty-five deliciously distracting minutes. Finally, I said, “And then I had a glass of warm milk Mrs. 

Graham had doped up. In my stupor she hypnotized me, Sabrina, Cassie, Mickey, 

Marshall “Doohickey” Dooley, but not Gail into forgetting her and second grade completely.” Well, I left everyone speechless except Joan, who couldn’t stop herself from saying, to Colin: 



“You have a daughter by Mrs. Graham.” He nodded, which made everyone even more speechless. Like, negative speechless, and I’m serious. “I knew. I guessed it, too. I didn’t realize it then.” She looked from Colin to me to everyone else and then said, “Sorry.” 

Colin smiled at her with love and then took his cell phone out of his pocket. He dialed and said: 



“Christina, we’re ready for you.” His daughter, my niece…our niece and cousin…our parents’ first grandchild, was at Colin’s house. Like her mother and my second grade teacher, the late Mrs. Graham, and my sister Joan, Christina Gallagher was psychic. And, yes, she used our name because Mr. Graham was dead and had been a horror and Mrs. 

Graham’s father was a horror who sold her to Mr. Graham so she didn’t want her daughter to have his last name, either. Mrs. Graham…Drucillla, liked our parents and loved me and loved Colin and so she changed her name to Gallagher and gave her daughter that last name and then opened a shelter for women and then Christina moved to 128 

Russia to study and teach after the wall fell in, what, ’89? And now she was in Hazlet and we were all going to meet her. 



And it would have been very exciting and completely joyful had it not been eight days after her brother died. 



And that’s the thing: nothing that day among those folks was…elite. Christina showed up and she looked like her mother with heavy eyebrows only. Mrs. Graham wasn’t a beauty and neither was her daughter. That’s no big deal as I’m more concerned with amazing personalities. Christina didn’t appear to have one. She was gracious and kind. Happy to meet everyone and sad for Sam and her father. She paid no special attention to me, in spite of my being her namesake and the love of her mother’s life. She was just “nice.” 

She told us about growing up in a women’s shelter and reading Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy and Chekov. In high school she got a job and saved enough money to travel to Moscow and St. Petersburg. She taught herself Russian with books and tapes which, OK, is pretty amazing. Then she applied to a university in one of those two cities and earned a complete scholarship. She moved to that big, cold Asian country and exchanged emails with her mother every day up until and including the day Mrs. Graham died. 



Oh, and she knew her brother Sam died because she’s psychic, enough. 



Christina was about ten pounds overweight. Maybe fifteen. She knew fluent Russian and knew Sam had died but was just “nice.” 



And everyone was nice to her. And Thomas told each of us, privately, that Malachi had brain cancer and wouldn’t see New Year’s. That was terrible. More so than I can say here, or that I can say here now. And Tim Flynn told everyone his second wife left him because he couldn’t get over our sister. That was sad but no surprise. Finally, Kieran and his girlfriend…Brenda? Lived together in eastern Pennsylvania. He did the books for some company during the day and went to law school at night. Brenda worked at a day care. She was pregnant. 



“I want to go home,” I said to Linden. “I don’t know these people.” I considered adding, 

“These aren’t the people with whom I pulled a ‘Murder on the Orient Express’ on Billy’s biological father just a few months before because I didn’t want to think of my other recently deceased nephew. And Linden knew what I meant. 



We stayed at a motel in Hazlet. I couldn’t sleep and told my husband, as inarticulately, everything I thought about Sam’s death, Colin’s smallness and my family’s 

transformation into ordinary. Linden brought up my mother’s visit to Carlyn’s Cove and I suddenly missed her and my father acutely. I fought tears and then sobbed openly. 

“Where are they?” I asked Linden. “Are they watching over us? Do they see what’s become of us?” 



“Christian,” he began, “Sam’s death is coloring your image of your family. You all are still superhuman.” 
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“Then why didn’t Colin stop Sam from getting high? Why did he encourage it by letting him do it in the house?” 



“I don’t know,” Linden said. “Maybe he thought it was less dangerous than alcohol. 

Maybe he thought that if he grew his own he wouldn’t have to buy stuff that might be harmful. Did Sam sell it?” I didn’t know and said so. “Colin, and Deborah, might have had to settle with limiting their son’s drug abuse to pot. I don’t know. I do know that the other boys were also high and were stoners. No one forced them to get into the car. And someone, in some unknown car might have cut them off. Someone coming the other way could have crossed the yellow lines and forced them off the road in order to avoid a head on collision. Sam’s driving high is the simplest explanation for the crash, and may be the right one, but he’s still a Gallagher, so it could very well be an act of heroism that cost him his and his friends’ lives.” 



Damn, Linden’s good. 



I still wanted to go home, though. 



Sunday morning we all had coffee at Colin’s house. It was sad being there without Sam and Deborah, but everyone did his best not to be morose. Malachi’s incurable brain cancer, and where did that come from? was extremely tough because we all loved him and, for many of us, that morning would be the last we would ever see him. Linden and I left first because in spite of my husband’s very effective pep talk, I still couldn’t bear it…anything. I hugged Christina third to last, Colin second to last and Malachi last. “I love you, you know,” I whispered to him. 



“I know,” he whispered back. 



“Thomas is lucky he found you before I did,” I said, my voice breaking. 



“Linden is, too,” Malachi said to me. I kissed him on his cheek and booked out of the house. Linden followed each hug and joined me outside. He took my hand and led me to Kieran’s car as our nephew, whose pregnant girlfriend was still in their eastern Pennsylvania apartment because she had debilitating morning sickness, drove us to the airport. 







Things got back to being extraordinary when we got home that Sunday night in late October, or early November, 2012. I got a call from Alice Barker, a woman whose adoption of a small, two-year-old, super-orange chow she named Fluffy I had arranged the prior spring when Grayson took a rare day off. She identified herself as Alice, Fluffy’s mother, perhaps assuming I wouldn’t remember her without the connection, and she was right. “I need to see you in person,” she said. I thought immediately Fluffy was sick or dead or in danger and asked: 
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“Is Fluffy OK?” 



“Yes,” Alice said. 



“What’s wrong?” I asked, with more concern than I felt. 



“I can’t talk about it over the phone.” OK then, I thought, but just said: 



“OK.” 



The following morning I met her at Superior Bodies before heading out to book club. We sipped sodas at a patio table and she said, “I want to hire you to kill my husband.” Well, I had just taken a sip of diet cola and was so floored by Alice Barker’s request I wound up spitting it all over her. I would have asked her who put her up to such a delightful joke had her expression not told me she was completely serious. I pulled myself together immediately but didn’t apologize for soaking her in soda because she was too focused to acknowledge it, or realize it was there. I said: 



“Why does he need to die?” and she answered, flatly: 



“He’s raping our daughter.” I thought about it for two seconds during which she said, 

“Name your price.” Without thinking it through I said to Alice Barker: 



“Stab him to death in his sleep and then call me. I’ll help you get rid of the body and Linden and I will provide you with an alibi.” She processed my response, quickly. Then she smiled, gratefully, and said: 



“Thank you, for making me do it.” A beat. “I want to. And I should.” I nodded, because I thought she should, too. 



“Just give me a day’s notice.” She thanked me and stood up. I did, too. Then she looked at her blouse and noticed the soda and saliva. “Hang onto that for when you kill him. 

That way you won’t have to ruin an additional outfit.” Alice smiled at me and said: 



“I was thinking the very same thing.” She left. Then I went inside to tell Linden, who was reading to Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the office so Elio could get his groove on with someone, someplace in the building. I waited until our Puerto Rican friend and employee returned and then I took my husband to the patio and told him what Alice had asked and what I recommended. He nodded, smiled and said: 



“An alibi for a disappearance?” I thought about what I, and Alice, considered a reasonable offer and realized it didn’t make sense or wasn’t really necessary if the body was going to disappear. “We need to work out some kind of standard policy,” he said. 



“For what?” I asked, as stupid 
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“For all future requests.” Oh. Yeah. There would be those. “Really, Christian, I can’t believe it took someone so long to approach you.” I thought about how common was the knowledge I had killed this person and that person and agreed. 



Then I kissed my husband, returned to the reception area to kiss our son, daughter and friend/employee and hit the road for the Saw Grass Penitentiary feeling very, very elite. 
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Chapter 12: Thanksgiving 

I didn’t lose consciousness, but I saw stars. When they went away I found I was lying on the ground with my head in Succulence’s lap. Jaime sat on my right side holding a cold soda to my face. I lifted my head enough to determine it hurt and that Preston had the same idea Anne Tentier and I had. I asked my friends the date and Jaime said, 

“November 21, 2011.” I made sure my mouth was closed before I thought what a pity it was Preston didn’t wait until Christmas to attempt his escape or Anne and I didn’t do ours sooner; this, because I was afraid in my delirium I would say it out loud. 



“When’s Thanksgiving?” I asked. Jaime said: 



“In three days.” That meant Linden and our children were in Connecticut, visiting the Midwinters. They left on Saturday and would return the following Saturday. I didn’t want to miss today’s book club meeting as there would be so few of them left and I really got to like everyone, except Preston. Also, Peter and Olan had asked me to their grandparents house in West Palm for a family dinner on Sunday, which I attended. Then I followed them to a gay club where they did their thing. They were spending Thanksgiving week with their mother’s parents, dancing at area clubs each night until the following Monday, when we’d continue shooting AEF. 



Then I remembered Garrett and Grayson were also in Connecticut, spending 

Thanksgiving week with Blinka and her family and visiting the Midwinters one of those days. That only concerned me because, being held hostage and maybe being murdered at Sea Grass Penitentiary in Winter Haven, no one was home to look after the pups. 



I sat up, taking the soda from Jaime with a nod and holding it against my real cheekbone. 

With a grunt I thought maybe it had also shattered and Rona Howard could get me a matching fake plastic one. 



I looked around and saw first Grady and Terry administering to Phil, who was lying on his back near the door to the hallway. “Where’s the guard?” I asked Jaime and 

Succulence. The former said: 



“He got hit, but he got out. Phil tried but one of Preston’s friends roughed him up.” I sighed. It was worse than I thought. Jaime confirmed this, saying, “They’re not playing around, Christian. You have to be quiet and do what they say.” Preston confirmed this further when he snapped: 



“No talking, Jaime, or I’ll bash your face next.” Oh, lovely. Preston had a rifle. So did another man, about his age, a little taller, but with similar sharp features. I figured he was another King. The other new visitor was round faced and had a tummy and very little hair. A friend or cousin or something. Sonny and Dwight sat in the chairs they generally occupied. They were quiet and unharmed. Sonny’s face was grave but Dwight’s was expressionless. No, it held an expression, one of complete unconcern. Or maybe peace. It was odd and a little alarming. Was Dwight comfortable with this? Or, at his age and with 133 

his experience, did he just know enough to know that there was nothing he could do and so took himself out of the situation. I wouldn’t speculate so much except that it bothered me he wasn’t weeping over my injured face. You know? 



Everyone was accounted for but the guard du jour. He had gotten out, which meant everyone in the prison knew about the book club’s two new members. As I was never entirely unconscious, I would have, and should have heard an alarm. Lockdown? Isn’t that what they did in the movies when there was an intruder? Intruder alert, I would have shouted had Jaime not told me to be quiet. That’s what they shouted on “Star Trek” 

whenever some alien boarded the ship without an invite. The sirens went off. No siren had gone off at Sea Grass. No guards in battle gear had stormed the classroom. Then why, I wondered, was Preston, his brother and associate still there. 



I looked outside the classroom window and noticed two armed guards, in battle or riot gear, walking the length of the simple fence that separated that tiny part of the building from freedom. 



Two guards? Just two??? They were armed and wore additional protective clothing and helmets, but there were still just two of them. There should have been two hundred, or at least twenty. Where were the others? It wasn’t Thanksgiving, yet. They couldn’t all be on vacation. And where was Anne Tentier in a dark wool suit, hose and fuck me pumps. 

And makeup for days? Two guards, no Anne and no press. No state police or helicopters. 

No SWAT team, though they generally were hidden. Still, I was certain they weren’t there, either. 



I sat Indian style with Succulence on one side of me, her arm around my shoulder, and Jaime on the other. I wanted to ask them all of the questions that had just occurred to me but I didn’t want them to get hit and I didn’t want to get hit again. I looked back over at Phil, who was still lying flat, Grady and Terry hovering over him. I wondered if he was unconscious. I wondered if his jaw was broken. Poor Phil. The fella had more guts than brains. He was young and would figure things out. I grunted a chuckle as I thought of me, at forty-five, also having more guts than brains. I remained quiet, though. 



“Where the fuck is Anne?” Preston asked no one in particular as he dialed what I recognized was my cell phone. It made sense that no one else would have one, except his two pals, but I was confident they didn’t have Anne Tentier’s cell phone number programmed in to theirs. The warden wasn’t answering my calls, which she knew were coming from Preston. She apparently hadn’t called him, either. No communication. No lockdown. Only two guards. And no press. 



Anne Tentier was keeping this hostage thing a secret. 



Preston and, I learned, his brother Rory and friend Cam weren’t getting out. They weren’t making demands, either, at least to anyone with any ability to meet them. They were completely isolated. It was an interesting strategy. One that I would have to think about 134 

for a while before I determined it was good or bad. At that moment I was leaning toward good, because they hadn’t escaped and everyone was still alive. 



“Fucking warden. Fucking Anne Tentier. Fucking drag queen.” That was Preston 

carrying on. He was clearly the leader of the group as Rory and Cam said nearly nothing and didn’t do anything unless he told them to. “You know she’s a drag queen, Sonny, don’t you?” Oh sugar, this was going to get ugly. I wondered if Sonny could control himself. I sat quietly between my friends and looked at the floor. “The woman you love is a man. The woman you’ve loved for decades was born and man and she is a man.” 

Preston looked from Sonny to Succulence and said, “But that’s the way you like ‘em, don’t you?” I found her right hand with my left and held it, not to keep her quiet as I didn’t think she’d speak, but to comfort her. “You like fuckin’ men. Transvestites. Chicks with dicks. Huh Sonny?” Sonny remained quiet and calm. I stole a glance at him and saw that he was also looking at the floor. “At least Succulence here is pretty, except for her teeth. That fucking warden isn’t so pretty, though, is she, Sonny? Under all that makeup she’s as ugly as you are. She’s got a rack and some legs. I’ll give her that, but my money’s her dick’s twice as big as yours.” Nothing from Sonny, which made Preston angry. “Not gonna defend her? What kind of man are you, not sticking up for your girl…I mean, boyfriend? Though she’s not a boy anymore, is she. She’s fifty is she’s a day.” She was older than that, but no one corrected him. “You like fucking old men in dresses, huh?” He looked from Sonny to Dwight. “Well maybe we can find one for this old bastard so you can do him.” Nothing from Sonny and even less from Dwight. Preston was pissed he wasn’t getting a rise out of them, but not enough to hurt either one. Instead he looked around at the young man his brother and pummeled. “Now there’s a pretty boy,” Preston began again. “Face and teeth,” he observed, because from where he stood he couldn’t see the spaces where the ones Rory had knocked out had been. Grady had gathered them and put them in his pocket, confident they could be stuck back in by one of the prison system’s dentists. “Pretty and young. And no one can fuck you because your father pays the big nigger gangs to protect your round ass.” I held Succulence’s hand tighter and leaned my head onto Jaime’s shoulder. This attracted Preston’s attention, and he said, to me, “Dude, don’t bother trying to comfort Jaime. No one can. And nigger’s nothing compared to the shit he calls himself.” Ouch, I thought. And correct, Preston was. To Jaime, “Don’t worry. It’s all going to be over soon, ‘cause you’re going to be the first hostage I kill if Anne doesn’t pick up the goddamn phone.” 



Preston was done for a bit. He skulked around and went into the fridge. Did I mention the classroom had a refrigerator? It wasn’t important until Phil and I needed something cold to put on our swollen faces. He offered his brother and friend sodas and found some chips someplace. They enjoyed snacks and the rest of us didn’t move or speak. I did exchange glances with Dwight and Sonny, the two professionals, albeit on either side of the law. 

Both their expressions told me to do and say nothing, and I nodded with my eyelids and then communicated same to Grady and Terry. 



The room was completely quiet for about five minutes that felt like an hour. Preston finally said, “Since Anne’s too busy beating her pud to answer her cell phone, we’re just gonna have to sit here until she calls us.” Nothing, from any of us. That included Rory 135 

and Cam, at whom I stole glances so I could figure them out. Rory appeared to be a dull sort and might even have been challenged. Cam looked belligerent but seemed a 

follower. His angry expression could have been masking fear but I wasn’t sure. Rory just seemed to take things as they came. I expected nothing but strict allegiance to Preston from both of them. 



After three more long minutes Preston said, “I’m bored.” He smiled and added, “I want a story.” He looked at Grady and then me and said, “But not from you two. I’m sick of your shit.” Back to Grady, “I’m sick of your parents,” to me, “and your stupid TV show and that naked eighty year-old woman.” This made Rory say: 



“Huh?” 



“Forget it,” Preston told his brother, who did. Cam just sneered. Preston looked at Succulence and said, “Tell us a story, Suck.” She released my hand and sat up a bit straighter, but she said nothing. “Come on, you’ve got to have a lot of them. Who was the last person to fuck you?” He looked around and suggested, “Sonny?” Succulence took a deep breath but said nothing. “Nah, I don’t want to hear about Sonny’s needle dick.” A beat. “You don’t even feel him anymore, do you?” I wanted to groan. “Who else in this room has fucked you, Suck?” He looked at Terry and shook his head. “Nope, Terry here’s a total bottom. ‘Course you have to find his hole first. That’s no easy task, huh Terry?” Terry concentrated on Phil’s face which, from where I sat, appeared to have eye, nose and jaw injuries. Preston said, “Maybe if you play nurse to pretty boy…I mean, not so pretty anymore boy, he’ll fuck you later. How ‘bout that Terry? Would you like that?” 

He looked from Terry to Grady and said, “Have you tried Succulence yet, Grady? I know you’re new so maybe you haven’t. Let me know what you think when you do, ‘cause everyone…I mean all the straight guys, eventually do.” Grady didn’t respond. Preston wasn’t being clever and knew it. He looked from Grady to Dwight and Sonny, both of whom he had already insulted. Then he looked at Jaime and smiled. “Have you fucked her, Jaime?” No response, of course. “No, you haven’t. Wanna know why I know?” If he did he didn’t say so. “It’s because you haven’t been able to get it up since you let those freaks boil those kids to death.” 



“I have a story,” Terry said before anyone could respond. 



“What is it?” I said, to get him going. 



“Well,” he said, and then told us about a scholarship fund Tess Ragland had established for poor kids and how she chose kids. Apparently, she went to elementary schools in poor neighborhoods in the Tampa Bay area dressed as a homeless woman. She parked herself a block away from the school on a sidewalk. No one told her to move on or anything 

‘cause it was a lousy area and who cares if homeless people are everywhere. Terry and her attorney would watch her from across a street or down a block. Then, they would all wait. The first kid who said a kind word to her or offered her his or her lunch money or something the attorney would follow and identify. Then, later, and nicely dressed, Tess 136 

would introduce herself to the family and offer to pay to send the child to a private school through high school and college, too, if he wanted to go. 



It was a nice story but I’m summarizing it because it was so tense and I’m tense remembering the circumstances under which it was told. When he was done Preston didn’t say anything because Grady didn’t give him an opportunity. “I have another,” he said. “And it doesn’t include my parents.” 



“Well, then, by all means, tell it,” Preston said, dripping with sarcasm. Before he could he said to Terry, “I don’t believe that old lady did what you said. I think you made it up. 

And even if she did, she was wasting her money.” Terry looked at Preston and then down at Phil, who was conscious because his arms were moving, I noticed, but who had no interest in sitting up, moving or engaging in any conversation. “He’s never gonna fuck you,” Preston said. “Not for all the money that stupid old woman left you.” 



“Everyone look at me,” Grady said, standing up. It was a bold move, because our boy was anything but stupid. Before Preston could make any remarks or tell him to sit down or say any other cruel thing to Terry or anyone Grady said, “Are you looking?” Admiring him for his effort, everyone, including Phil who raised his head, did. 



Grady then looked directly at Preston and began batting his eyes. It took me two seconds to realize he was communicating in Morse Code. It would have taken me one had I not been so enthralled by him. Truly, he was up there with my husband and father on my list of people I admire. Sonny, who’s also on that list, said: 



“I think he’s batting his eyes at you, Preston.” It was a risk, and Preston said nothing because he was too busy figuring it out. 



“It’s Morse Code,” said Jaime, to everyone’s surprise. 



“What’s he saying?” Dwight asked, causing Jaime to hold up his hand to silence him. 



“It’s the ‘Star Spangled Banner,’” Jaime said, and stood up. I joined him on his feet and so did Succulence, Dwight, Sonny and Terry. We held our hands over our hearts and waiting I patiently until Grady was finished. Jaime knew when he was done because he understood everything he said. The rest of us knew when he broke eye contact with Preston and bowed. We gave him a standing ovation, ‘cause we were standing and all, but I would have anyway and I would have made everyone else stand, too. 



“Why do you know Morse Code?” Preston asked, and we were all very glad he was 

participating in the conversation and wasn’t saying anything cruel or whacking any of our faces. 



“Well,” Grady said, sheepishly, “it’s kind of silly.” He hesitated and we waited. “It’s…” 



“Just tell us, Grady,” Phil slurred, as curious as the rest of us. 
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“OK,” he said, and then cleared his throat, during which I thought the explanation was going to be the real entertainment. “When I was in school I was a real bookworm. A geek. You know. No friends, liked to read. Enjoyed sci-fi and fantasy books.” No news, but so sweetly described. “I had this one friend, in addition to Lamont. His name was Ira Spool. He was Jewish, which isn’t unusual in Boca Raton, but it was at The Heights, the prep school I went to. He was only there one year. Anyway, Ira and I used to always go to the library at lunch, you know, while everyone else was in the cafeteria or smoking someplace, or tossing a Frisbee in the quad.” So adorable…OK, I’ll stop. Or try to. “So there was this librarian named Mr. Spock.” He chuckled. “I know, but it’s an actual last name. Like the baby doctor.” Only Dwight and I got that. “Everyone made fun of David Spock having Mr. Spock’s name from ‘Star Trek.’ He didn’t like it. He didn’t like anyone or anything. He was always in a bad mood. He hated when other people were happy.” He paused. “Remember when Walkman’s came out?” I did, and so did Sonny, Dwight and Terry. “Kids would wear them into the library. Mr. Spock said they weren’t allowed and he made everyone take them off, even though no one else could hear them.” 



“Why would that bother him?” Sonny asked. 



“’Cause he didn’t want anyone enjoying music or being happy in the library. He would make you take them off and if you didn’t he would pull them off you head and take them with him to his office and you could get them when you left the library.” 



“What a bitch,” Succulence spoke for all of us. Grady continued: 



“Then the administration said it was OK for us to wear Walkmans in the library. Spock got so mad he put a pair on himself in protest.” 



“What did he listen to?” Terry asked. 



“Nothing,” Grady said. “He just wore the headphones and he put the wire in his pocket. 

They were someone’s he confiscated and the guy didn’t want them back after Mr. Spock touched them.” 



“I don’t blame him,” Jaime said. 



“What a bitch,” Succulence again spoke for all of us. 



“So anyway, Ira and I hung out in the library at the same table and read books. We were pretty quiet but sometimes we whispered to each other. Just stuff like, ‘Can I borrow your pen?’ or ‘Do you need a ride home?’ Spock got so mad at us, even when we whispered something brief. He once even kicked us out of the library for doing it.” 



“I think every day was a bad one for Mr. Spock,” Dwight said. Grady continued: 138 

“So the next time Ira and I had to ask each other something in the library, we wrote notes. 

Spock didn’t like that, either. He said passing notes in school was forbidden, which it was, but it was different because we weren’t doing it in class. We weren’t writing jokes or being distracting. So we got kicked out.” 



“So you learned Morse Code?” Preston asked. Imagine! 



“Not yet,” Grady said. “Next we learned sign language, which we used only when we had to say something, like I said.” Hilarious. “And we really did learn it, but Spock just thought we were horsing around and pretending we did. He said, ‘That’s not funny,’ and 

‘it’s insulting to the deaf,’ which it wasn’t because we weren’t making fun of them. We were just communicating to each other silently, ‘cause it was a library. And we only did so when we had something really short to ask. Like, we weren’t having long 

conversations about stuff.” Hilarious. 



“So he kicked you out?” Sonny asked. Grady got very grave and said: 



“He kicked us right into the principal’s office.” 



“Uh-oh,” said Sonny. 



“It would have been bad if we were making up sign language, you know, to be funny, 

‘cause the principal’s parents were deaf.” 



“Lord have mercy!” said Succulence. 



“Yeah, and he was mad at first, but then we explained everything to him, in sign language, and he thought it was great.” 



“Good for him,” I said. Grady nodded. 



“And he even corrected us when we said something wrong.” We all thought that was great. Even greater was when Grady added, “So Mr. Adams, the principal, told us, in sign language, just to try and stay out of Mr. Spock’s sight. He was an older man who had been there for a long time. He had his ways. He said,” and then he signed something. 

“That means, ‘Please indulge the librarian and keep a low profile,’ I think.” There was no one there to verify whether he had signed correctly, so we all just decided it was dead-on-balls. 



“So you learned Morse Code?” Terry asked. 



“Yup,” Grady said. “And when we had to ask each other something like, ‘Wanna come over and watch “Star Trek?”’ we just looked at each other and blinked it.” 



OK, I kind of flew through Terry’s story and described Grady’s word for word and, almost, blink for blink. The fact is, Terry took forever and he’s not a good storyteller, or 139 

he was dragging it out to buy time for I don’t know what. It turned out to be true, by the way, which is kind of…no, really cool. OK, and I kind of had a crush on Grady and I didn’t on Terry. Though they were both ballsy to speak up after Preston reminded Jaime of the kids in his care and how they died. 



Jaime. Jaime Washington. The quietest and saddest of us and perhaps of everyone on the planet, saw Isobel first, and I’m not kidding because he later told me and she confirmed it. He saw her not on the other side of the fence, where the two geared up guards stood, thereby preventing Preston and his pals from escaping. He saw her up against the window to the little grassy area outside the classroom where Anne told me Plan A. 



I also later learned he made up a story about how one of his coworkers at the state was going through a messy divorce with her husband and so he volunteered to go to his office when he knew the man was at lunch and pretend to be his boyfriend. He did that just to buy time, clever man. 



Yes, our silent and sad friend moved close to Phil, ostensibly so the injured man could see him better but more because he was afraid if Preston, Rory and Cam saw Isobel and Freebird and Sylvia…Yeah, they showed up and took turns revealing themselves to Jaime and, because they were also standing near Phil and the door, Grady and Terry. 

They all showed up and hopped the fence and the armed guards disappeared and Anne Tentier was still missing in action. Jaime said, “So I sashayed into the factory and said to the girl behind the desk, ‘I demand to see Michael Evans. I just demand it, do you hear?’” 

In spite of himself, Preston was laughing. His brother didn’t think it was funny or didn’t get it or something and so didn’t laugh. Cam continued to sneer belligerently, though is there any other way to sneer? I was confident he found the whole story, and all other talk of fucking Succulence and Terry and Phil, revolting. 



“Ooooo, baby, I love the way you love me!” Succulence cried she was so excited by the story. I looked from her to Preston, who said: 



“What happened then?” and then I saw Sylvia, who made eye contact with me and then shimmied. I was stunned. 



“Christian?” Dwight said, because he must have thought I was having a heart attack because I nearly was. 



“I’m fine,” I stammered and then rallied.  “I’m just so jealous that in forty-five years it hasn’t occurred to me to do the same thing to my girlfriend’s mean ex-husbands.” I smiled nervously and then blew it for everyone, for all of us, by stealing another glance at the window. 



Me, with all my experience in dramatic, life-threatening situations. For all my chutzpah and moxie and all that stuff. As big a set as I dragged around and I look at the window while Preston is looking at me. Even before he opened his mouth to shout “What the fuck!” I knew it was over, and so I snarled: 
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“Just try it Preston. Just try killing me. I fucking dare you.” Furious, he looked over his shoulder at the window. He indicated it to Rory and Cam and said: 



“Check it out.” As they did he cocked his rifle and aimed it at my face. I looked past the barrel at the face I forgot was handsome because he was so ugly. 



“There’s no one there,” Cam said. 



“Not even those guards,” Rory added. Preston said: 



“Something’s up,” softly and then, louder, to me, “Something is up and you’re going to die.” 



“And you’re going to live, Preston,” I began. “A very long, long life.” His brows furrowed at this unexpected information. “And you’re going to spend it in the basement of a mansion in Kingdom Come Maine called Honey Bunches of Oats.” His brow 

furrowed further, likely because the mansion was named after a breakfast cereal. “And in that basement my husband and siblings and maybe Samia Siva if she’s not busy are going to take turns torturing you mentally and physically until you beg them to kill you.” I had made my point and could have stopped there but I was concerned he would actually fire the rifle into my face and I was buying time. I continued, “And while I have everyone’s attention, am I the only one who thinks our Preston has a thing for Phil?” I actually didn’t, but thought the accusation would distract him long enough for my three-person posse to save the day, “You’re all about reminding us that Sonny’s fucked Succulence and Terry hasn’t and maybe Sonny would fuck Dwight in a dress ‘cause he loves Anne, who is a man, and blah, blah, blah, and every time you bring it up you mention Phil, and how the black gangs won’t let you fuck him ‘cause his father’s paying them off.” 



“You little faggot,” Preston spat, maintaining his aim. 



“You’re calling me a faggot?” I was beside myself. “That’s rich. You’re all ‘Phil’s ass this’ and ‘pretty Phil’ and I’m the faggot? You are in such denial, and you’re so obvious.” 

I drew out the “obvious” because I knew it would really annoy him. It did. 



“Shut up,” he said. “Shut the fuck up.” 



“Hay Rory,” I said, “Did you realize your brother’s a homo?” I didn’t take my eyes off Preston’s, but Terry told me Rory didn’t appear to understand the question. “And Cam, have you ever woken up to find your dick in Preston’s mouth?” I continued not to take my eyes off Preston, but Terry told me he sneered even more belligerently. Though I hadn’t looked at him I nevertheless said, “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” My having apparently read a yes in Cam’s expression concerned Preston enough to look back at his friend. I thought the distraction would buy me enough time to duck out of the line of fire, but the half-second it took for Preston to see my head move was enough for him to look back, find my head and begin to squeeze the trigger. 
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That’s right. “Begin” to squeeze it, because before he could finish the classroom’s ceiling collapsed, raining down Peter and Olan Brody. 



As fifteen people dropped into the room, Dwight, Sonny and Jaime easily disarmed Rory, Cam and Preston, indulging each with the same rifle butt to the face Phil and I had enjoyed. 



Before anyone could say “Hay” or brush the ceiling tile debris off his clothing, Anne Tentier entered wearing jeans and a t-shirt, but still heavily made up. Oh, and she was carrying one of those semi-automatic machine guns. She fired some bullets into the roof and said, “Happy Thanksigiving everyone, and thank you for visiting. I’m sorry I’ve been out of touch, but I was busy securing a bus that is going to take Sonny, Dwight, Terry, Phil, Succulence, Jaime, Grady…and me, to Mexico.” She looked at Isobel and Sonny and said, “Would you mind clearing the room for me?” They nodded and got busy. 

Preston said: 



“I guess I’ll be staying.” 



“Oh, no,” Anne said. “I’m not leaving you to give the next warden any trouble.” Preston didn’t understand what she meant, though I did. Her brandishing that huge honkin’ gun confirmed it for me. Our boy, his brother and friend figured it out fast when, after everyone in the room left but them, Anne and me, she shouted, “Bring ‘em in, boys,” and in came eight guards leading eight of what I immediately determined were other men who wouldn’t be giving the next warden any trouble. 



The guards lined the mostly frightened, but some resigned, prisoners along the blackboard. All were handcuffed. Three guards handcuffed the King brothers and Cam and moved them against the same wall. Anne said to her colleagues, “OK, gentlemen, who wants whom?” Expecting this and having already chosen, the eight guards shot the eight prisoners, in their stomachs, so they would watch their executioners as they bled to death. 



“Oh, my,” I said, with awe and respect. Rory looked surprised, but just a little. Cam looked, and I didn’t think it was possible, even more belligerent, and Preston burst into tears. Anne gestured for the guard closest to me to hand me his gun. As he did she said, 

“I’m gonna let Rory live, ‘cause he’s not completely there.” 



“I’ve got Preston. Why don’t you take out this other guy who looks all unhappy?” 



“I’m grateful for the opportunity,” I said. 



One of the guards led Rory out of the room, and the other seven followed. Preston begged for his life and Anne shot him in the stomach. Cam spat at me and then pissed himself and I shot him in the stomach. Then we also left the classroom. 
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Anne excused me to take care of some other business. “I’ll catch up with you in a few,” 

she said. I exited the prison building to find the “Elite Force” cast was tailgating with Bishop, his men and the cafeteria ladies in the parking lot. I approached them and thanked them for coming to rescue me, and then we chatted a bit. Then Anne appeared and I knew it was time for the escapees to go. I excused myself from my friends because I had to say goodbye to the Sea Grass book club. Anne took my arm as we walked to the bus she had secured and she said, “Thank you for giving me the courage to do this,” to which I replied: 



“You would have gotten around to it eventually.” She kissed me on my non-injured, at least at the time, cheek, leaving a big lipstick smooch mark. Then she climbed inside a yellow school bus in whose front seat I noticed were Grady’s parents, who were also going to Mexico. And I burst into tears. I pulled myself together as Terry approached me and planted a kiss on the very same spot Anne had. 



“Goodbye, Christian,” he said. 



“Goodbye, Terry,” I said. I wanted to add something about his friend Tess Ragland, and then he said: 



“I wish Tess could have known you.” 



“I wish I could have known her, too.” Terry climbed in the bus. Succulence approached me next and gave me a kiss on the same cheek. As serious as I’ve ever seen her, and in a lower voice than I thought she had, she said: 



“The last fifteen years of my life have been the happiest, and they’re just going to get better.” 



“Yes, Succulence, they are.” She kissed me again, hugged me, and followed Terry into the bus. Jaime was next. He said, simply: 



“Thank you,” and then kissed my cheek as it seemed the thing to do. 



“Jaime,” I said. “They’re resting in peace, and there are so many other kids who need you. Everywhere. Don’t be paralyzed with remorse. Those babies wouldn’t want you to be.” Jaime began to cry, said: 



“Thank you, Christian,” hugged me and got into the bus. Sonny approached me next. He smiled at me and I pointed to the spot where the love of his life had begun the kiss-a-thon and he planted one, too. Then he got in the bus, too. Dwight, who had been visiting with Freebird, the son of the Little Injun that Could, said goodbye to him and came up to me. 



“You are a piece of work, Christian Gallagher.” 
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“I know,” I said. “Almost as large a piece as Anne Tentier, huh?” He considered the woman that had put everything in motion and nodded. Then he said: 



“You know Sonny and I could have taken them out anytime.” I raised an eyebrow and said: 



“Does that include the time when Preston cocked his gun and pointed it at my face?” He smiled at my annoyance. 



“Only two of the rifles those guys brought in were loaded, probably because they didn’t trust Rory. Preston took the wrong one from his brother.” I gasped and coughed and my heart skipped a beat, too, I think. I recovered quickly and said: 



“Then why didn’t you take ‘em out sooner?” Dwight waited two beats, shrugged and said: 



“I knew what Anne was up to. So did Sonny and Grady.” Another beat. “I liked our visits and I was going to miss the book club. I wanted to hear a few more stories.” Dwight kissed me quickly and then joined the others in the bus. Then Grady, on whom I had a crush, if I haven’t mentioned it and you haven’t figured it out, approached me. In front of the book club and the Elite Force he held his arms in the traditional dance position. At once, as if it had been rehearsed, every other person in the parking lot began singing 

“Night and Day.” I stepped into Grady’s arms and we began to dance. Over his shoulder I saw his father and his mother, who looked really good, smiling at us. 
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Chapter 12: Isobel Lamb 

Peter and Olan went back to their grandparents’ condo in Vero where their parents were and where they had been when they heard about the prison thing from...I can’t remember. 

Morticia and Fake Bentley and Fake Anil found a cheap hotel on I-Drive in Orlando ‘cuz Fake Bentley and Fake Anil wanted to go to the theme parks before returning 

to…Cincinnati? I can’t keep these clubs straight. Truly. Freebird and Sylvia also went, someplace. 



Isobel Lamb had come to Saw Grass by herself. She lived with her sister mostly in the Miami condo Bentley arranged for her when he cast her in “Winter Key.” She also had one in Tampa, for an EF, where she and her sister were staying at that time. Isobel was going to go back to it. I refused to let her. Not after the effort she made for me. I invited her to drive back to Orlando and spend the rest of the night with me and I would drive her to Tampa the following day. “I was going to fly to Connecticut tomorrow to join Linden and the babies but I’m just not feelin’ it. I’ll go the day after.” 



“Christian,” she said in the Sea Grass parking lot after the bus took off, “I’ll be fine. 

Please, go see your family.” I told her, honestly: 



“I’m too exhausted. And I don’t want to go home alone.” 



“You’ve got your puppies.” I gave her a sad puppy-dog look and she said, “OK, let’s go see some of your superior mutts.” She took my arm and I escorted her to my car. I thought about them, the beagles and the fosters as I turned it on and drove out of the Sea Grass State Penitentiary’s parking lot, hopefully for the last time. While Grayson had arranged for someone to cover the kennels while he and Garrett spent the weekend with Blinka’s family, no one knew I had spent an unusually long time at my book club meeting and so didn’t check on the pups at my house.  That led me to ask: 



“How did you know I was in trouble?” though I really kind of wasn’t, I guess, except for the whack across my face. Isobel said, plainly: 



“Joan called me this morning. She said you needed me. I tried to call your cell phone but couldn’t, so I hired a car to drive me to….” 



“Winter Haven.” How curious that was. “And the twins?”  The twins. Now that I knew a second set, a third if you counted the Imamura sisters, about whom my friends and I still spoke and who, to my surprise, kept in touch via email, I added, “Peter and Olan.” 



“Oh,” Isobel said, “they asked me to come to Vero Beach for Thanksgiving. Aren’t they sweet?” 



“They sure turned out to be,” I said. 
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“I called them from the road. I thought you might need strong young men to help you.” 



“Hmmmm,” I thought I only thought but said out loud. Then I described my visit to Superior Bodies Atlanta as we drove up 27 in the darkness. Even as I did I reviewed my rescuers and determined Isobel knew of the hostage thing because of Joan. She contacted the Brody boys, tried contacting Bishop, unsuccessfully, but got Freebird and Sylvia. 



“So one of them left the other?” Isobel said, of the fight I had with the former Liam and Lance. I nodded and thought Isobel’s sister had never left her and she had never left her sister. 



“It was a life-changing thing for them,” I said. “The stomach-slicing thing was…too much,” I continued, my face reddening. “I overreacted because…” I felt like I had give her an explanation. She said: 



“I would have done the same thing,” letting me off the hook. “And it made them examine themselves, but not in front of a mirror.” Indeed, I thought and said. “And look at them now,” she added, chuckling. 



“Did you see it?” I asked her as we pulled onto I-4 east. “Their entrance?” 



“Oh, yes,” Isobel said, half laughing. “They had climbed over the fence, like the rest of us, and looked through the window. The guards insisted we all wait to move in but those lovely boys wouldn’t, couldn’t sit still. 



“The impatience of youth,” I observed. 



“Yes,” my friend agreed as we drove past the Disney World exits. “But more than that, Christian, they wanted to impress you.” I smiled and shook my head. 



“They needn’t have. We’re friends now.” 



“Yes,” Isobel said. “We all are.” 



Isobel Lamb, whose “Winter Key” character name I will always use because that’s how you’ve gotten to  know her, and I chatted about nothing special as we drove through downtown Orlando, still in the dark, and to my and Linden’s house. I pulled into the driveway and thought again of the dogs not having been let out of my house. “You should stay here a moment while I go in and let them out,” I said to my guest. “They’re going to be especially jumpy and excited and I’m sure the floor will be covered with accidents.” 



“OK,” she said. “Let me know when it’s safe to come in.” I got out of the car and approached the front door, through which I heard barks I knew would be loud and anxious. I was struck, however, by a warning they seemed to include. 
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And then I was struck, on my face. AGAIN! 



I fell to the ground. I was disoriented. I saw stars. Strong arms lifted me up, not gently, and carried me to Linden’s house. I began to come to as we approached the door, but my attacker was so rough as we went through it I hit the back of my head on the frame. 

“Owwww,” I slurred, I think. Then he dumped me in a chair, as gently, and I said, 

“Owwww,” again. I reached for my head and face but my new house guest grabbed my writs before I could. He yanked them behind me, really hard, and I said, “OWWWW!!!” 

really loudly. As he tied them up, an older woman whose voice I recognized, and it wasn’t Isobel, said: 



“Hello, Christian.” I looked up, focused and saw Vivian Lane. 



And I said nothing. 



I said nothing but my mind was whirling. So much had happened that day and I thought the excitement was over. Preston and his friends were a pain in the ass but beyond a swift pistol whip, I was never in any danger, and neither was anyone else. Not with trained fighters like Sonny and Dwight. And Jaime was in the armed forces. And, but for Phil and Terry, whose euthanizing Tess Ragland didn’t count, we had all killed. Yeah, we were just enjoying each other’s company until we were ready to go. Anne’s execution of the prisoners was certainly violent, but it was her thing. I admired her for doing it but it otherwise didn’t affect me. And killing Cam was fun. 



Vivian Lane being in my house affected me. I mean, I could live or die. I’ve said it often enough and have always meant it. Linden and the babies were safe, but the pups weren’t. 

They were also in danger and it would be just like her to hurt them to hurt me. 



“I said hello, Christian.” And I continued to say nothing. A few beats and she said, “You remember Stefan.” The big Nordic lug who was her Bruno. Yes, I remembered him. I wondered if he had gone to jail, too. Probably not. If he had he wouldn’t have been in my house, not having her connections. And he clearly didn’t turn on her as her friends on the Sherwood council had. If he had he wouldn’t have been in my house. Either. “My daughter sends her regards. To you. And Linden. Jessica doesn’t realize you set her up. 

Set us both up. She’s in a home now. A group home. She went there when I…went 

away.” I considered asking her if Jessica had enough to eat but wasn’t sufficiently interested. I was too tired to try and “get” Vivian with a cutting remark. She was worthless and I got over her as the Kelly twins, Honey Bunches of Oats and I drove out of Bismark three years before. “She’s very happy,” the former Mayor Lane continued, which meant, of course, she had lots of food to eat. “I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.” I wasn’t. It was clear why she and Stefan were in my house. Revenge.  She confirmed this by saying, “Revenge.” She waxed on a bit about revenge and the 

philosophy and morality of it. As none of her remarks were original or deep, and she was ultimately very dull, I can’t remember any of them. Indeed, between my fatigue and my fresh head injuries, I fell asleep on her. 
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I woke up, probably only seconds later, to Stefan shaking me. “You will listen to me,” 

Vivian barked, really mad because my sleeping hadn’t been feigned. “You set me up and sent me to prison. And my friends, my family, turned on me. They’re all dead by the way. 

Rae and Billie. Ursula, too. My niece. She also testified against me. And I drowned her in a bathtub because she was always afraid of water.” This information had as much effect on me as her thoughts on revenge, though I managed to stay awake. “And do you know what I did to Rae and Billie?” I didn’t and my face must have said so because she continued, “Well, I’m going to tell you anyway. I had them raped to death. In front of each other. They were lovers, you know.” I didn’t care. “They had been all their lives, since they were girls. Lesbian lovers. And I paid a gang of black men and Indians to rape them, in front of each other, until they both died of shock.” Rae and Billie had been complicit in Vivian Lane’s crimes, which included the harvesting and sale of organs from babies. Rae and Billie got off easy. I don’t know what role Ursula had, beyond being nearly as stupid and nearly as fat as her cousin, which meant she was no loss, either. 

“Consider their deaths, Christian Gallagher. And consider how much worse yours is going to be.” She paused. “Ultimately.” Yup, she was going to hurt my loved ones. She said, “Your dogs will go first. And then your husband. I will take your children from you next, though they won’t die, right away. I first will need to reestablish my connections in the organ…donation, business.” So funny, as much as I loved my pups, husband and babies, I was unconcerned by Vivian’s threats. It wasn’t fatigue or blows to the head. It wasn’t that it was out of my hands, either. I loved my family and their suffering would hurt me. Of course. But I felt nothing then. Bad or good. I was neutral about all of it. I wasn’t trying to frustrate her by pretending to be calm when I was suffering inside. I didn’t imagine the beagles being strangled or burned alive. Or Linden being shot. Or Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia being carved open. None of that occurred to me. I didn’t know why at the time, but I just sort of sighed and waited for whatever was going to happen to happen. Vivian approached me, and I noticed she was wearing the same earrings she wore that night in Sherwood when we brought her down. I noticed it and said: 



“You wore those same earrings at the party that night.” She blanched. “I remember 

‘cause the twins were fussing with your hair and that’s when I noticed them.” I paused. 

“Name your price.” Vivian was stunned. She found herself quickly and said, slowly: 



“You are a cold one, Christian Gallagher.” EEEK, that was coming from Ms. Dry Ice herself. “You and I would have made such a great team.” That warranted spitting in her face, which I then did. Stefan moved to strike me but his employer held up her hand to stop him, and then struck me with it. Again with the face! Vivian held her hands toward her face, to wipe my saliva off, but didn’t touch it. She considered the sleeve of her expensive blouse and dismissed that, too. To Stefan she said, “Get me a towel.” He looked around and saw none in the living room. “From the kitchen.” She spat, herself, pointing toward it. 



Stefan stepped into the dark room but before he could turn on the light he cried out, in pain. And then I remembered, I had a guest. 
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Isobel Lamb. 



Stefan stumbled back into the living room holding his chest with one hand and his groin with the other. Neither could staunch the flow of blood from the knife wounds Isobel had inflicted. His generally expressionless face was all pain and fear. He continued stumbling toward Vivian for help. More disgusted at being near his bloody, helpless self than any other thing, she stepped back. He lifted his hand off his crotch and held it out to her and she took another step back. Add betrayal to his face and then he collapsed. Two pools of blood formed under him and the kitchen light went on. “Hi,” Isobel said to a disgusted and very angry Vivian Lane. “Are you a friend of Christian and Linden?” She looked from Stefan’s body to Isobel’s happy face and said: 



“Isobel Lamb.” And then she laughed. And laughed. And laughed. Harder. And harder. 

To her credit, Isobel wasn’t discouraged or put off by it. Indeed, she maintained a pleasant, patient smile, as if waiting for a child to calm down from a fit of joy or some other emotion. When Vivian did she said: 



“I apologize. It’s just that I spent my childhood watching Iris Jones movies, and even pretended to be Iris Jones. I wrote plays and put them on at school with my classmates. I loved Iris Jones. I wanted to be her so badly.” She laughed again. “I once even poisoned one of my relatives, an old uncle, at a family reunion, so I could investigate the murder and pin it on his wife.” She laughed again and shook her head. 



“Did you, dear?” Isobel said, again as if she were in the company of a child. Vivian didn’t notice, or care, and said: 



“I always wanted to meet you, Isobel.” A beat. “May I call you Isobel?” 



“Of course,” she said. 



“I always wanted to meet you when I was a girl. And I continued to admire you through the years whenever I’d see you on TV. ‘Columbo’ and ‘Ben Casey.’ ‘Mannix.’ So many things. I even watched that dreadful ‘Love Boat’ when I heard you were on it.” Isobel laughed, though softly, and shook her head, harder. “And here we are, at long last.” 



“Yes,” said Isobel. Two or three beats during which Vivian sighed heavily. 



“I’m going to kill you now, you know.” Two or three more beats during which Isobel drew her new friend’s attention to her hands. 



“Except that I have the knives.” And she did. A paring knife and a steak knife, still dripping with Stefan’s blood. 



“Yes,” Vivian said wearily, “but I learned a thing two during my brief incarceration.” 
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“Of course you did,” Isobel maintained the same condescending tone, “but cunnilingus isn’t going to help you now.” 



Cunnilingus??? 



I took half a second to acknowledge that the word came out of my friend’s mouth, and then I burst out laughing. I looked from Isobel, who didn’t look at me once, to Vivian, whose mouth twisted as she attempted to control her anger.  “Miss Lamb…” she began. 



“Isobel.” 



“Isobel,” Vivian said, “you’re, what, thirty years older than I am?” 



“Oooo,” the older woman coo’ed. “I’m not a hundred.” Another twist in Vivian’s mouth, and she said: 



“I’m younger, I’m faster…” 



“And you’re heavier, too,” my friend observed. “More so than in your mug shot.” Twist. 

“I will concede you look good in that burnt orange jumpsuit. I didn’t think anyone could in that color, but I was wrong. It was like it was made for you.” I thought Vivian would strike, but she controlled herself. It was difficult, I knew, because she was visibly shaking. Relentless, Isobel asked, “Are you cold? I could get you a sweater.” Then she smiled broadly. Vivian calmed down, quickly, then said: 



“Isobel Lamb, you will cut me today. With one or both of those knives. But I will kill you. I may die doing so, but I will kill you today.” Isobel didn’t respond. Right away. Her silence gave Vivian confidence, and the younger woman seemed to grow as I watched her. She matched Isobel’s Cheshire Cat grin, held it, and then took a step toward Isobel, who said: 



“Vivian.” Vivian stopped moving, curious what was on her adversary’s mind. “Vivian,” 

she said again, and then continued, “Neither of us is going to kill the other tonight.” 



“No?” she said, in as condescending a tone. As if conceding defeat, Isobel said: 



“No. Neither of us is.” 



“I’m not going to kill you, Isobel?” My old friend shook her head and dropped the knives. “And you’re not going to kill me?” 



“No, I’m not going to kill you.” The old girl turned around and grasped the knob on the back door. Over her shoulder she said to Vivian Lane, “They are.” Isobel threw open the door to reveal another old lady, The Whore of Babylon, in front of a pack of angry, hungry dogs that included Herod, Romulus, Remus and a half dozen superior mutts. They wasted no time in booking through the kitchen into the living room and launching 150 

themselves over the corpse of one intruder at the other. Silent, I watched my dogs tackle their frightened and screaming prey and tear. her. apart. Vivian struggled and even begged me to call them off. Isobel approached the…I don’t know what to call it, and said, 

“Die with dignity. Please.” Over Vivian’s continued screams and begging my friend untied me. As she did she said, “We need to recreate that dialogue for one of the episodes.” I was stunned. I had been calm throughout, but I was stunned at how much calmer and seemingly cold-hearted Isobel was. When I was free I stood up, next to my rescuer, and we watched nine ferocious dogs enjoy the warm blood, bones and gristle of what had been Mayor Vivian Lane of Sherwood, North Dakota. 



I poured Scotches for Isobel and me while she washed her hands. Then we went outside as the dogs finished with Vivian and started on Stefan, The Whore of Babylon fiercest among them. “Thank you,” I said as I handed her a drink. 



“Anytime,” she said, and hit my glass with hers. Then a phone rang. It wasn’t mine, as Preston had taken it. “Oh, that must be me,” said my guest. She stood up to take it out of the pocket of her slacks. “Who is calling me at dawn?” She asked, then asked, “Who is calling me at all?” Isobel opened her phone and held it to her face. “Hello?” I watched her, smiling harder than I thought I could. “Yes, this is she. Who is this?” I took a sip of my Scotch. “Samia?” I spat it out I was so surprised. I mean, Samia’s resourceful, but how did she get Isobel Lamb’s cell phone number? “It’s for you,” Isobel said, holding her phone to me. 



“Samia, darling!” I fairly shouted into the phone. 



“Christian, darling!” she said. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t break you out of that awful prison, but the twins and I are busy burning down palm oil plantations in Borneo.” The twins. 

The elusive Kelly twins. Samia had recruited them. How could anything be better? I said: 



“Tell us all about it,” and put her on speaker. We listened to Samia, and then Jacob and then Joshua, tell us about the orangutans they had been saving and then I told them how Isobel, the beagles and mutts took down Vivian and Stefan. So funny was that Isobel had asked me about recreating the dialogue in which she and the late Miss Lane had engaged, and we did. Word for word, her playing herself and me playing horrible, evil Vivian. It was so delightful, and took so very long. The five of us chatting for hours. All morning long. Though we were interrupted, once, at nine-thirty. 



“Christian, this is Everett,” said the FBI agent who had assisted me with the Sherwood council and who had also found Isobel’s number. “I need to tell you that Vivian Lane is out of prison.” Isobel and I burst out laughing, because we found it funny but also because we had a couple more drinks. “Christian?” 



“Everett,” I said. “Isobel Lamb and my dogs killed her and her himbo Stefan earlier today.” 
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“Christian?” he was flabbergasted, though I didn’t know why. I mean,  how well did he know me? 



“Do you want their bones, or should I just bury them?” After a few silent moments he said: 



“Bury them.” 



“Will do,” I said in a friendly way. “I gotta go. I got someone on the other line.” 



“OK,” Everett said and then I switched back to my friends in Borneo. 



Isobel spent the rest of the weekend with me burying Vivian and Stefan and cleaning the living room floor. Linden and the babies flew back Saturday afternoon and we greeted them in my house. Isobel played with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia while I took Linden to his house and told him about our other guests. When we returned I was horrified to find Isobel playing the what-did-I-eat fart game with our son and daughter. Curiously, The Whore of Babylon and some other assortment of dogs were in the living room with them and were themselves passing all kinds of gas. As Lil’ Samia said, over and over, “The Whore of Babylon farted,” and “Nico farted,” and “Ken and Barbie farted,” Lil’ Jacob said: 



“What did they eat? It wasn’t dog food.” 



“No, Lil’ Jacob,” I said, “it wasn’t. 
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Epilogue 

There was an investigation. A gigantic one, into the escape from Sea Grass Penitentiary. 

At first it appeared to state law enforcement that some prisoners had overwhelmed guards, executed inmates, handcuffed and locked personnel in their offices and the locker room, and high-tailed it to Mexico with the warden as hostage. 



Then investigators figured out the warden was behind all of it, because that was what Anne Tentier wanted. She arranged for the escape of those prisoners she thought committed murder, or arson, justifiably. After she and the other guards shot all the really bad prisoners she wiped off each rifle and then picked it up so her prints, only, were on them. And she handcuffed her willing staff and shot out all communications systems so they couldn’t call for help right away. 



No one went after Anne and the other fugitives. Not when details of each person’s crime was communicated to the public. No one minded that the executed prisoners were dead because details of their crimes made news, too. State officials, the feds, the CIA…each told cameras and microphones the escapees would be caught and returned to the Florida prison system, and then each secretly toasted Anne Tentier, who became an instant folk hero in law enforcement and the rest of the population. 



I was interviewed once. I said Anne initially took me as a hostage but wound up kicking me out of the bus before it left the property because I was too chatty. 



Yeah, that’s what happened. 







Christmas Eve 2011 Linden and I had an open house. All the usual suspects attended, including Isobel, her sister and the Brody twins. Though my friend and rescuer had turned down Peter and Olan’s offer to spend Thanksgiving with their parents and grandparents in Vero, she and her sister did accept their offer to spend Christmas with them. They picked the ladies up in Miami, drove to Orlando for a visit, and then drove to Vero. They all really like each other. Isobel’s become friends with the twins’ parents and grandparents who, like Vivian, enjoyed her as Iris Jones movies when they came out over fifty years ago. 



Also to the open house came Dr. Mark Mann, Grady’s brother. I recognized him 

immediately by the photographs I saw in the Mann’s house, though his resemblance to his brother and parents was vivid. He wore gray slacks, a white shirt and a navy blue sports jacket. He brought a bottle of something, wrapped. I approached him warmly and said, “Dr. Mann?” He was extremely nervous. He looked at me, opened his mouth to speak and then shut it. He shook and sweated. “Dr. Mann, I’m Christian Gallagher, your brother Grady’s friend.” I extended my hand. He took it and shook it, briefly. “Welcome to our home, and happy Christmas to you.” 
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“Hap-, merry, happy Christmas to you, too,” he mumbled. 



“What’s this?” I asked, looking at the gift wrapped bottle. 



“Irish Whiskey,” he said and handed it to me. 



“That’s very kind of you.” I took it and looked around for Linden. I caught him talking to Grayson and Blinka and said, “Let me introduce you to my husband.” Quickly, Mark Mann said: 



“Can I talk to you first?” I nodded and gestured toward the front door. I guided him through it and into the front yard. He looked around and asked, “Can we sit?” I said: 



“Of course,” looked around, saw no chairs and plopped myself on the grass. Mark did, too. He opened his mouth to speak more than once and said nothing, so I opened the whiskey, took a sip, and handed it to him. 



“Thank you,” he said, and took a long pull on it. Then he said, “I suppose you know my brother, Grady, went to prison because I turned him in.” This was rough going for Mark Mann, and it would get rougher, so I said: 



“I thought he went to prison for killing that mechanic and feeding his body to his dogs.” 



“Yes, but he would have gotten away with it except I betrayed him,” Mark said. “My parents were going to get him out of the country. To Mexico or somewhere else.” He stopped to take a breath and I held up my hand so he wouldn’t continue. I said: 



“Given what you know of your brother, do you think he would have let your parents hustle him out of the country?” Strange, but that had just occurred to me to say. I didn’t think he would. Like Jaime Washington I thought Grady would turn himself in. His brother thought about it, for many long moments during which we both took additional sips of whiskey. 



“I don’t know,” Mark said. A fair answer. He took another sip, “Yeah, he would have gone, because our parents asked him to.” I thought about it over another sip and said: 



“I think you’re right.” Mark opened his mouth to speak again, and I held up my hand, again. 



“You feel bad and you want them to forgive you. You don’t know how to tell them and you don’t know how to reach them. I don’t, either, but I can find out. And I’ll let them know for you.” Mark Mann nodded and then began to cry. He held his head down and I took his shoulders and held them. I gave him a full minute to get it out and then I said, 

“Mark, I need you to listen to me.” He pulled himself together a bit and lifted his head. “I wasn’t my parents’ favorite, either.” He stopped crying altogether and looked very grim, and sad. Even a little angry, though not at me. “My father didn’t have favorites. Or 154 

maybe he did. If he did they would have been William Jr. and Deirdre.” I smiled as I thought of them. “My mother’s favorites were clearly Joan and Thomas. So clearly. So obvious. I mean, she may as well have emblazoned it on a t-shirt.” I smiled and laughed without a bit of bitterness. “Grady’s your parents’ favorite. It’s harder for you because there’s no one left for you.” Mark began crying again, though he fought it and remained looking at me. “You didn’t let me finish,” I said. He stopped crying, surprised and anxious, and I said, “There’s no one left for you. Yet.” Then, as if on cue, a hairless pit puppy who was covered almost completely in mange but who nevertheless was a  happy boy and cute as a potato came sniffing around the side of the house and saw us. I looked from my guest to the baby, and the young Dr. Mann followed my eyes behind him. 

“That’s Nico,” I said. “He needs a home.” I patted the grass in an effort to call him over. 

My effort was unnecessary as he pranced over the moment he saw us. Mark held his right hand out to the puppy and he sniffed it, wagging his little mangy, scabby tail. Then Nico licked him. “You passed inspection,” I said. 



“I did,” Mark agreed. Then he reached out to pick Nico up, with his bare hands, unconcerned about the mangy, scabby, bloody mess the sick little puppy was.” I thought I only thought the word cool. Then I realized I said it. 



“Oh, yeah. He’s cool,” Mark apparently agreed. 



“Why don’t the two of you get to know each other while I go around back and check on the others.” Mark nodded, his attention focused entirely on Nico. I stood up, picked up the half-empty bottle of whiskey, and walked to the side of the house from which the puppy came. “Right on,” I said to my husband, who had sent Nico out to us. We fist bumped and then slapped each other five. Then we kissed and returned to party, which had spilled into the back yard. 



Twenty minutes later Mark Mann and Nico soon-to-be-Mann joined us. We introduced him to the other mutts and beagles, and our other friends. He had a lovely time and stayed so long he slept over. “I’ll get a room someplace,” he said, having fully expected to show up for ten minutes, ask me to convey a message of remorse to his family, and drive back to Boca. 



“You won’t find a room anywhere in Orlando tonight,” Linden said, and he was right. It was the height of the tourist season and there was no room at any inn or anywhere. When the last guest left and Grayson, Garrett and Blinka went back to the other house, Linden made up the couch for sleeping. As Mark was closer to Linden’s size than mine my husband gave him some shorts and a t-shirt to sleep in. He thanked both of us and said: 



“Would it be OK if Nico slept with me tonight?” 



“Of course,” I said. “I think he would like that a lot.” 
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