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Chapter 1 

Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia 




Linden and I returned to Orlando to find that Kevin and Siobhan had taken care of Chris Grace’s body. They actually used mild explosives to bust through the bricks. Lighting a match was easier than hacking through them with a pick axe or some other tool. They described his corpse to me, but I’m reluctant to repeat it. It made me feel guilty, which made me need to see the pics of Abigail and Bosco hanging from that tree, which made me feel enormously sad. There’s no reason to go there again. 



Kevin and Siobhan stole a truck and drove the body not to the Montverde Police Station, but to an abandoned property bordering the Ocala National Forest. They left it on someone’s five acres, drove the car to Daytona, wiped their fingerprints off it, set it on fire, and then had Rhoda drive them back to Lady Lake. I think that’s the order of things. 

I know it was deliberately discombobulated so that no one finding the corpse, whenever that happened, would be able to come up with a sensible theory of how it got there. It worked, because no one ever did. The body was nevertheless identified as Chief Grace, a couple of months after the former Lake County Sheriff Butcher’s novel hit the stands. 

“The Coven” suggested Grace was the murderer and the victim’s English teacher and his students executed him in some vampiric ritual. The book did well initially, but fell off best-seller lists quickly. Someone found Grace’s body right before Christmas, and the novel made the lists again. Butcher optioned the rights to a producer who tried to develop it into a film and never succeeded. After the option expired it was old news and she got no other offers. That’s showbiz. 



Bentley Howard continued to produce “Lady Lake Doggie Rescue” with the two new hosts who had no connection to Montverde. There was no more reason for the show to shoot at the college and Dean Simon, the board and alumni association were all disappointed. Simon contacted Bentley and asked him to visit in order to brainstorm another reality show. The school’s interest in that kind of programming was kind of vulgar, but the curriculum, faculty, student body and every other aspect of the school was, too. Bentley asked me if I would attend the meeting and I agreed. It was the second Wednesday in August, 2008. The night before Linden and I played with our four beagles, some combination of Superior Mutts fosters and Dondi in our backyard. I asked my husband and our friend what they thought would make a good Montverde-based reality show and the best they could do was to suggest finding a celeb and having him or her enroll in the school and following him around with a camera. “OK,” I said, having also thought about that. 



“It should be an actor,” Dondi said. “And he should be in a play that takes place at the school, in the amphitheater.” Good… 



“That amphitheater’s a nice thing,” Linden said, “but it’s time for the school to build a proper indoor theater.” Good… 





2 



“If you had the celebrity be in a play,” Dondi said, “it would have to be directed by that useless woman.” He meant the drama gypsy professor I had found so annoying the year before. 



“No way,” I said, and explained that she had unsuccessfully pitched a reality show to Bentley. 



“Then they should get rid of her and have you direct it,” It was a good idea, but I would be too busy that Fall with my four classes and Linden had insisted I assume no other obligations as he wanted me around after seeing so little of me that summer. He said: 



“They should replace her with an actor who’s just wrapped a long-running TV series and needs work.” Very good….“Someone who’s not likely to land anything else, at least right away.” 



“A one-trick pony,” Dondi said. 



“Very good,” I though about it. I wasn’t a big TV watcher and neither was Linden. And I never watched first-run episodes of anything. I preferred to wait a few years and then rent entire seasons of something and watch it, commercial free, in a week’s time. “What’s recently wrapped?” Dondi had a few suggestions. Linden had fewer. I can’t remember any of them because I watched less TV than they did. 



I found my phone and called Jim Weaver of “The Three Twins,” who said, without hesitation, “Ben Maitland.” I kicked myself for not thinking about him immediately and put Jim on speaker. 



“Tell us about Ben Maitland and why he’d be good,” I said. 



“He just did seven seasons of ‘Pagan,’” he began. Linden and I had watched some episodes on which Jim had appeared as a wine merchant who drank more than he sold. 

Dondi hadn’t seen any, so Jim explained, “’Pagan’ is a fantasy series that was shot in New Zealand. Like ‘Hercules’ and ‘Xena.’” Dondi had heard about them. “It’s about a shaman, or priest, named Pagan, played by Ben Maitland, who wanders the known world with his friends Nirida, a bisexual wood nymph, and Glob, a troll. They have adventures and fight for justice.” 



“OK,” Dondi said. 



“He’s really a nice guy,” Jim continued. “And he’s very talented. I think he’s from Connecticut. He did commercials and appeared on ‘Law & Order’ and that kind of stuff before landing ‘Pagan.’” 



“Do you know him well enough to call him?” I asked. 



“Oh yeah,” Jim said. “We sat together at MegaCon last year.” 
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“What?” Dondi asked. Jim explained about the sci-fi/fantasy convention of actors, comic book writers and that kind of thing held at the Orange County Convention Center every year. 



“He’s got a son, too,” Jim added. “About eighteen. Reid was on a couple of episodes as a young Pagan.” I remembered having seen one of them. 



“He can enroll,” Linden said. He could. I pictured Ben Maitland and said: 



“How does he have an eighteen year-old son?” I asked Jim. “He’s, what, thirty-five?” 



“Add ten years,” Jim said. 



“No!” 



“Yes.” 



“He’s forty-five?” 



“Or forty-six.” 



“He’s older than us?” 



“By at least a few years.” 



“But he looks so young.” 



“Makeup. And hair plugs,” Jim said. 



“Hair plugs!” I would have had to sit down had I not already been cross-legged on the grass in the back yard giving a belly rub to a senior pit bull with three legs. 



“He got rid of ‘em after the show wrapped,” Jim said. “Gained a few pounds, too.” 



“How do you get rid of hair plugs?” asked Dondi, who was lying on his back while two Great Pyrenees puppies licked his face. 



“I think there’s a right way to do it,” Jim said, “But he told me he just pulled them out.” 



“Ouch” Dondi and I said at the same time. 



“Can you get him on a call with us?” Linden asked. “And Bentley, too?” 



“I’ll have to call a couple of people to get his number,” Jim said. “Are you ready to make him an offer?” 
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“I think so,” I said, confidently. I was all about efficiency. “You call him and we’ll call Bentley.” We said our goodbyes and I dialed my former student. “We have an idea for a Montverde show,” I said to him, and the three of pitched what we tentatively called 

“Maitland & Son.” 



“I like it,” Bentley said as he brought up the actor on the computer of his Miami-based office. “He’s got a following, that’s for sure. He’s gone to pot pretty quickly,” he said, examining images of post-Pagan Ben. “His son’s attractive, though.” 



“Jim says he’s likable,” I said. “And he can’t have much of an ego if he gained thirty pounds and,” I held my head as I imagined it, “pulled out his hair plugs.” Bentley said: 



“It says here Reid is a student at University of Connecticut.” 



“So he transfers,” I said, flatly. 



“What about his mother. Is there a Mrs. Maitland?” Linden asked. 



“She died four years ago,” Bentley said and read details from a Ben Maitland fan site he found. His wife and Reid’s mother had Hodgkin’s disease for a couple of years. They lived in New Zealand during the run of the show and Delia Maitland was treated at a hospital in Christchurch. She spent the last month of her life in a hospice in the city. “He missed almost half of season five.” I remembered that. The writers had Pagan disappear and Nirida, Glob and recurring characters like the one Jim played spent at least ten episodes looking for him. 



“He sounds like a good guy,” I said as Jim beeped in. I got us on a three-way call which I realized was a four way when Jim said: 



“Christian, Linden, Dondi, Bentley…puppies, I want you to meet Ben.” 



“Hi everyone,” said Ben Maitland, former star of “Pagan” and star of Bentley Howard’s new reality series “The Maitlands of Montverde.” 



God...did it happened that quickly? That easily? Probably not. It’s how I remember it, though. 





Bentley drove up from Miami the following day and Ben flew down from New Haven, where he lived with his son and retired parents in the house in which he had grown up. 

Curiously, he had no manager or agent at the time. He was between them I think. One retired and he was in negotiation with another? No big deal, I guess. Bentley wasn’t producing “Avatar” or anything like it. 



Even more curious was that the meeting with the Montverde board was less about what 5 



kind of show Bentley was going to produce and more about when it was going to get started. Honestly, it was supposed to be an audition of sorts, but the board was so star struck they regarded it as settled. All seven members agreed to it right away and spent an hour visiting with Ben while Dean Simon, Bentley and I banged out the details. “Drama gypsy’s going to be pissed off about this,” I said. 



“Maybe she’ll quit,” Simon said hopefully. 



During the meeting we determined Ben and Reid, who, while not there had expressed an interest in the project, would move into a rented house in Montverde the following weekend. Reid would begin classes with the other students that Monday, taking whatever he wanted and getting whatever grade he wanted. Bentley would have a Miami crew rent a house as close to Ben’s as possible. The season would be thirteen episodes, initially, and feature father and son’s first semester as theater professor/play director and student. 

“I think Montverde needs to build a theater during the course of the series,” I said. Simon had suggested it to the board at the end of the spring 2008 semester, more specifically, at the first meeting after dedicating the amphitheater to Abigail and Bosco, and they had agreed it was time. 



“What plays will you put on, Mr. Maitland?” asked an older, female starry-eyed board member. 



“Please call me Ben,” he said. “And I don’t know. I haven’t had a lot of time to think about it.” 



“How about ‘Steel Magnolias,’” the woman said. I thought it was an odd choice for a school of under five hundred students, only ten percent of whom were female. 



“I think it’s a great idea,” Ben said. 



“I think ‘The Music Man’ is a great play,” a middle-aged male board member suggested. 



“I do, too,” Ben agreed. “Maybe we can do that next semester, in the new theater.” The board thought that was a great idea. Ben was adorable and everyone was very excited about the series, which was good. Nevertheless, Bentley, Simon and I exchanged glances that said we needed to wrap up the meeting and come up with an outline of episodes and schedule of plays separately, especially as it was unlikely the new theater would be built and operational by the spring. 



The meeting ended at nine-thirty. It actually ended at nine, but the board members who recommended “Steel Magnolias” and “The Music Man” insisted on visiting a bit more with Ben, the latter suggesting a visit to the amphitheater. Bentley and I advised a concerned but tired Dean Simon that we would go with them, leaving him free to retire to his campus apartment. Ben indulged the board members’ inquires, comments and suggestions until I said, “You look exhausted, let me walk you to guest housing.” The Steel Magnolia and Music Man said their goodbyes, leaving the three of us on the 6 



outdoor stage. 



“Thank you for being so patient with them,” Bentley said to Ben. 



“They’re nice people. And they’re excited,” he replied. “I’m excited, too, and grateful,” 

he said to both of us. “I miss ‘Pagan.’ I miss the steady work. This is a great opportunity for me and Reid. We’re very grateful.” Ben was kind to the board and gracious to me and Bentley, and I don’t think any of it was pretend. I had done a bit of my own research on him that morning and by all accounts, he was a good guy: A talented actor who was easy to work with and treated everyone with kindness, a devoted father who spent every free moment of the seven years he played Pagan with Reid, a loving husband who was prepared to give up his role had the production company not agreed to let him sit out a large part of season five in order to be with his dying wife, a kind and humble sci-fi/fantasy icon who attended every convention to which he was invited, met as many fans as he could, even if it meant staying past closing or adding additional days on trips to Orlando, Atlanta and every other city that hosted them, and a philanthropist who gave his money and time to a broad range of charities, primarily those that were cancer-related. 



Before I walked Ben and Bentley to the Montverde admin building, where the actor would stay in a guest suite until a suitable house was found, he noticed the plaque and approached it. He read it to himself, and then read, out loud, “The attacker remains unknown. Also unknown is whether Bosco died protecting Abigail or Abigail died protecting Bosco.” To Bently and me he said, “That is very nice. I would have liked to have known both of them.” 



“You would have liked them,” Bentley said. So funny about my young friend, he was so handsome and so coldly efficient when it came to his work, he didn’t often have the opportunity to display warmth. It made those occasions more significant. Ben looked from him to me and said: 



“I’m sure of it.” 



Ben Maitland was the bomb. Bentley, Montverde and I had struck gold, and in just about twenty-four hours, though maybe it was longer and I’m just anxious to get to get on with the story. I knew little of the workings of Hollywood and television production, but I was confident developing a show, even a reality show that would be broadcast online, in just twenty-four hours was unusual. I mentioned this to Linden later that night and he responded, “You, Bentley and Abigail put LLDR together in twenty-four minutes.” He was right. Still, I thought the school was very fortunate to have as fine a person as Ben Maitland on their team and detailed his qualities to my husband as we drifted off to sleep, concluding, “He’s too good to be true.” This made Linden smirk, out loud because the lights were off and I couldn’t see his expression. “What?” I asked. 



“You’re too good to be true, Christian,” he said, to which I replied, sincerely: 



“No, Linden, you are,” and he was for an infinite number of reasons, first among them 7 



was that after Jacob and Joshua Kelly and I had dropped him off at the Bismarck, North Dakota, airport and drove to Assisi, Michigan, he missed his flight so he could visit the hospital at which the twins and I had rocked the babies. With the help of Jennifer, the nurse who had handed him to me, my husband located the baby boy I had held, and a girl Joshua had held, and made arrangements to adopt them both. 



Yeah. How ‘bout that. Yup. That’s the man I wake up next to every morning, and if there’s a person on this planet more fortunate than I am, I don’t know him. 



When Linden arrived in Bismarck to visit Superior Bodies Sherwood I told him about our visit to the crisis nursery. I didn’t make a very big deal about it because, though I wanted to take every one of the babies home with me, I thought it would be asking a lot of a man who had already indulged me in countless ways. How silly…how stupid I was not to think he wouldn’t also want them. How additionally stupid I was not to imagine Joshua and Jacob telling him about our visit in more detail when I was showering or otherwise occupied. Add my shrieking at Agent Everett Jones about having saved babies while he took orders at Air and…well, I should have expected to come home from Kingdom Come, Maine, to find Olivier and Kristen Korstanje sitting in the living room of our house rocking our new son and daughter. 



Yup, Linden went to the hospital, met and held the babies that would be our children, and then got on the horn with Matthew, the Stamford Midwinters, FBI agent Everett Jones and, finally, Olivier Korstanje. The long and short of it is that he and I could have adopted the babies after a year of legal drama possibly made shorter by tens of thousands of dollars in bribes, or, we could arrange for our friend Olivier and his wife to adopt them in two weeks and, OK, a few thousand dollars in bribes, and have them waiting for us at the end of the Superior Bodies summer tour. Linden chose B. 



I returned to Orlando on July Twenty-Seventh, my forty-second birthday, after enjoying a party at Superior Bodies Miami the night before. I was glad to be home and see Herod, The Whore of Babylon, Romulus and Remus, but sad that my exciting two-month 

adventure with Joshua and Jacob, whom I regarded as little brothers, was over. I was also extremely sad that Honey Bunches of Oats had died, but glad that the last two months of her life were spent enjoying the amount of love and attention few living creatures did. I was tired, excited, sad, happy and a dozen other things and then I stepped into my house and saw those sweet little babies and nearly exploded with joy. 



I sobbed, held the boy, beamed, held the girl, laughed, kissed Linden, clapped, hugged Olivier and Kristen. It went on for an hour or ninety minutes. Then our babies’ legal parents left them with us. Dondi, who knew what was going on, stayed in Linden’s…our other house, with the beagles and other pups as he wanted to give us space and time. I spent the afternoon cooing over the babies and then shouted for him to come over with the pups. He must have been standing at the ready because it took him less than two seconds. Linden held our son and I handed our daughter to Dondi so I could love on the beagles and everyone. That took thirty minutes and then Linden handed me our boy. Or maybe he had our girl and Dondi had our boy. Our girl…our boy…I asked Linden what 8 



we should name them and he said, slowly: 



“If it would be OK…” I stifled an urge to tell him I loved him so much I would agree to any name, “I would like to name our son after my father.” 



“Jacob Midwinter is a good name.” Linden smiled and asked me: 



“What would you like to name our daughter?” I considered, silently, Deirdre and Rose, after my sisters, and Joan, after my mother and sister, and dismissed them all. Then I said: 



“Samia,” from whom I usually heard, at least annually, but who had not contacted me since saying goodbye in that Atlanta hotel room. 



“That’s good,” he said. Dondi, who had met Samia and loved her, too, smiled and nodded briefly, but said nothing. “We can call her Samia Gallagher.” I started to stifle another urge to tell him I loved him so much I would agree to any name and then gave into it and said: 



“Linden, I love you so much I would agree to any name.” 



Rhoda Feinman was supposed to come see me and meet the babies the following day, but she couldn’t wait. She tried. She tried hard, but she had to come over and did so at ten p.m. that evening. Ordinarily, Linden and I would be in bed asleep by that time, but she knew we’d be up, teaching ourselves how to feed and burp and change our son and daughter. She greeted me as if she hadn’t seen me in a decade. She wept over Jacob and Samia, held them, wept over them, and said, “They look exactly like you.” 



“Are you nuts?” Dondi said. Rhoda intimidated a lot of people: Superior Bodies club members, police, third world dictators and, sometimes, even me. Dondi, however, had seen and endured too much in his short life, several years of it on the streets of Atlanta, to regard her as anything but a fun, silly and profane old Jewess. “They don’t look anything like them! Jacob’s Indian and Samia’s black.” 



“Shut up, you little shit,” Rhoda replied. “They look exactly like their daddies. 



“Whatever,” Dondi said, as sarcastically as he could, knowing it would really irritate her. 

She gave Samia, whom she had been holding, to Linden as my arms were occupied by Jacob and Romulus. Then she hit Dondi. Then he hit her back. Then she hit him again, and they got into this hilarious slap fight that wound up with them hugging each other as the doorbell rang. Before someone could open it, Aki and Sayaka entered. Yeah, they held out an hour longer than Rhoda. Mercifully, everyone else we knew waited until Sunday to meet Linden and my son and daughter, Jacob Midwinter and Samia Gallagher. 



Just as the Gallagher clan descended on Atlanta after my daughter’s namesake and I discovered Rose had a son named Terrence, so did they flock to Orlando to meet their 9 



new family members. Joan, Winston and Marcus, whom we had just left in Kingdom Come, were there Monday, as were local friends that included Dan and Susie Green, Marty Irwin and someone he was dating, Keith Pilcher and his family, Kevin and Siobhan. When Joan arrived I said, “How long have you known?” My sister, who had accurately predicted the births and sexes of everyone in our family except Terrence, replied, a little smugly: 



“Since before you went to North Dakota.” I considered all the drama, including Seth Parker’s execution, in which I engaged over the summer and said: 



“What else must you know?” Joan said: 



“Everything. And I approve of all of it.” Winston and Marcus flew back to Kingdom Come on Wednesday while Joan stayed two weeks so she could see, in this order: William Jr., Susan and Lauren; Colin, Deborah and Sam; Thomas and Malachi; and Matthew and Rosalie. My brother-in-law Tim, who was engaged and that was fine with all of us, brought his wife-to-be, Miss Nettie, Monica and Luke to Orlando in October. 

Terrence came later in the year as part of his annual trip to Central Florida with Haven House residents. Kieran spent Christmas with us. 



And Linden’s family…every Midwinter I had met and a dozen he had neither met nor heard about spent the last two weeks of August and all of September hopping on planes to Florida. 



Sean, Brigid and their daughter Maureen came to see Linden, me and our new babies the weekend after Ben Maitland agreed to do the reality show at Montverde. Their theater season went through Labor Day and there was some end-of-summer stuff they had to wrap up. They stayed a week and then Brigid and Maureen, only, went back to Portland. 

This was because as soon as that gypsy drama teacher heard Bentley had offered Ben Maitland a TV series after he had shot hers down, she quit on the spot. This is exactly what Bentley and  Dean Simon hoped would happen as it meant she wouldn’t be 

insinuating herself into the show and they wouldn’t have to break her contract or give her severance or fight an employment suit or anything. The day after Ben’s meeting with the board and everyone, drama gypsy shouted “I quit!” in front of Simon, his secretary and several admin people. The dean responded: 



“OK. Goodbye.” So offended was she that no one begged her to stay, she stormed out. 

Later she returned to say she had acted in haste and Simon had security walk her out of the building and off the campus. She got an attorney who wrote a couple of letters but didn’t pursue her employment issue further. 



As with many people, I either never knew drama gypsy’s name or I couldn’t remember it. 

Or, I renamed her drama gypsy, lower case, and it stuck. Whatever, she was teaching four classes that semester: Acting 1, Shakespeare’s comedies, Twentieth Century American Playwrights and Euripides. Bentley, Simon and I—yeah, they included me in all their decisions, and I don’t know why—agreed Ben should teach one of them so that the crew 10 



could tape highlights of his class as part of the show. Teaching all three would have been too distracting for him. I already had four classes, one of which, Improv, I arranged for Keith Pilcher to take over so I could spend more time with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. 

That left three classes with no teacher. At my house the day after drama gypsy quit Brigid suggested her husband stay and he said, “Cool.” Then he asked what the classes were and he, Brigid and Maureen laughed. “Shakespeare’s comedies I can bluff my way through. 

American Playwrights, too. Euripides…” Euripides became Theater Management 101, about which my brother was an expert. 



Sean moved into Linden’s house. Dondi secured his own room on campus but spent every night in the suite where the fella he was seeing, a student from a wealthy family who had arranged two rooms and a private bathroom for himself, lived. Linden and I spent our nights in our bedroom in my house with the beagles and foster mutts. We were tempted to sleep with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia every night, but I didn’t want the pups to think we were replacing them, and we spent so much time with the babies during the day, we thought it was a good idea for them to sleep in their own cribs in their own room at night. 



Lest I gloss over the impact of Linden and my becoming fathers in order to detail the visits everyone made to see them, and the stuff going on at Montverde, only two things in my life are as important as those babies entering it. They are my rescuing Drucilla and every other mutt and beagle, and marrying Linden. The pups were healthy, though, except for Honey Bunches of Oats’ blindness, but that hadn’t slowed her down. Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia were not healthy babies. They had been born to mothers who abused alcohol and other drugs during their pregnancies. It was obvious in their behavior and their faces, which displayed the signs of fetal alcohol syndrome: small eyes, droopy eyelids, upturned noses. Our son and daughter were physically and mentally damaged by their birth mothers’ substance abuse. They would have trouble growing, including sitting up and crawling. They would be, at worst, mentally retarded and, at best, have behavioral issues. They would require an enormous amount of attention and they would get it, from my husband and from me. 



Linden and I spent the first few weeks we had Jacob and Samia, whom we began calling Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia almost immediately, introducing them to our families and loved ones, and educating ourselves about their health, their needs, and how we could expect them to grow. Raising them would be a challenge. We would do the best we could, and that would be the best any person could. We were kick-ass people, and our children would have the best lives. It was all good and would always be good. 



Oh, and the first weekend of school, which was the last weekend in August, Joshua and Jacob came over with Freebird and Sylvia. Joshua said, “If you’re going to call your son Lil’ Jacob then I’m going to call your daughter Lil’ Joshua.” His brother said to him: 



“You know Lil’ Jacob was named after Linden’s father.” 



“So,” Joshua said. “I held her first. That should count for something.” I looked at him, 11 



wondering if he was kidding, and then realized he wouldn’t. Not about the babies from the hospital. He said, “Lil’ Samia’s got a mole behind her left ear.” He was right, and I was thrilled. I knew Lil’ Jacob was the first of the two babies I held that day in Bismarck, but I didn’t know about Lil’ Samia. I had regarded the twins in the hospital as they held their babies, but I didn’t look closely at them. Linden said: 



“I think that does count for something.” I thought it did, too, but didn’t know what. Then Linden said to Joshua, “Would you settle for a middle name?” He said: 



“Jacob Joshua Midwinter…yeah, I would.” 



“Did you not just spend the summer with me?” I asked, knowing what Linden meant. I let Joshua figure it out, but he took too long and Freebird, not usually the quickest among my friends, said: 



“Samia Joshua Gallagher.” Joshua did the Abigail clap and pushed him brother and laughed at him. Jacob said: 



“That’s not fair.” 



“You’re right,” said Linden and, again, I knew what he meant. I let Jacob figure it out, but he took too long and Freebird, not usually the quickest among my friends, said: 



“Jacob Jacob Midwinter.” 
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Chapter 2 

The Maitlands of Montverde 




Bentley’s people found a house for Ben and Reid quickly. The former began teaching Acting 1 right away. He told me he was concerned about taking over drama gypsy’s class, that her students might have been loyal to her and might resent him. I assured him no one cared she was gone and he would never see half the students enrolled in her class anyway. He confirmed this later. Reid enrolled in it, for the sake of the TV show, my English lit and comp classes, and Keith Pilcher’s improv. That course had been held Tuesday and Thursdays at one-thirty p.m., but because Keith taught drama in an Orange County high school, it got moved to six p.m. those same days, and often went way past the typical seventy-five minutes. Keith was a good teacher. Reid and his other students enjoyed the class, and it was featured on more than one episode of “The Maitlands of Montverde.” 



While Joshua and Jacob Kelly, Honey Bunches of Oats and I were zooming around the country, an architect from…somewhere was drawing up plans for the school’s theater. It would be a free-standing building clustered among the administration building and dorms, steps away from Abigail and Bosco’s amphitheater. It would seat five hundred between the floor and balcony and also contain private boxes, like an old opera house. It would be modest in its size but ornate in design and state of the art in equipment. Dean Simon shared the plans with Sean, who fairly salivated over them. “Oh, Christian,” he said. 



“Yeah, I know,” I replied as I considered the reconverted warehouse in which the Portland Rose Theater Company had performed for something like twenty years. My brother invited the architect to one of his theater management classes, less because he thought his students, who loved him instantly but were indifferent to the subject, would appreciate it than he found the plans fascinating and wanted to chat about them. The architect, a woman who developed a little crush on my brother, offered to evaluate his theater in Portland and offer suggestions for improvements. The two of them flew to Oregon together the last weekend in September. 



September, 2008, had been a busy month for me and Linden. So had August. So had the whole summer, and so had the whole prior year. A lot of things happened to me. A lot of things happen a lot, but those couple of months—becoming parents, enjoying visits from every friend, family member, and person on the planet, it seemed, starting the fall semester, hosting Sean, co-producing MofM, for Bentley had given me a credit and Superior Mutts a donation—were particularly exhausting. I suppose having one baby is stressful. Linden and I had two and so many other things. I wanted to relax. I wanted to relax with my husband, babies and beagles. The last weekend in September, Sean flew back to Oregon for two days and I said to Linden, “Let’s spend this weekend by ourselves. Just us,” which meant me, him, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, and the pups. 

Linden smiled at how truly nice that would be, smiled an apology and said: 



“Ben Maitland called. He asked if he and Reid could come over and see the little ones.” 

His expression told me he had agreed. It was fine. But for that board meeting with him 13 



and Bentley, after which he saw the amphitheater and read Abigail and Bosco’s plaque, I hadn’t seen much of TV’s Pagan. He was way too busy and I was way too busy. “I can call and cancel,” my husband said. I thought seriously about asking him to do that as I sat on a couch in our living room feeding Lil’ Jacob. Then I said: 



“As long as I don’t have to get up …” Linden, who had taken more care of the babies than I had, owing to my schedule of classes, albeit reduced, replied: 



“You don’t have to move at all, after you take a shower.” 



“I think I have the energy to get in the shower,” I said. “I’m going to need someone to soap me up, though.” Linden and I had been too busy to…well, you know. He looked from me to Lil’ Jacob, in my arms, to Lil’ Samia, in his. “The beagles’ll keep them safe.” 

The beagles indeed, would. Actually, Herod, Romulus and Remus would, and did, surrounding their basinets every night like sentinels. They kept the foster mutts away from the babies which wasn’t necessary as we didn’t let them in their bedroom. I knew and trusted the beagles, but the superior mutts that came in and out of our houses were generally unknown to me and they mostly stayed at the other house with Sean. 



The Whore of Babylon had no interest in the babies. She wasn’t hostile toward them or anything, but she had no desire to guard them, either. Instead, at night or when they were napping, she was all over me and, when I was out, Linden. She always slept on our bed at night. Since bringing home the babies, she would give us no peace until she had found her way right between our pillows. 



Ben and Reid arrived at six p.m. with two pizzas and a chocolate cake they had picked up at a killer vegan restaurant in downtown Orlando. Linden greeted them at the front door and led them into the living room where I sat on the couch holding Lil’ Samia in one arm and Lil’ Jacob in the other. Herod, Romulus and Remus lay on the floor in front of me while The Whore of Babylon was outside whooping it up with the mutts. I didn’t get up and had no free hand to offer either man. They both extended theirs, but it was so the babies’ beagle guards could smell them and offer their approval. That given, they moved to another area of the living room so our guests could sit on either side of me. “Would you like to hold them?” I asked. 



“Sure,” said Reid, whose father said: 



“Yes, but we should wash our hands.” The men got up and Linden brought them into the kitchen so they could. When they returned, Reid took Lil’ Jacob and Ben, Lil’ Samia. I stood up, stretched and watched them watch the babies. 



“What can I get you to drink?” Linden asked. Ben had water and Reid, a soda. From the kitchen, Linden said, “Christian, check out dinner.” I excused myself to examine the pizzas and cake. They both looked and smelled amazing. It was thoughtful of them to have brought them over. Many people, neighbors mostly, brought many things over, things I, and increasingly, Linden couldn’t eat. We brought it all to the Superior Bodies 14 



lounge so the staff and members could enjoy it. 



“This is a real treat,” I said. “Thank you.” 



“Thank you for having us,” said Ben as Linden and I returned to the living room with their drinks. We put them on the coffee table in front of the couch while father and son continued to coo over their new friends. “We’ve wanted to visit since that first meeting, but I knew you were busy with your new family members.” 



“It’s a lot of work,” I said. “Linden does most of it.” He sat on a wing chair and I sat across his lap and rested my head next to his. It wasn’t a seat I generally took, but I felt like it that night and so I did. Linden put his arms around me as we watched our guests hold and watch our children. 



“Was I a lot of work?” Reid asked his father. 



“I don’t know,” he replied. “When you were born your mother and I were living with Nanny and Papa,” to us, “my parents. I was commuting into the city going on auditions and doing commercials and TV stuff. If you were a lot work, your mother didn’t say so.” 

It was then, relaxing in Linden’s lap, that I took a fresh look at Ben Maitland and, though I had Reid in two of my classes, a fresh look at his son. Ben was a few years older than me but looked like he was the far side of fifty. His thinning hair was more white than brown, his handsome face was all crows feet, laugh lines and jowls, and his tummy was markedly rounder than his TV character’s. Though it had only been a few years since 

“Pagan” wrapped, Ben Maitland appeared to have aged a good ten or fifteen. On the other hand, Reid was young, chiseled and slim, sporting thick dark hair he kept short. In spite of their differences in hair and level of fitness, the men were clearly father and son as they shared bright brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a Kirk Douglas chin. 



“What do you think of Montverde?” I asked our guests. Ben looked at Reid, who said: 



“It’s not the University of Connecticut.” 



“No, it’s not,” I said, chuckling. 



“It’s like summer camp for young adults.” 



“Young wealthy adults,” his father added. 



“That it is.” 



“How’s the show going?” asked Linden. Reid and Ben looked at each other and the latter smiled. 



“Well,” Ben said, playfully, “your friend Bentley had pitched the show to me as the Ben Maitland show on which my son, Reid would appear. Kind of like ‘Pagan,’ without the 15 



fake hair and tan.” Oooo, where was this going? “I have an idea, though it’s been just a couple of weeks, it’s going to be the Reid Maitland show on which his father, what’s-his-name, is going to appear.” 



“Dad,” Reid said, mildly embarrassed. 



“The fact is,” Dad said, a little less playful, “I’m not that interesting without a script, or a stylist, or trainer, or stunt double.” 



“Dad,” he said, again. 



“Lil’ Champ, I had seven great years being a TV action hero. It’s your turn. Enjoy it.” He looked at Linden and me and continued, proudly, “Reid is the true talent in the Maitland family. He’s got his mother’s good looks, her father’s voice, and my father’s talent.” Lil’ 

Champ said: 



“Papa…my grandfather, plays the guitar. He’s amazing.” 



“How great,” I said. “We’d like to hear you sometime.” Ben looked from us to his son and smiled with mischief. 



“Dad,” Reid said a third time, really embarrassed. 



“I brought his guitar with us. It’s in the car.” He stood up and handed Lil’ Samia to me. 

“I’ll just get it.” Ben went out to the car Bentley’s company had leased for him. Linden said to Reid: 



“He’s very proud of you.” 



“Yeah,” he said, staring at Lil’ Jacob, “I guess so.” He paused, then looked at us and continued, “He really is a good dad. The best.” 



“He’s very proud of you,” I also said, looking from him to Lil’ Samia and thinking how proud I was of her. 



“I didn’t always deserve it.” I looked back at him and he continued, “After my mother died I was…difficult. Really rebellious. I got in trouble. I caused a lot of trouble for him in Christchurch.” 



“You were grieving. You were in pain,” Linden said. I wondered why the sudden confidence. 



“Yeah, but so was he. He went back to work right away. He had missed so much already. 

He brought me with him. He always kept me close. And Mom. We were always with him in New Zealand. Then, when she got sick she was treated in Christchurch.” He paused. 

“No one treats cancer better than the U.S., though. He asked for a leave, from ‘Pagan.’ 



16 



They gave it to him. He was so popular, and everybody loved him. They would have given him the whole season off. Longer, even. They knew he would have quit. There was no replacing him. When she died and we got back…he could have sent me to stay with Nanny and Papa, or Mom’s parents. He wouldn’t. I caused a lot of trouble for him and the show.” Such a confidence, so quickly given. What was behind it? We heard the trunk slam and knew Ben was returning. “He praises me a lot. He always sees the good in people. He’s the good one. I just wanted you to know, ‘cause he’s going to keep laying it on.” He smiled as his father came back inside the house with his guitar. 



“Are you ready to wow them?” Ben asked, carefully laying the case on the coffee table. 

Reid smiled at us again and said: 



“Why don’t we eat, first. Then we’ll have a concert.” 



“That sounds like a good idea,” Linden said. I thought so, too. “Ben, would you take Lil’ 

Samia from Christian for a second.” He did and Linden pushed me off him and onto the hardwood floor. I gasped and said: 



“I was so comfortable. I was more comfortable than I’ve ever been.” My husband stood up slowly, saying: 



“My legs are asleep.” He exaggerated their uselessness, or maybe he didn’t. “I don’t know if they’re ever going to wake up.” He and I took our babies from our guests and put them in the basinets in their rooms. We had a speaker in there we brought to the kitchen, where we helped ourselves to slices of pizza and heated them up in the microwave. We settled down at our small dining room table with our food and drinks and talked about the reality show. 



“What have they shot so far?” I asked. Ben said: 



“A bit of us at the house. A tour of the school. I brought them to the amphitheater and pointed out your friends’ plaque.” 



“That was nice,” I said. 



“People knew about their deaths, which were horrible. I wanted them to know about the tribute the school made. I told Bentley that part needed to be broadcast.” He needn’t have. Bentley would have seen to it. 



“The crew followed us to the theater location,“ Reid said. “They poured the foundation.” 



“Your brother showed me the plans,” Ben said to me. “It’s going to be a beautiful theater.” 



“What play are you going to do first?” Linden asked. 
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“Well, I’ve got to do the Christmas pageant. Bentley told me about it. He gave me a DVD 

of the one you did last year but I haven’t seen it yet.” 



“It’s a good one,” my husband said. 



“That’s what I hear,” Ben replied. “Reid and I’ll watch it tomorrow. We’ve got the day off.” Reid said: 



“They expect us to do a play right away, though. Bentley and Jody, the director. She’s kind of making it up as we go along. Finding the series.” 



“It’s a strange approach, from what I understand about reality shows,” his father explained. “Most of them are scripted, you know.” Duh. “Montverde’s involved pretty heavily. You know, the board.” 



“Oh, yes,” I recalled the meeting and the play suggestions. 



“It’s a commercial for the school. A reflection of it. They know its reputation, so they’re concerned about not reinforcing that.” 



“And they had a tough year,” I said, because I was sure we were all thinking it. Ben nodded, sadly and said to me: 



“I think Bentley’s going to suggest shooting Reid in your classes.” 



“I figured he would,” I said, “not the least because last year’s got so much attention.” 



“That’s showbiz,” Ben shook his head. 



“Not in Bentley’s case,” I said to the stars of my former student’s new show. I explained about the Lady Lake Doggie Rescue fund, how much it made while JJ and Abigail were hosting the show, and how much more it made after her death, when Bentley released it on DVD almost immediately. “There are a lot of Florida pet rescues that wouldn’t have survived, recession or no, without money from that fund. Bentley saw an 

opportunity…it’s the producer in him. But he’s got a big heart. He loved Abigail and respected her, too.” I told them what Abigail Adams said when I suggested euthanizing the Jeffcoat’s aggressive pits, cueing Linden, who said: 



“’Fuck that.’” I loved hearing him, or anyone, quote her. 



“Viewers are going to want to see the notorious English professor with the violent criminal past.” 



“The one everyone suspects led his class to kill…what was that guy? The police guy?” 

Linden was so full of it, and so convincing for a moment I truly didn’t think he knew Chris Grace’s name or that my students and I bricked him up so he’d starve to death. 
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“Grace,” I said. Reid nodded. 



“I heard about the sheriff’s book. Would you mind if I read it?” How sweet he was to ask. 

I mean it. 



“Not at all,” I said. “People have. I won’t. I heard she said I was attractive and looked ten years younger than I am. That’s all I need to know about it.” 



We helped ourselves to second slices of pizza and then Ben had a third and fourth piece. I was glad we talked about Abigail. They were doing a reality show for the same producer and, in large part, at the same location she had. Her death was national news. It would have come up. I was also glad we talked about Bentley, because I wanted them to know he was nice. 



Linden brewed a pot of decaf and we took it and four slices of cake into the living room. 

Ben asked us how we found Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I told him the same thing I told everyone but my siblings, which was, “The Kelly twins, whom you’ll meet, and I spent the summer visiting Superior Bodies, the chain of gay gyms in which my little brother and I have an investment. The staff of the Bismarck, North Dakota, location did a volunteer gig at one of the city’s hospitals. Linden flew out the week we were there. We held the crisis babies in the nursery. I held Lil’ Jacob and Joshua Kelly held Lil’ Samia.” 



“And you brought them home with you,” Ben said, moved. 



“Oh no,” I said. “I wanted to, but it was such a big thing. Such a responsibility and challenge. I didn’t…” I stopped there. So funny, but to acquaintances and even most friends I said, “Yes, we did.” I wanted Ben and Reid to know the truth, though. Not about busting Vivian Lane and the Sherwood Town Council. I wanted them to know that I wasn’t confident I could take care of the children and that I didn’t ask Linden about adopting one of them because he was grounded and I was impulsive and I couldn’t bear to hear him say no. I hadn’t even told Linden that I was afraid he would say no and I would never see him the same way again. It would have hurt him to know I had so little confidence in him. 



What was it about us that inspired Reid to take us into his confidence so quickly, and what was it about him and his father that made me want to open up to them? Linden said, 

“We didn’t know about becoming parents. Adoption isn’t easy for straight couples. A gay adoption, out of North Dakota, to a couple that has an interest in a chain of gay gyms and bathhouses...” It was a good response. Linden was so good. Ben and Reid bought it. The former finished his cake and asked if anyone wanted another piece. 



“I will,” said his son. “I can’t believe this is vegan,” he said to us. 



“I don’t know, Lil’ Champ,” Ben said, playfully. “My TV hunk days are over, but yours have just begun. Two weeks ago, to be exact. Is a second slice a good idea?” 
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“I’ll have one,” I said, just to razz the kid. 



“Me, too, please,” said Linden. Reid looked at each of us and said: 



“But it’s vegan,” to which I replied: 



“That means no milk or eggs, not no calories.” 



“Oh, come on,” he said. His father relented and left the room to get us each another slice of cake. I said to Reid: 



“I saw you on those episodes of ‘Pagan.’” Again, he played his father’s character as a boy, “How many times?” 



“Two the first season. Once in season three.” he paused and continued. “We shot another one for season six but…it didn’t air. I came back four times in seven…” Linden finished: 



“But as the son Pagan didn’t know he had.” I had lost interest in the show by then, but not my fantasy-loving husband. 



“They were grooming me for a spinoff series, but it never happened,” Reid said as his father returned with more cake. 



“It could still,” Ben said, handing out our plates. “Especially after Montverde.” Reid took a bite and then said, playfully: 



“But they’d want you to be in it, and that’d mean getting back in the gym, tummy man.” 

Ben laughed. “And sewing that hair back in,” Reid laughed and Ben laughed harder. 



“No way,” said the former fantasy star. “My days in the gym are over. I’ll come back, but as your wise, old, fat, bald father.” With that, Ben picked up the entire piece of cake and shoved it in his mouth, causing his son to laugh so hard he nearly spit his out. Linden and I laughed, too, but we were struck less at the humor and more at the love Ben and Reid had for each other. After successfully swallowing his second piece of cake, Ben said, 

“OK, my routine’s over. How about you play our friends something on that ukulele?” 

Reid laughed again and said: 



“It’s not a ukulele you freak.” We finished our cake and I cleared plates while Linden let The Whore of Babylon and the foster mutts inside. Reid took his guitar out of its case and tuned it up while his father watched him, eyes sparkling. I wondered if my father’s eyes ever sparkled when they looked at me. I didn’t think so, but not because he loved me any less. I just think William Gallagher wasn’t the sparkly-eyed type. 



“You think the little ones would like to hear?” Linden asked me. 
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“I think so.” He got Lil’ Samia and I got Lil’ Jacob. She started crying, or maybe he did, which set her off, or vice versa. Linden gave both to me while he prepared bottles for them. Strangely, whenever they began crying the dogs, beagles and foster mutts, got totally quiet. Over their crying I said to Reid, “Why don’t you sing something that’ll soothe these savage beasts?” 



“OK,” he replied, over the screaming babies, “I’ll play one of my mother’s favorites.” He began the intro to Dan Fogelberg’s “Longer,” and then sang. Beautifully and confidently. 

Sweet, soft, pitch perfect, he played and sang simply, but gave the thirty year-old song a freshness that took nothing away from Fogelberg. Really, it was a tribute to him. I looked from Reid, who sang unaware of anything but the music and the lyrics, to his father, whose sparkling eyes went from his son to me to, entering with warm bottles, my husband. We all exchanged glances, my husband and me of awe and Ben, of pride. So caught up in the performance did I become, and so quickly, I didn’t realize the babies had stopped crying until I handed quiet Lil’ Samia to Linden in exchange for Lil’ Jacob’s bottle. They ate, Reid sang, Linden and I listened and Ben glowed. When the song was over I wanted to clap but my hands were full, so instead I said: 



“That was lovely.” Linden agreed and Ben, who I could tell wanted to clap but held back said: 



“His mother loved that song, and she loved hearing him sing it.” 



“It was the first one I learned,” Reid said. 



“No, it wasn’t…” his father teased him. Reid rolled his eyes and I said: 



“What?” 



“The first song Reid learned wasn’t his mother’s favorite, but his grandmother’s favorite.” 



“Oh,” I said. “And what song is that?” Our young guest was embarrassed again. He said: 



“She gave me the guitar…” 



“Tell them, Lil’ Champ.” 



“It was a ‘going to New Zealand’ present that first year…” 



“Play it.” 



“She gave me the sheet music, with the guitar…” 



“Sing it, Lil’ Champ.” Reid sighed and played the intro to Dolly Parton’s “You Come Again.” 
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“Oh, boy!” I cried. Linden smiled and Ben laughed and clapped his hands, albeit softly, to the music. Reid sang the Dolly Parton classic, straight. A verse into it Ben said, loudly: 



“Do it like Dolly!” Reid shook his head and continued singing as nicely as he had the Fogelberg song. 



“Champ…!” He ignored his father and kept singing as himself. Ben gave him another verse and jumped in, in a dead-on-balls accurate impression of Dolly Parton, for the bridge. Reid expected it, suggesting they had played this “You Come Again” game more than once. They confirmed this, for me, Linden, the babies and pups, when Reid joined his father for the final verse in a just-as-accurate impression of the legendary country singer. When it was over I stomped my feet, albeit softy, on the floor. Linden thought it was a good idea and joined me. Ben and Reid laughed and I said: 



“Your first play!” Our guests stopped laughing, though they continued smiling, and looked at me expectantly. Linden and everyone else did, too. “’Steel Magnolias!’” Reid and Linden looked at me with expressions that said they thought it was an odd choice for a school whose student body was ninety-percent male. “Like that board member, what’s her name, said.” Neither guest knew me well enough, in spite of our confidences, to ask if I were kidding. That was fine, though, because Linden, who did know me well enough, said: 



“Are you kidding?” 



“No,” I said. “It’s a great idea. A handful of actors. A southern setting. One set. You could put it up in two weeks.” 



“With whom?” Ben and Reid wanted to ask and Linden did. 



“Yeah, Christian,” Ben said, “Aren’t most of the students male?” He was being polite. 

Reid said: 



“I was thinking “Twelve Angry Men,” or something else with just male characters.” I shook my head and said, to everyone, babies and pups included: 



“You’re not going to find twelve students, male or female, to be in any play at Montverde.” Everyone but Linden, who got the point, just looked at me. “You can’t find twelve students to show up to class on a given day.” I was exaggerating, but everyone else also got the point. “If someone wanted to act, he wouldn’t come to our little school.” 

Ben shrugged and said: 



“I suppose.” His son: 



“He’d go to NYU or…” I shook my head. 
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“He’d have his parents finance a movie.” No one said anything for a moment during which I took Lil’ Jacob’s bottle out of his mouth, held him against my shoulder and began rubbing his back. 



“Which brings us back to ‘Steel Magnolias,’” Reid said, warily. I looked at Linden and jerked my head toward our new friends. He looked at Ben and said: 



“Christian thinks you should play,” he couldn’t think of the Dolly Parton character so he said, “The Dolly Parton character.” Father and son nodded in synch. The former asked: 



“And M’Lynn?” 



“Me,” I said. 



“And Ouiser?” 



“Jim Weaver.” 



“And Clary?” 



“Keith Pilcher.” They both nodded. Then they looked at each other, Reid with worry, Ben with mischief. 



“And…Daryl Hannah’s character?” Matter-of-factly, I said: 



“Sylvia St. Germaine. A student you’ll meet. She’d do it. Or she’ll play Shelby if you want to do it instead,” I said to Reid. 



“Dad…” he said, with more worry. 



“You shouldn’t have imitated Dolly, Champ,” Ben said, with more mischief. Reid looked like he had too much cake. His father laughed and quoted a couple of lines from the movie. His son wasn’t having it, and said: 



“I’m telling Bentley. He won’t let you do it.” 



“It’s two against one,” Ben said. “Five with Christian’s friends. Six with that woman who recommended it.” Still sick, and maybe sicker, Reid asked: 



“How is my playing a girl going to land me ‘The Adventures of Pagan Jr.?’” 



“You forget ‘Pagan/Pagannia.’” Ben said, referring to an episode where he hid from some villain by pretending to be a woman. He did such a good job the writers made him do drag again, as his separated-at-birth twin sister Pagalicia, and an alternative-universe Pagan who loses his “manhood” in battle and becomes a woman. I didn’t bring those other two characters up and Linden remained similarly silent. Ben continued, “And 23 



Pagalicia…and alternative-universe Pagan where I lost my…” 



“OK!” Reid said. “I’ll do it. Just please don’t remind me about the alternative-universe Pagan.” He shuddered, and began the intro to Five for Fighting’s “Fifteen.” He began singing and all thought of “Steel Magnolias,” Pagannia, Pagalicia and no-dick Pagan were forgotten. 



Seven songs—four of which Reid sang alone, two Ben sang alone, and one they sang together—and two more pieces of chocolate cake for Ben later, our guests thanked us for a great evening. As a happier, or less concerned Reid put away his guitar, he said, “I forgive you for bringing up that play, Christian.” I said, simply: 



“Thank you for playing tonight, Reid.” He smiled and said: 



“Thank you.” Linden and I put our fed, burped and sleeping babies back in their room and walked our new friends out to their car where they hugged me, who isn’t much of a hugger, and Linden, who is even less so. Still, we hugged them back like we had known them all our lives because, after our great and enjoyable evening, we felt we did. 



Later, as we drifted off to sleep, the speaker from the babies room on Linden’s night stand, The Whore of Babylon between our heads and all the foster mutts either on the bed or the floor beside the bed, Linden said, “Of all the visitors we’ve had in the last month I think I enjoyed them the most.” 



“I agree,” I said, sincerely. “They’re a good time. And they really love each other.” 

Linden said nothing, which made me ask, “What?” 



“Do you think Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia will love us that way?” Without hesitating, I said: 



“They’re going to have challenges,” and took my husband’s hand. “Even if they weren’t born to drug-addicted mothers they would have challenges. Like when Reid’s mother died and he gave his father grief.” Linden stroked my hand with his thumb and said: 



“But they’ll love us, right?” My husband was generally more confident about things. 

Then, of course, we adopted babies, with fetal alcohol syndrome. 



“Yes,” I said to Linden, leaning over our beagle daughter and kissing him on his forehead and lips. “They’ll love us.” I kissed The Whore of Babylon on the way back to my pillow and added, “They love us now.” Linden leaned over, kissed me and The Whore of Babylon, and we went to sleep. 
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Chapter 3 

Rolan 




Everyone agreed to participate in “Steel Magnolias.” Reid was Shelby and Sylvia, the Daryl Hannah part. Rehearsals would take me away from the babies, but we were all such pros we wouldn’t need many. A read through, blocking, a couple of run throughs, dress rehearsal and showtime. The second Saturday in October, I think, was the read-through. 

We did it in the amphitheater in the afternoon, the six actors sitting among two rows of seats. A stylist made us up and Jody had a couple of cameras on us throughout the reading. It went OK, as readings go, but no one thought any of it was good TV. We all got along. We were all professionals. No one screwed up. No one insulted anyone else. It was a solid rehearsal, but not something anyone would log on to watch. 



When we were done Jody said, “Cut,” or something and then spoke for all of us when she said, “Is the rest of this play going to be as boring?” Keith said: 



“We were playing women. We were funny.” Jody held her tongue and Ben said: 



“We were funny, and will be to an audience.” His son finished: 



“Just not a reality show audience.” He was right. I saw the entire tread-through through middle America’s eyes and, but for one or two unusually funny moments that 

nevertheless don’t warrant description, it was boring. Jody suggested we take a break. A moment later my phone rang. It was Rhoda. She said: 



“The pool’s empty. We’ll scrub it down tonight.” My heart raced a bit but I responded, casually: 



“Excellent. Thanks for letting me know. I’ll see you later.” We both hung up. Ben had watched me while I was on the phone and said. 



“What’s excellent?” 



“Nothing,” I said in a dismissive tone I regretted immediately. Ben was hurt but just said: 



“OK.” 



“I’m sorry, Ben. It’s just that I still get so nervous.” 



“About?” 



“Stealing dogs.” 



“Really…” I nodded and said: 



“Rhoda adopted a puppy, Rolan, to a family in south Orlando. A mutt. I think he’s pit and lab. Sweet boy. Black. Handsome.” Ben nodded and signaled his son to join the 25 



conversation. “We don’t adopt puppies that are less than two months old. They nurse that long. And we don’t spay/neuter them before six months. It’s safer that way.” 



“So you adopt them without them being fixed?” Ben asked, a reasonable question. 



“We do, but on the condition a family show proof of spay/neuter after their dog’s six months old. It’s in the adoption contract they sign. In bold.” Reid said: 



“And someone didn’t provide the proof.” I shook my head. 



“They’re not returning phone calls or e-mails. The Lassisters. Rhoda said they’re a nice couple, and Aki and Sayaka did a home visit. We do that for people who adopt bully breeds and who don’t have a vet reference. Rolan was their first dog.” I paused. “They were great people. I never met them but everyone liked them and we’re all really disappointed.” 



“So?” Ben asked. 



“So,” I said, realizing one of the camera guys was taping me, “we’re going to take the dog back. Tonight. After dark. Aki and Sayaka have been driving by. They haven’t seen a car there all day. The front porch light’s on and the mail hasn’t been taken in. They think they’re away for the weekend. 



“Any sign of Rolan?” Reid asked. I shook my head. 



“They didn’t approach the house. Sexy old Japanese twins would attract attention. Rhoda and I are going tonight. We’ll bust in if we have to.” Ben: 



“Is that a good idea? Shouldn’t you have a lawyer send them a letter or something?” I knew Ben asked the question for the sake of viewers and not because he was that dull. 



“Fuck that,” I said, because the show was broadcast online and curbing my language wasn’t necessary. “If Rolan’s in danger or being neglected, we can’t wait for a civil exchange of correspondence to rescue him. He was born in woods in Kissimmee to a dog that died in labor. Six of his siblings died of hunger before a homeless guy found them and took him and his surviving sister to animal control. She got adopted to a fabulous lesbian couple in downtown Orlando. She’s got the best life. Rolan’s going to have the best life, too, if it means rescuing him again.” I paused, looked from Ben to Reid to the camera to Jody and back to Ben and said, “Wanna come?” 







The plan was to go to the Lassiters’ house at eleven-thirty p.m. Quietly. Ben, Reid and Rhoda, only. The former two were the stars of the show and Rhoda ran the rescue. I had been involved in more than enough drama over the years and I had babies to look after. I couldn’t be going to prison. I nevertheless participated in planning the puppy stealing 26 



episode. In it, Jody would drop off the three thieves and a cameraman and drive away. 

The four of them would check out the outside of the house and peer in windows to see if Rolan was there and if he was safe. 



On the chance that Rolan was neutered, well fed and happy beyond words, Ben would call Jody and she would come back and pick them up and there would be no episode. 

More likely was that he was neglected or, and I shudder to think of what Rhoda would do to the Lassisters, they dropped him off at the pound. 



The plan involved no further mention of the Lassisters’ name, their street address, or anything about them that could identify them to viewers. Rolan was renamed Fido for the sake of the episode. Shot in the dark, any distinguishing features of the house would be obscured in post-production. Further, Ben and Reid were tasked to say, more than once, 

“This is a dramatization of what would happen if…” Naturally, they would do it in a way that suggested it was totally not a dramatization but they had to say it in order to cover their and the production company’s asses. 



I spent that Saturday night with Linden, Sean and the babies at home watching a movie and doing housework. My husband and I were usually in bed by eight-thirty or nine, though not always asleep. We read, cuddled with the pups and each other and did that other thing that starts with an “i.” We couldn’t sleep that night, though. We were too excited. Sean was, too. “Please can I go,” he asked me more than once, not because he was interested in being on TV or anything. My brother was completely satisfied with being a Portland-area theater owner and stage actor. He just wanted to have fun. 



“No, Sean,” I said. “We need to limit the number of folks involved, and Ben and Reid have to go. Rhoda runs the rescue. That’s enough for the scene.” 



“Pleeeeease,” my older brother whined. He was so hilarious. I said: 



“It can’t compare to you, Joan and William Jr. digging Eleanor van der Walls’ body out from under that porch, getting busted and drunk, and then snapping her in half ‘cause she didn’t fit in the fridge.” He sighed, nodded wistfully and said: 



“That was a beautiful thing.” Sean made tofu something or other for me and we watched a Sandra Bullock movie. “Murder By Numbers,” I think. It was OK. We had to pause it several times for Rhoda’s calls. She called on the half hour to give us updates about preparing for the night’s adventure. 



“They got me a new outfit,” she said to us on speaker. “Catsuits, for all of us. I feel like Emma Peel.” I shot Sean a look that advised him not to say anything rude. He had met Rhoda and didn’t need a warning. The production crew did Rhoda’s hair and make up and Jody suggested some dialogue which Rhoda chose to ignore. 



The three cat-suited Emma Peels were supposed to steal the dog and the camera guy was going to go with Rolan, Ben and Reid back to their Montverde rental house. Imagine, 27 



then, our surprise when, at one a.m. I got a call from Rhoda. “We’re in your driveway.” I opened the door to see the production company’s SUV. Jody drove. The camera guy rode shot gun and the three cat burglars sat in the back with Rolan. I approached the vehicle as Ben and Reid got out and handed me the nine month old pup, who was nearly full grown but still floppy and easily weighed over fifty pounds. 



“Why aren’t you…?” I began to ask. Reid cut me off, quickly: 



“Dad and Rhoda insisted on coming to see you so they could tell you all about the night.” 

I looked from him to happy and excited Ben to Rhoda and from them to pissed off Jody and the camera guy. The director said nothing, let the cat people out of the car and took off. Ben said: 



“She’s pissed. She wanted to do the scene where we bring him home tonight but I said we wanted to come here instead.” Reid looked solemn. There must have been a fight. As I led my guests, including Rolan, into the house, Rhoda said: 



“That Jody has a fuckin’ mouth on her.” I didn’t respond and neither did anyone else. 

Instead, we introduced the extremely excited Rolan to the beagles and mutts, carefully as it had been a stressful night for him and we didn’t know if he would be friendly. We were relieved to discover he was. Linden said: 



“We should take them into the yard so he can run off his energy.” He and Reid took Rolan into the back. The beagles wanted to go, too, but they were barking up a storm at the guests and the special canine guest and I didn’t want them waking up the neighborhood. I got Ben and Rhoda drinks and we sat down in the living room. Sean said: 



“Tell me everything, and don’t leave anything out. And make up details if they’re interesting.” Rhoda enjoyed Sean. My brother enjoyed her but, like most people, would never cross her. Ben said: 



“We got there at eleven-thirty. Jay had the camera rolling in the car.” Rhoda interrupted: 



“What about the interviews?” 



“Oh, yeah.” Ben was used to television but it was new to Rhoda, who continued: 



“They made me up just like Diana Rigg in ‘The Avengers,’” we all forced back smiles, 

“and then they interviewed me. Jody. And Jay had the camera. At the club.” 



“What did they ask you?” Sean asked, wanting to know everything and figuring Rhoda’s role in the dog-napping was probably the funniest part. 



“She asked me about Rolan…or Fido. I told her about the bum who found him in the woods and how I gave him a case of scotch for bringing him and his sister to the pound.” 



28 



She did. “Then she asked what happened to his sister, and I said she got adopted by a couple of lezzies. I didn’t know they were dykes at first, ‘cause one of them was a lipstick lezzy, you know, the woman in the relationship. The other was a real man, you know?” All this would be broadcast. “Lezzies make good owners ’cause they don’t have kids. Mostly. Unless one of them gets their brother to knock up the other. That happens sometimes.” Sean had held back as long as he could and finally roared with laughter. 

“What?” 



“Did they ask you anything else? Jody did the interview, right?” I asked Ben, who nodded. Rhoda continued: 



“Oh yeah, she asked me if I ever stole a dog back.” I gasped, wondering what secrets she revealed, chastising myself for not rehearsing the interview or reviewing the questions. 

Did she mention the raid on Barbara Loomis’ filthy operation years before? Stealing Knucklehead from the back of one of the Jeffcoats’ trucks and later taking out the three of them? Siobhan seducing that hillbilly who kept his miserable dog on a chain so she and Kevin could rescue him? All of this I considered, with dread, in the moment it took Rhoda to take a breath and say, “I said no, it was my first. The rescue’s first, you know?” 

I sighed with relief, very dramatically I realized as Ben, Sean and Rhoda looked at me, hard. “DUH!” Rhoda spat at me, annoyed that I would think she would bust all of us. 



“I’m sorry.” 



“I told ‘em all our follow ups were good, except for a couple, and people either got their dogs fixed or returned them like we said.” She paused and Ben said: 



“The Stanfields?” Uh-oh. 



“Oh yeah, them.” Moments after Rhoda got pissed off at me for thinking she would reveal something she shouldn’t she admitted to saying, “I told ‘em how they dropped Fred and Wilma,” older Bassett Hound siblings, “off at the pound ‘cause they were too embarrassed to give them back to me.” Too afraid, more likely, though I didn’t say so. 

“As if I didn’t know everyone at the pound. Mother of God!” 



“What did you do to them?” Sean asked. I gasped again as she said: 



“I,” she emphasized the word ‘I,’ “threw a stink bomb in their living room while they were having a dinner party and then I,” she emphasized the word ‘I’ again, “poured sugar in their gas tanks.” In reality Kevin and Siobhan had done both, as a concession to Rhoda, who wanted to snap Mr. and Mrs. Stanfield’s spines. I sighed again, though not with relief. “What?” 



“Rhoda,” I began, shooting an angry glance at Sean’s eager face, “I admire you for protecting Kevin and Siobhan, but you still told the world Superior Mutts wrecked their living room and cars.” Rhoda thought about it and said: 
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“Oh.” 



“It’s OK,” Ben said, “Jody won’t run it.” 



“What happened then?” I asked Ben. 



“We got there at eleven-thirty. Jay had the camera rolling in the car.” 



“I told them we were doing a dramatization,” Rhoda assured me, as if that would excuse her revealing the Stanfield revenge thing. Ben told me later she said they were doing a dramatization, like, forty times. So often, in fact, that Jody nearly took her life into her hands by hitting her. 



“We cased the house from the outside. Jay followed the three of us. He used some special lens so that he didn’t have to run a light.” 



“Yeah,” Rhoda interrupted, “but with no light I tripped on the patio.” She showed us her hands, which were mildly scraped. Ben told me later something I guessed, which was that her tripping had less to do with their being no light and more with her having sucked down several ounces of Scotch prior to the adventure. He needn’t have as we all could smell it on her. 



“Fido…Rolan wasn’t outside so we looked in all the windows and didn’t see him.” 



“Then they bring out the flashlights!” Rhoda said, her tone suggesting a flashlight would have sobered her up enough to avoid stumbling. 



“We got to the garage and heard barking.” 



“They had him in the fucking garage, Christian,” Rhoda was serious and mad and so were Ben and I. Linden entered and put Herod, Romulus and Remus in the babies’ room and The Whore of Babylon and the fosters in ours. Then he, Reid and an exhausted but still excited Rolan joined us in the living room. The pup went straight to Rhoda for rubbies and love. 



“How did you get it open?” Sean asked. Ben said: 



“It was locked, of course, which meant we’d have to enter the house to get to it. There was an alarm, though.” Reid looked like he wanted to go back outside as his father continued, “Champ and I looked around for the security unit thinking maybe we could disable it or cut a wire.” Rhoda rolled her eyes. “We thought if we could do that, cut electricity to the unit or to the house it wouldn’t go off.” Rhoda sighed. Reid went to the kitchen to get a drink. “Then we thought about busting one of the locks, scooping him up in the time it took for the alarm to go off, a minute. And then maybe one of us would find the phone and wait for the alarm company to call to ask for the password and I could keep them on the phone, buying us time to get Rolan.” Rhoda began breathing hard. “But 30 



I didn’t think that would work since alarm companies are used to burglars guessing passwords and bluffing, so I thought we should wait until the Lassisters got home and opened the garage to put their car in and slipping in at the same time and hiding behind the car while they got out and went inside. But if they kept Rolan in the garage they probably just parked on the driveway,” Reid remained in the kitchen. I exchanged glances with Linden and Sean. We looked from each other to Ben to an increasingly impatient Rhoda to an extremely patient Ben, who said, “So then I suggested we return the following morning when they let him out, hopefully, and…” Rhoda had had enough. 

She had had enough an hour before, when Ben stood outside the Lassiter house with her saying the same things, and interrupted: 



“So I picked up a potted plant and threw it through the sliding glass door.” 



“YES!” my brother said. 



“We ran inside and into the garage and found Rolan,” Ben began, excited. He became grave as he said, “He was sitting on the concrete next to an empty bowl.” 



“The floor was covered in piss and shit,” Rhoda spat. “I grabbed him and ran back outside.” 



“He didn’t growl or anything?” Sean asked. 



“He remembered me,” my unforgettable friend said. 



“The alarm went off, but we were in and out in thirty seconds.” Ben said. 



“Did Jay get everything?” I asked. 



“Oh yes,” he said. “He played it back in the car, outside the convenience store. We looked at Rhoda. 



“I needed a malt liquor, and I was out of smokes.” 



“And we needed wet wipes,” Ben added, smiling. “Rhoda threw Rolan in the front seat. 

He got all excited and started licking and humping Jody, and then he peed himself. She’s covered in it.” Sean roared again. Linden and I laughed. Reid returned to the living room, reluctantly. Rhoda freaked him out. 



“So what happens now?” Sean asked. 



“Jody’ll show the footage to Bentley and he’ll give it a thumbs up or down.” I was sure he would OK it and I was sure Ben was sure, too. I was also sure that as he stood outside the Lassiter’s garage going on and on about all the options regarding Rolan’s rescue he was deliberately frustrating Rhoda into picking up the potted plant and hurling it through the sliding glass door. Later that night, I suggested it to Linden and he agreed. The 31 



following day I asked Ben if that had been his intention and he said that it was. 



“Well done,” I said to my clever, manipulative new friend. 



Linden drove Rhoda home in the Miata that night. Ben borrowed Linden’s car and drove back to Montverde with Reid and Rolan, whom Jody and Jay would shoot arriving at their rented house Sunday night as if it were still Saturday…reality TV! 



Superior Mutts got a call the next day from Mr. Lassiter, who demanded to know what had happened to Rolan. I had told Elio, who was watching reception at Superior Bodies on Sunday, to expect the call and to forward it to my cell phone. I took it in the back yard while Linden gave one of the babies a bath. “Hello Mr. Lassister,” I said to the angry former dog owner. “What can I do for you?” 



“You can return my fucking dog,” he said. “And replace my sliding glass door, you bunch of assholes.” I waited a beat, and replied calmly and softly: 



“Mr. Lassister, did the police respond to the break-in last night?” 



“Yes they did, and they made a full report and they know you stole my fucking dog.” I just didn’t like him using the ‘f’ word in that way and said, calmly and softly: 



“Mr. Lassiter, I don’t like you using the ‘f’ word in that way.” 



“I don’t fucking care what you like,” he snapped. “The police are coming to your filthy sex club to get my FUCKING dog.” 



“Mr. Lassiter, did the police see the condition in which your dog was living?” 



“My dog was perfectly fucking safe.” There was no reasoning with him in his excited and profane state, especially if he truly felt Rolan’s living in his own waste was OK, so I said: 



“Mr. Lassiter, I have the videotape of that garage and the police will see it, too. You would be wise to forget you ever adopted Rolan from Superior Mutts, not the least because you violated several terms of the adoption contract.” He began railing about all kinds of nonsense I won’t bother detailing. When he finally stopped I continued: 



“If you want to pursue a criminal complaint or civil action against Superior Mutts, you may. Be advised that if you do, my colleagues and I will deny everything. Then I will anonymously upload the footage of that filthy stinking garage to the internet and forward a link to all of your neighbors, relatives and coworkers. Then you can tell them how safe Rolan was. You can explain to them what great dog owners you and your wife were. I will broadcast the footage and post your name, address and phone numbers alongside it. 

Send the police to my sex club, Mr. Lassiter. They won’t find Rolan. And when they get here I’ll ask them what they thought of the condition in which he was living.” I had this all written down. I had a lot of points to make and thought it best to have them prepared. 
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Lassister railed some more and then his wife took the phone. 



“Where is my dog?” she said in a tone she probably thought would intimidate me. I replied: 



“You don’t have a dog, Mrs. Lassister,” and then read the whole, “If you want to pursue a criminal complaint…” thing to her. No less a monster than her husband, Mrs. Lassiter was more concerned with her friends and neighbors seeing videotape of the feces and urine-filled garage in which they had kept Rolan, and so said: 



“You can keep him, then. That’s fine. He was dangerous and unruly.” I said nothing to that and prepared to bid the woman a good day when she added, “We need our adoption fee back and our glass door replaced.” I wanted to laugh at her. Instead I said: 



“Madam, I am going to hang up now. If my friends or I hear from you or your husband again about Rolan, his adoption donation or your glass door, everyone in Orlando and the world will see your filthy garage and know how to contact you.” I paused while she absorbed this and then asked, “Are we done?” She answered by slamming down the phone. I went inside to tell Linden about the call. 



“You won’t be hearing from them again.” I didn’t think so, either. Still, I called Bentley’s attorney, who had already spoken to Jody about the evening. He didn’t think the Lassiters would cause a fuss, either, and was almost disappointed. 



“It would be fun tangling with them.” I didn’t disagree. Indeed, before coming home to Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia two months before, I would probably have provoked the Lassiters into filing a suit so they’d be exposed to the community as the abusive dog owners they had been. I had other stuff to do, though, like rock Lil’ Samia while Linden rocked Lil’ Jacob. It’s what we did. 



That night Jody and Jay went to Ben and Reid’s house, arriving with them and Rolan as if they had just come from the Lassiter’s house. Father and son brought their rescued dog inside as if he had not already spent the prior night and whole day there. Naturally, they were careful to put away the dog bowls, blanket and bed Rolan had been using for the prior twenty-four hours. Viewers were likely impressed with how quickly the just-kidnapped dog figured out where everything in the house was and how comfortable he felt. I saw the raw footage of the episode and was impressed with how effective Ben and Reid were at pretending they had liberated him an hour before rather than twenty-three. 

They both appeared wired and tired, still high from the glass door-busting break-in and needing to review their fresh exploit. Jody had interviewed both of them, alone and together, prior to the rescue and, alone and together, after it. She also taped an obvious but no less adorable “interview” of Rolan, asking him what he thought of the “Owens,” 

how awful it was to live in the dirty, lonely garage, and how glad he was to be with Ben and Reid. She used a standard hand-held microphone with him that he licked and tried to eat. He also licked the lens. 
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The episode’s closing credits ran over footage of the Montverde Maitlands’ effort to give Rolan a bath, a scene that alone was worth the price of admission. Ben and Reid, still in their cat suits struggling with their big, freshly dirty, floppy black puppy, drawing him a bath, getting him in it, gently fighting with him to stay in it, and soaping the big spaz up was up there with the most adorable scenes on reality or any other genre of television. So sodden did father and son get they stripped down to their boxers and briefs and climbed into the tub with the big wet baby, four arms and eight legs and tangled soapy fun. It was playful and sexy as Reid was a young, fit hottie and Ben, in spite of having let himself go, retained a decent slice of the sex appeal that “Pagan” viewers had enjoyed. 



Fun and sexy, the scene was another example of the great friendship and total love Ben had for his son and Reid had for his father. I mean, Sunday night’s footage was completely scripted…OK, loosely. The bath thing was totally off the cuff and the more enjoyable for it. Scripted it would have been obvious, saccharine and cloying. Not so with Ben, Reid and Rolan, whom they were careful to call Fido throughout, a name they didn’t care for as much and would “change to” Rolan five episodes later, ‘cause they kept him. 



Bentley was thrilled by the Rolan rescue footage and even more excited when his company’s attorney advised him a Lassiter legal threat was negligible. “They’ll hear about it,” he wrote in an e-mail Bentley forwarded to me, “but they would be unwise to identify themselves as the ‘Owens’ by pursuing anything. I’m confident we’ll get inquires about ‘Fido’s’ owners. MofM’s viewers will want to punish them. A good attorney will advise them to remain anonymous.” 



Bentley had the episode edited quickly and e-mailed it to his mother, Rona Howard. He told me she watched it, called him and said, “Screw the theater angle. Pursue these adventures.” 



“Is it too similar to LLDR?” he asked. 



“It is if you limit it to dogs. What else do you have down there? Giraffes? Hippos?” 

Bentley told her he’d find out, hung up, called me and said: 



“You teach the animal rights movement class. Mom and I think Ben and Reid need to rescue another animal. What can they do this weekend?” 
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Chapter 4 

MeMe 




Long story short, I’ve been a vegetarian for over a decade and was for about a year as a young man. I took the final step to vegan a few years ago. I can’t be precise, though it was shortly after a kick-ass vegan restaurant opened in Orlando. I went with Linden, Olivier and Kristen, just to check it out. It was super yummy. We had the same pizza and chocolate cake Ben and Reid brought over that night. I picked up some literature at the restaurant, read it, and visited websites it recommended. Quickly, I saw how dairy cows and egg-laying chickens are treated on dairy farms and in factory farms and haven’t had milk or eggs since. 



My interest in animal rights began when I overheard one of the vegan restaurant’s servers say to another, “If you wouldn’t let someone do that to your dog…” For the two years prior to meeting the Maitlands, I had participated in demonstrations outside fast food burger and chicken restaurants, puppy stores and circuses big and small. My interest in the movement is why, when Dean Simon asked me to teach at Montverde and then asked me to choose the subjects, a course in animal rights was among them. 



I would have brought all this up earlier, but it wasn’t important to Abigail’s death or the 2008 Superior Bodies summer tour. It’s important to “The Maitlands of Montverde,” 

though, because Rona Howard, the Aaron Spelling of the twenty-first century, said so. 



To repeat, Bentley called me the Wednesday after Rolan‘s rescue and said, “You teach the animal rights movement class. Mom and I think Ben and Reid need to rescue another animal. What can they do this weekend?” I had just come home from school and checked the planner I had put down on a kitchen counter. I picked it up, flipped through the calendar and said: 



“Some of my students are attending an ARFF protest outside The Puppy Spot in Orlando Saturday.” 



“What time?” 



“Four to five.” 



“What’s ARFF?” 



“The Animal Rights Foundation of Florida. It’s based in Ft. Lauderdale, but it’s got a Central Florida chapter.” 



“Would they mind if Ben and Reid went, with Jody and Jay?” 



“They would love to have them. Are you kidding. TV stars at their protest. They’ll want to alert the media.” My heart leapt as I anticipated calling Adam and Stephanie De Giorgio, ARFF’s Orlando reps. “Can you forward me those stills?” I asked referring to the official “Maitlands of Montverde” publicity shot of Ben and Reid Jay took of them 35 



sitting on the Abigail and Bosco amphitheater stage.” 



“No,” Bentley said, his tone dismissive as his mind worked quickly. I took no offense as it was fun to watch him think. “I want another picture of the two of them with Fido, or Rolan. In a tub. The three of them leaning against a tub covered in suds. Reid, Rolan, Ben. Shoulders and heads only. Suds in their hair and on Ben’s nose, only. Reid is the hunk, Ben’s comedy. We’ll take it tomorrow morning. Your friends’ll have an image tomorrow night. Can they send a release on Friday?” Before I could answer Bentley said, 

“No, can they send me their press list? I’ll have publicity review it and send something out from us Friday morning.” He waited for me to respond. I waited for him to say, 

“Christian?” 



“Whatever you say, boss.” 



“Sorry,” Bentley said. “It’s just a great opportunity. A puppy store protest is a nice follow up to the rescue. We’ll open with another rehearsal. Ben announces he has to leave early to go to the demo. The cast goes with him…if you want.” 



“I’ll check with Linden.” 



“The dog needs to go, too.” I considered it and said: 



“I don’t know, Bentley. The store’s on 50 across from the mall. It’s a busy road, especially on Saturdays.” 



“We’ll get a harness and tie it to Ben’s belt. No, Reid’s. We’ll get a costume for Ben. A doggie costume. He’ll yuk it up. And let’s get Rhoda out there, too. Will she go?” 



“Sure, if you want one of the owners to get punched. They always come out and give us grief. Burger joints, labs, roadside animal attractions…someone always has to come out and mock us.” Bentley thought about it and said: 



“She would really punch someone.” 



“Bentley, I don’t want Rhoda or anyone going to jail so you have something cool to broadcast. Ben and Reid join us only if it’s helpful to the cause.” Any other Hollywood producer, Rona Howard among them, would have protested. Bentley, however, said, simply: 



“Whatever you say, boss.” 







The De Giorgios were thrilled to have Ben Maitland, his son Reid and TV’s new favorite dog join us at the puppy store protest. They contacted ARFF headquarters and everyone there was as thrilled. The Ft. Lauderdale office coordinated with Bentley’s people about a 36 



release. They agreed on images and copy immediately and sent it out jointly. The local press went berserk, sending reporters and photographers, the number of whom would have dwarfed the typical number of protesters had the De Giorgios not followed up a call-to-action e-mail with phone calls to everyone on their activist list. Stephanie told me she advised everyone to come, bring his spouses, children, parents, neighbors, people they didn’t like, people they didn’t know, etc. 



The protest was going to be huge and I didn’t want to be anywhere near it. They didn’t need me and while “Steel Magnolias” didn’t require a lot of time or effort, I had turned one of the four courses I was scheduled to teach over to Keith so I could spend more time with Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. “I’ll go,” Sean said to me over dinner the night before. 



“OK, but keep a low profile and don’t let Jody prod Rhoda into doing anything violent.” I had already talked to Ben and told him not to get her worked up like he did at the Lassiter’s house. He promised he wouldn’t. 



Saturday was a long day of waiting for the big protest that Linden and I would sit out but still watch from his car. I put the baby seats in his sedan that morning and spent a couple of hours doing yard work and giving beagle baths. Sean joined us for a light afternoon meal. Linden and I gave both babies baths, put on fresh diapers, and strapped them into their seats. Sean drove to The Puppy Spot’s strip mall, which was filled with press vehicles at three fifty-five. Linden rode shotgun on my lap. We found a spot and Sean got out. “See you on the eleven o’clock news,” said my brother and shut the car door. Linden moved to the driver’s seat and we watched Sean crossed a side street to a bank’s empty parking lot. The ARFF protesters parked and assembled there. 



“Oh my God,” I said to Linden, and stepped out of the car to get a better look at the group. “There’s got to be a hundred people there. Maybe more.” I continued watching until a scummy-looking guy in sweat pants, dirty sneakers and long sleeved t-shirt approached. 



“What are doing here?” he asked. 



“Why do you ask?” I asked. 



“Are you here to protest?” the guy said, “’cause if you are you can’t park here. It’s private property.” I looked around and at Linden and said: 



“We’re just here to get diapers,” I told the scummy-looking guy, indicating the babies. 



“Oh,” he said and peered in the back window. “They’re cute.” 



“Thank you,” I said. 



“Have a nice day,” the scummy-looking guy said and left to search for other activists who might have the audacity to park in The Puppy Store’s lot. I stuck my head in the car and 37 



said: 



“What a moron. There’s not a shop around here that sells diapers.” Linden smiled wryly and I again looked across the lot to the bank. I saw Rhoda pull the Superior Mutts van into it. The press, which included folks from the city’s daily and weekly paper, two Florida gay papers, four networks affiliates, five radio stations, the Associated Press and some other lesser-known outfits rushed over to the bank as the van’s back doors opened and out stepped, first, Reid and Rolan, who was in a harness and double leash. They were greeted with applause by the ARFF people. Jay appeared behind them. He swept his camera over the crowd of press and protesters, all of whom jumped, clapped, hollered and waved their signs toward him. He stepped out of the van, turned around and pointed his lens into it. Sean then began chanting, and this was my idea, though someone else would have thought of it if I hadn’t, “Pagan, Pagan, Pagan…” The crowd joined them and Jay or Jody or Rhoda blasted the theme to the TV show super loud. 



The combination crowd, press, traffic and music warranted a grand entrance by Ben Maitland at his Pagan-buffest, climbing onto the roof of the van in full leather and steel Medieval costume, hair plugs, make-up, fake tan, carrying a sword…the works. Maybe flying in. Maybe appearing out of a puff of smoke. Something grand and amazing. 

Instead, my chunky middle-aged friend Ben hopped out of the van in a white doggie costume, holding its big, white doggie head under his right arm. He looked as silly as could be. He looked like a theme park costumed character. The costume, while clean, was worn and faded, kind of like Ben. It was bizarre and grand in its own sweet way. He smiled broadly and genuinely, waving to his fellow protesters and the press with the free arm that was clad in a big, white paw. Everyone cheered. It was silly and great. I clapped, hollered and then looked around for the scummy looking guy as I was afraid he would send us packing for showing support. 



Reid and a tightly-held Rolan led Ben through the crowd. Father and son shook hands, greeted, hugged and kissed lots of people. They made brief prepared comments to the media like, “Don’t breed or buy while pound puppies die,” and “The Puppy Spot sells sick and frightened puppy mill dogs.” They walked down the sidewalk, stopped in front of the store, and began waving to the tons of cars that drove east and west along State Road 50. The other protesters spread out on either side of them, holding anti-puppy store and puppy mill signs and also waving. 



The press took turns speaking with Ben and Reid, their interviews coordinated by one of Bentley’s people and an ARFF exec who had driven up from Ft. Lauderdale that morning. Cars honked, traffic slowed, Puppy Spot patrons left the store and no others entered, and the scummy-looking guy, who Stephanie later told me was the owner, huffed and puffed as he watched all the activity from behind the glass door of his shop. 



Linden and I held our babies on our laps as we watched all the fun. Particularly enjoyable was watching reporters, photographers and camera people cross the lot toward the puppy store after speaking to Ben, who kept his doggie head at his side, and Reid, who held Rolan very close. Everyone who approached the store was greeted, through its shut and 38 



probably locked glass door, by the scummy-looking guy’s angry and morose face as he shook his head back and forth to say, essentially, he wasn’t entertaining interviews. This discouraged no one, and soon a small media army was gathered outside the shop’s large front window. Through it, cameras took pictures and videotape of the cradles of puppies available for sale: beagles, English bulldogs, shar-peis, Chihuahuas, and three or four other litters. The place was clean and all the puppies looked healthy, but as Rhoda told three TV and two radio and one print reporter, “Who knows who’s dying in the back.” 



The scummy looking dumbass should have closed early that day. He should not have let anyone shoot him shaking his head angrily from behind the glass door. And he totally shouldn’t have let anyone shoot him closing the curtains over the puppies, all of whom were excited by the dozens of faces, Jay’s among them, on the other side of the window. 

Stupid, stupid, stupid, and just what you’d expect from someone who would report to work, at his own store, in sweatpants, dirty sneakers and a t-shirt. 



After the curtain closed my attention went back to the street where Ben and Reid had actually stopped traffic. People honked in support of the cause and honked in anger at the jam. People hurled insults at the protesters. It happened all the time. At that and every other demonstration people gave thumbs downs, flipped the bird and shouted rude things. 

It was no big deal. After my third protest I didn’t even hear the negative remarks. Ben’s participation, however, made me hear it all again because among the insults were things aimed specifically at him. People shouted, “Pagan sucks,” and “Nice hair, fat man,” and the like. Jay recorded a lot of it and it got broadcast. Also broadcast were Ben and Reid’s smiling expressions as they ignored the cruel things said about them and the other activists. Engaging assholes is never a good idea. Killing them with kindness—smiles, waves and “thank-yous”—is what the ARFF coordinators advise everyone to do always, and we do. “It just pisses them off more when we’re nice to them,” Stephanie told me at my first demonstration, and she was right. 



Rhoda said nothing at the protest, though not because Stephanie advised her not to. She and Sean set up beach chairs on the sidewalk six people away from Reid and Rolan. They smoked, drank whiskey out of a flask, played Go Fish and I am not kidding. 



We all carried on outside The Puppy Spot for two hours. Generally protests were an hour, but we were on a roll and I didn’t think we’d ever get as many folks out there. I called Ben and asked him if he would hang out for two hours instead of one, just to milk as much attention against puppy stores and mills as we could. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll pass the word down the line.” The news media got their stories and left. Jody and Jay hung around taping as much as they could in order to get the best moments. Ben and Reid’s celebrity attracted additional protesters. Indeed, some people recognized them, pulled into the lot and joined the line. Ben greeted everyone and spoke to everyone graciously and briefly, always turning his attention back to the road. Years of being a star taught him how to handle fans, including discouraging long, gushy conversation without hurting their feelings. It was marvelous to see. 
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reporters and cameras leave and Sean and Rhoda finish one flask and open another. 

“Ready to go?” I asked him. 



“Yeah,” he said. We drove the long way around the strip mall pulling into the road between it and the bank and took a right so we could drive the length of the demonstration. I rolled down my window and stuck half my body out, cheering and hollering my support as Linden leaned on the horn. Everyone shouted back and waved signs. It was loud and great. “Do you want me to drop you off, Christian? I can pick you up later.” I looked at the dozens and dozens of activists still whooping it up in the car’s side mirror and considered it. Then I swung my head around and looked at Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and said: 



“No, I’d rather go home with you and the babies.” 







“Steel Magnolias” went up the following weekend, in the Abigail and Bosco 

amphitheater, and I have never been more disinterested in a show in my life. Still, I gave it one hundred percent…or maybe ninety. Enough to generate tears from the audience during the third act climax. It was so effortless and as exciting and satisfying as buying groceries or pumping gas. Performing is fun and the play is excellent and very moving. I respected it, the other actors, the audience and writer enough to give it close to my best, but there were just so many other things on my mind. First among them were Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. If I could have spent every waking and sleeping moment of the day with them I would have. The other big distraction was “The Maitlands of Montverde” and, more specifically, the episode that began shooting opening night that would feature a very lonely and sad chained dog named MeMe. 



A year before, shortly after I began teaching at Montverde, I noticed a dog chained in the front yard of one of the houses along a road between State Road 408 and the college. I knew her name because it was spelled out on a dirty, dilapidated dog house set next to the front door of a dirty, dilapidated bungalow. MeMe was a Heinz 57, which is another name for a mutt. Light brown, lab/chow/rot/boxer/pit bull…she was some combination of all of them. Between forty and fifty pounds. I passed her twice a day on those days I taught classes or visited the school for other activities. There were always a couple of bowls in front of her dog house. They were usually empty. She would go inside when it rained, but it wasn’t completely waterproof.  Her chain was long and she could lie under a shaded tree and watch traffic go by. She got no affection that I ever saw, and no attention of any kind from her owner, whose name was Derek Johnson. 



I met Johnson when, after a couple of weeks of seeing poor, sad MeMe I decided to offer him money for her. He looked like he was seventy, but turned out to be in his mid-fifties. 

On a Friday afternoon in the fall of 2007, between Hurricane Harriett and before “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge“ began shooting in earnest, Linden and I visited Johnson. We pulled the Miata into his driveway, which made MeMe go nuts barking. She was loud and wild but it was from excitement, not aggression. Johnson came outside his house as we 40 



approached his front door and snarled, “What do you want?” I introduced myself and Linden politely, but before I could ask about MeMe he said, “Get off my property.” 



“I want to buy your dog,” I said. I went straight to the money because Johnson was trash and his house was disgusting and there was no point in encouraging trash to be nice to their dogs and take them inside and give them a bath and tummy rubs. It’s just a waste of time. 



“She ain’t for sale now get out before I call the police.” I wanted to ask him to please call the police which would, I realize as I write, have been Chris Grace. 



“One hundred dollars,” I said. Johnson hesitated and then said: 



“Show me the money.” Linden produced a one hundred dollar bill. Johnson considered and said, “Five hundred.” 



“Two-fifty,” I said. 



“Five hundred!” he hollered. “Five hundred or you can go to Hell.” I looked at Linden, who produced four hundred more dollars. He gave it to me and I approached Johnson as he approached an excited MeMe with his hand out for her to smell. “Six hundred!” he hollered again. 



“You said five, Mr. Johnson,” I said, my tone dripping with disgust. I handed him five one hundred dollar bills and approached Linden, whose face MeMe was licking. I found the end of her chain, which was attached to a nail on the inside of her icky dog house, and pulled it off. I gathered it up as Linden picked dirty but happy MeMe in his arms. The two of us walked the Miata with our big new dirty bundle of fur without saying anything to or looking at her former owner. 



“That chain‘s another hundred dollars,” Johnson said. I dropped it, still silent. We had what we went there for. We didn’t need to hurt him or get the last word in. 



Linden and I took MeMe home, bathed her, fed her and brought her to our vet the following day. Everything was wrong with her: fleas, mange, heart- and every other kind of worm. We spent a fortune fixing her up. She became one of our Superior Mutts fosters. 



MeMe found a home by Christmas. She had a happy ending. All would have been good had I not noticed, the Tuesday after Linden and I bought her, Derek Johnson had spent the weekend securing another dog he stuck on a the chain I left. My heart sank. I thought he might get another dog, but still maintained a slight bit of hope that he wouldn’t. I was sick when I saw another Heinz 57 on the end of the same chain that had been MeMe’s. I asked Linden what we should do. He said, “If we offer him more money he’ll keep getting more dogs,” which was, of course, correct. 
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“So we approach him again and this time when he comes out you shoot him.” Linden had brought his Walther PP Super to Johnson’s house the week before, just in case he greeted us with a round of buckshot. He shook his head, though. 



“We can’t. I can’t. Let’s find another way.” I understood. We had both killed. It was a hassle. We needed to save it for the most desperate circumstances. Instead, we contacted Lake County Animal Services. They sent an officer out to check on the new MeMe. He said she had food, water, shelter and proof of rabies vaccination and, as there was no anti-chaining law in the county, there was nothing he could do. I contacted the Lake County commissioners about passing an anti-chaining law. Others had made an effort and failed. 

I started a letter writing campaign, offering Superior Mutts members an extra month on their memberships if they participated. I e-mailed everyone who had ever adopted a dog from us and asked him to write and call, too. People wrote and called Johnson, drove by his house to see MeMe, videotaped her and posted it to the net and left food, water, hay, wood chips and blankets. They also sent hate mail to him, which was kind of not effective but I didn‘t mind. Six weeks after my campaign to rescue the new MeMe began, I got a call from a Lake County deputy who told me I had to stop harassing Johnson. 



“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” I said to him. 



“Look, Mr. Gallagher,” he said. “I know you mean well, but there’s nothing you can do, and if you and your friends don’t leave Mr. Johnson alone, I’m going to have to arrest you.” I wanted to dare him to, figuring he was bluffing, but I thought it unwise to make an enemy of him. Instead I asked him if he had seen her. “Yes, I have. I wouldn’t keep a dog like that, but there’s nothing I can do since he’s not breaking any laws.” 



“I understand,” I said, calmly. 



“I will tell you this,” the deputy continued, “and only because it’s in the public record. 

Derek Johnson is a registered sex offender. We have to keep an eye on him, and we do. 

We’ll keep an eye on MeMe, too, just to make sure she always has water and food and doesn’t get caught up in her chain.” I sighed. “It’s the best we can do.” 



“Thank you, deputy. I appreciate it.” I did, really. He was a nice guy and seemed sincere. 



“You’ll ask your friends to stop?” 



“Yes,” I said, contritely. “But I won’t discourage them from dropping off food and blankets.” 



“That’s good, ‘cause I threw her a big rawhide yesterday morning.” 



I kept an eye on MeMe number two for a year. I considered stealing her but figured Johnson would get another dog and make her endure the same sucky life. Instead I gave her what treats and attention I could, from the road, and even pulled over and pet her when the house appeared empty. 
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Then I didn’t see MeMe Two on her chain for a few weeks. Then I saw a new MeMe and wondered what had happened to the second one. I called animal services and the sheriff and no one could tell me where she went. I told Linden and everyone else I knew and we started harassing Johnson again, and another deputy contacted me and told me to stop. I wasn’t as nice the second time, but I still agreed to lay off, even as I determined to kill Derek Johnson with or without Linden’s approval. Ben Maitland came to town before I got to it. At dress rehearsal for “Steel,” I said to him, ’cause it was on my mind, “I think MeMe Two died. Or escaped. Or got stolen, though she would have been stolen sooner. I think she died.” Ben Maitland thought for ten or fifteen seconds and said: 



“I have an idea.” 



Jay videotaped our opening night performance and then followed Ben and Reid home where they changed out of their drag costumes and put on jeans and t-shirts. I followed them but stayed off camera as I wanted as little to do with Ben’s idea as I could. The Maitlands, their cameraman, and Jody the director drove to Derek Johnson’s house and pulled off on the other side of the road, an area that, conveniently, was publicly owned woods. Jay shot Ben stepping out of the SUV holding a very long chain. He put on a dog collar and attached one end of the chain to it. He attached the other to a stake he stuck in the ground directly across the two lane highway from MeMe Three’s dog house. All the while he and Reid explained to viewers what they were doing and why, describing Derek Johnson’s sexual assault on a minor sixteen years before, and giving details about MeMe One, MeMe Two and, directing the camera to her, MeMe Three. “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as MeMe is on hers,” Ben said as Reid spread out a blanket. Then he and his son sat down and the former said to the latter, “You went in and out of your accent a few times in the second act.” 



“Did I really?” Reid replied. The men talked a bit more and then they pretended to go to sleep, lying next to each other on the blanket. Jay shot a bit of that and then hung out with the Maitlands until Freebird and Sylvia relieved him and Jody at two a.m. They went to sleep for real then, while Freebird and Sylvia listened to music and got high in her car. 

Then they had sex and passed out. 



At four-thirty a.m. a Montverde police car drove by and pulled over, waking up my four friends. I kind of thought it was about time someone in law enforcement noticed what was happening outside across the street from Derek Johnson’s house—things just weren’t the same since we bricked Chris Grace up in that outhouse. The officer asked everyone what was going on and Ben said, “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as MeMe remains on hers.” The cop tried to talk him out of it and cited laws he was unsure existed and called for back up and called the sheriff’s department and twenty minutes later all sorts of people: police, sheriff, fire department and the local media had assembled on the wooded stretch of land across the street from MeMe Three and her sex-offending owner, Derek Johnson. 



Ben would only say to whomever asked, “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as 43 



MeMe remains on hers,” which was the plan. Freebird and Sylvia, however, weren’t as articulate or succinct. The late/early hour and the drugs made him incomprehensible and her profane. Indeed, while he mumbled she dropped “f” bomb after “f” bomb, saying stuff like, “That fuckin’ Derek Johnson’s got that poor dog on a fuckin’ chain and she’s fuckin’ miserable and you fucks won’t do anything to stop it.” Reid, who was videotaping all the early morning drama because he didn’t trust Freebird or Sylvia to hold a camera steadily, paused it for the length of time it took to tell her to fuckin’ shut up. 

She got all pissed off and called Joshua and Jacob, who had the six a.m. shift, and asked them to come over before she fuckin’ hit Reid for talkin’ shit to her. Jacob called me and I called Jody, who roused Jay and zoomed over to tape the whole brouhaha properly. 



Of course, all the commotion got MeMe barking. Derek Johnson didn’t come out of his house, though, thinking probably he was being arrested again for violating his parole or something. I was certain he was up. I mean, there was enough activity to wake people in surrounding neighborhoods, some of whom drove over to see what was happening. 

Johnson wasn’t coming out, though. He had taken enough shit the year before over MeMe Two and the last few weeks over the current MeMe. He had been captured on tape several times railing against passersby as they recorded footage of his sad dog. That morning, with law enforcement and more cameras, from TV stations, he was staying completely out of sight. 



Though awake, I didn’t go out to join the fun. Instead, Linden and I let the pups out and fed the babies. We made coffee and took them outside to watch the beagles and mutts stretch, do their business and play with each other. We did keep abreast of the action from my cell phone, which I kept on speaker so we could chat with Joshua, Reid, Jody, Bentley and Sylvia-fuckin’-St. Germaine who said, “That fuckin’ coward stayed inside the whole time. Four cop cars, four TV stations and all of us, and MeMe barking like I’ve never heard, and that fucker stays inside his fuckin’ house. The fuckin’ fuck!” So adorable. 



The police and sheriff’s departments did their best to encourage Ben to go home, or maybe they didn’t. None approved of how Johnson treated MeMe and all knew he was a rapist. They went through the motions, though. Ben said to each of them, “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as MeMe remains on hers.” He said the same thing to the dozen reporters who showed up that morning and throughout the day. Whatever anyone asked or said, Ben replied, “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as MeMe remains on hers.” 



The media tried to speak to Johnson. Several knocked on his door. He remained inside, even when print journalists and TV reporters approached a happy and grateful MeMe and petted her dirty fur. I wondered if a fire would have made him leave his house that day. I had considered setting one to myself, several times. My mind-reading husband said each time, “No fires.” 



The media were sympathetic to Ben. Many of them were star struck, which didn‘t speak well for them but worked in our favor. One reporter from a Lake County weekly did have 44 



balls enough to ask if he was doing it just for his show. Ben replied, “I’m going to remain on this chain as long as MeMe remains on hers,” leaving his son to tell him what he told everyone else: 



“We were approached to do a reality show about my father and me being a teacher and student at Montverde College, going to class and being in plays. We were doing a show whether MeMe was out here or not. That the focus has changed to animal rescue only benefits her and other dogs in similar distress.” It was a prepared statement. A good one. 

I wrote it, though anyone could have. It showed up everywhere. 



Ben’s solitary demonstration got more press than his Puppy Spot appearance. Hits and downloads on “The Maitlands of Montverde” were smokin’ thanks to his celebrity and the show’s riding the coattails of “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge.” Fans of LLDR, which concentrated on the refuge itself, also enjoyed MofM, which began to have a similar theme but was, increasingly, shot all over Lake County and Central Florida. “Pagan” fans were guaranteed, but we got a large number of incremental viewers thanks to the publicity generated by the Puppy Spot demo and what I coined the “Free MeMe Three” 

effort. 



Ben Maitland parked himself across the street from Derek Johnson’s house Friday night after the “Steel Magnolias” opening and spent all day Saturday there. His chain was long enough and the woods were close enough that he could disappear into them to urinate and defecate. Reid, the production crew and all of his friends took turns visiting, bringing water and food and keeping him company. Johnson stayed inside and MeMe stayed on her chain watching the activity across the street and enjoying treats Ben’s friends and supporters threw her. Cowardice kept Johnson from facing the cameras and his detractors, and spite kept him from bringing his dog inside. It was no biggie as Ben wasn’t kidding about remaining on that chain. 



Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and I had the noon to four p.m. shift, which meant we brought Ben and Reid whatever snacks they wanted and sat with them and waited on them. Jay came and went but his camera stayed. He gave Reid and all of Ben’s 

“handlers” a lesson in operating it, in case something broadcast-worthy occurred, like Johnson coming outside or surrendering MeMe to us, and he wasn’t there to shoot it. 

Nothing like that happened. I did record Reid playing the guitar and singing, love songs old and new, and a Dolly Parton tribute both Maitlands performed. 



Saturday night’s performance of “Steel Magnolias” was canceled, as were all subsequent performances. No one minded. 



Sean and Rhoda took the two to six p.m. shift. Ben and Reid played poker with them. 

Then it rained. It wasn’t a problem as Rhoda brought a carrier large enough for a Great Dane. Ben crawled into it, which was no small feat in spite of its size, and read a paperback by flashlight. Reid, Rhoda and my brother hung out in the van chatting and listening to music. Bentley and Jody showed up at ten and stayed ‘til two. Freebird and Sylvia were supposed to return at two but didn’t because her profane remarks, albeit 45 



bleeped, appeared on several news broadcasts during the day and evening on Saturday, and no one trusted her not to repeat them. 



Ben’s parents, Philip and Phyliss Maitland, and I’m not kidding about their first names, flew to Orlando Sunday and took an eight hour shift with their son and grandson. Jay took lots of footage of that. Jody and the show’s editor worked overtime putting together an initial MeMe episode they could upload to the site, as by all accounts it appeared Ben’s demo would warrant more than one. 



Philip and Phyllis stayed at their son’s rental when they weren’t hanging out with him, Reid, a range of friends, Montverde faculty, staff and board members, area animal activists and “Pagan” groupies, some of whom traveled long distances to see him and support his effort. We made sure the fans, however well intentioned, hung out with the Maitlands a short time and left. Ditto posers and opportunists. For all the drama, site hits and ad sales, the purpose of Ben’s chaining demonstration was to get Johnson to surrender MeMe and not put any other dog on the chain. Like Reid said, over and over, he and his father could have kept MofM fans entertained with their “Steel Magnolia” and other theater and academic efforts. “Free MeMe Three” was all about freeing MeMe and every other chained dog on the planet. 



Ben’s thing went on for one week during which bunches of us continued to take shifts, for support and to run errands as needed. Sean covered his Acting I class, which got a brief bit on the third MeMe-related episode. My brother began it thus: 

“Class…class…class…SHUT UP! Thank you,” a homage to the Cheech and Chong 

Sister Mary Elephant routine my brothers and I enjoyed listening to as kids. I had to explain it to Bentley, who had it broadcast with a link to a youtube clip of the comedy team’s. 



It rained a couple of times while Ben was out on that chain. He had his crate. He had his nearby wooded toilet. He had company, too, which is more than MeMe had, though really, we all gave her lots to watch and listen to, Reid’s guitar in particular. That Tuesday someone Derek Johnson knew came by with groceries. The four Maitlands, Joshua and Jacob were there, as were a couple of “Pagan” fans from Atlanta whom my friends tolerated for a couple of hours and then encouraged to go back to Georgia. The eight of them heard the car, actually an old pickup in need of a new muffler, before it pulled into the driveway. They all stood up and chanted “Free MeMe Three” over and over as the visitor carried a couple of bags of food inside the house. MeMe tried to get his attention, to get some love, and he ignored her, and us. They chanted again twenty minutes later when the man left. He peeled out of the driveway, pulled into the road, and accelerated toward the group for the instant it took to scare them into thinking he would run them over. Jacob and the fans ran for cover while Phyllis threw herself over her son and Philip, his grandson. The driver chuckled, honked, flipped them the bird and then sped away. Joshua, God bless him, got it all on camera, and it looked good. It looked so good it appeared real and so good it appeared staged. Popular opinion leaned toward real. 

In an effort to convince everyone else, Bentley posted the truck’s license plate, which encouraged interested viewers to track down the driver, both to verify his not being a 46 



hired actor and to give him grief for nearly killing Ben, his family, the twins and the two Atlanta people. 



Though Johnson stayed inside the whole week, he called the police, sheriff, city and county officials, and even Florida Governor Charlie Crist. Everyone hated him, of course, 

‘cause he was a dog abuser and rapist. They had to be nice, though, and they explained that Ben wasn’t breaking the law even though he kind of was: loitering, harassment, public nuisance, public urination and defecation. Johnson listed all these things and more and law enforcement and public officials responded by yes-ing him to death and doing nothing. No one wanted to appear on the internet arresting Ben Maitland, his senior parents or their friends. So the days went by. 



Ben was a real trooper, and though he sat around and got no exercise, he lost a few pounds. He got a rash on his neck from the dog collar. He gave himself a couple of wet-wipe baths behind a tree. He complained about nothing. He enjoyed everyone’s company and was always cheerful. He insisted Reid attend all his classes, and he did, but he spent every night sleeping on a large blanket next to his father. Philip and Phyllis Maitland were tied for third in the “most time spent on the public area across the street from Derek Johnson’s house” contest. Then came Rhoda and Sean, Joshua and Jacob, and Freebird and Sylvia, who promised not to use the “f” word if we allowed her to re-join the demo. 

Aki and Sayaka went out for a few hours Wednesday afternoon. Dondi and his boyfriend also took a shift. Ditto Kevin and Siobhan. Linden and I went out three times, with the babies. Jay videotaped the four Maitlands taking turns holding them. Rona saw that footage and congratulated her son, who told me she said, “You needed some color.” 



The “Free MeMe Three” demonstration ended a week and a day after it began. Late Saturday afternoon Derek Johnson came out of his house brandishing a rifle. He shouted to Ben, Reid, Philip, whose wife was napping back at the rental house, ARFF’s Stephanie and Adam De Giorgio, a couple of fans who drove up from Miami and Jay that if they didn’t break up their party he was going to shoot MeMe, which was his right. Well, Jay was all about getting this on videotape, of course, though if he hadn’t been there, the rest of us would have, having learned from Jacob’s recording the truck driving visitor’s attempted mass murder always to be on our toes. No sooner, however, did Johnson threaten this than Phil Maitland, who had served in the army in Vietnam in the early sixties, pulled a .38 out from under the dog crate and pointed it at him. “Papa!” Reid spoke for everyone but Ben, who also knew it was there but who had less experience with firearms. The old guy said: 



“Do it and I’ll shoot a bullet into your groin.” Johnson responded by pointing the rifle at MeMe’s head. Sergeant Philip Maitland was not having any of that, and said to his son, 

“Any cars coming?” 



“No, Dad,” Ben said, and his father walked boldly across the street in Johnson’s direction saying, slowly and with authority: 



“Drop. The. Rifle.” Johnson freaked out at the approach of the determined and really kind 47 



of scary old man. He began shaking and shouting: 



“I’ll do it, I’ll do it!” all the while looking at Mr. Maitland with increasingly frightened eyes. 



“No. You. Won’t,” Sergeant Maitland said, three brief sentences that brought him to registered sex offender and dog abuser Derek Johnson, whom he struck across the temple with his gun. The old man turned around and shouted, “Reid, get that dog. This bullshit’s over.” He turned back to Johnson, who had fallen to his knees, and who held the side of his head in both hands, “You get another dog and I’ll kill you. I’m old and I have nothing to lose.” Who else had I heard use that line…Fiona, at the press conference after Deirdre’s murder. I thought about her as Linden and I watched the footage of Philip Maitland on my computer three days later and said: 



“Fiona wouldn’t have waited a week before pulling a gun on that asshole.” Linden said: 



“I don’t know. I think she might have, just to make it a party.” He was right. 



Reid took MeMe. Mr. Maitland stuck his gun in his belt, picked up Johnson’s rifle and smashed it to pieces against the tree under which all three MeMes, and other dogs I was sure, sought shade on hot summer afternoons. Before crossing back over to his family and the others, he said to Johnson, “I’m warning you. I am old but I’ll stay alive as long as you do for no other reason than to kill you if you get another dog. Do. You. 

Understand?” He waited for an answer. Johnson nodded. On videotape. 



Jay shot Ben taking off the dog collar, revealing the extent to which his neck was raw from wearing it. He, his father, his son and MeMe got into the car his parents had rented and drove back to their Montverde house to introduce Phyllis and Rolan to their new family member. 
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Chapter 5: 

Christmas  




The Maitlands of Montverde spent the rest of the semester participating in activities that weren’t quite as public or dramatic as stealing a dog out of a private home, protesting a puppy store at a major intersection or camping across the street from a dog abuser/sex offender or engaging in a “High Noon” firearm standoff. Instead, I suggested an episode—and I came up with all the good ones—where Ben, Reid and the chef from the former Superior Bodies Kingdom Come descend on the Montverde cafeteria to make meatball subs using the same recipe the fella used during my visit to the Honey Bunches of Oats mansion. 



The episode began with Ben and Reid describing how animals raised for food are treated in factory farms. Cows for meat, dairy cows, pigs, lambs, sheep, chickens and egg-laying hens. They didn’t go heavy into the suffering and abuse ‘cause they didn’t want to discourage viewers and, more importantly, Rona Howard would have had a fit. They spoke of it briefly, flashed a few images provided by PETA and ARFF and then hit the kitchen. 



The chef was a decent enough guy. An American, he studied at that culinary arts school in Hyde Park, New York, and also in Paris and Germany, I think. He spoke with an indefinable European accent, though he was from Indianapolis. Joan spent time with him while living at Honey Bunches of Oats. As they got to know each other he dropped the accent and just spoke like a regular American. For “The Maitlands of Montverde,” 

though, he laid it on thick. Everyone was onto the accent . Jody suggested, in front of the chef, that Ben and Reid tease him about it and generally be disruptive in the kitchen. She thought it would be entertaining for them to exasperate him. He was OK with it, not the least because he was getting paid and his appearance would draw visitors to Honey Bunches of Oats, which still hosted rich folks, gay and straight. 



The episode began with the factory farming description and then cut to the chef (yes, another name I can’t remember or never knew), who demonstrated how to make vegan meatballs to Jay’s camera. Ben and Reid were his kitchen assistants. They made faces, imitated his accent(s) with amazing accuracy, and caused mischief that included changing the temperature on the oven, mislabeling ingredients, hiding utensils and spilling things. 

It was wacky, slapstick fun, obvious and over the top, but the Maitlands’ charm and good natures gave the “Three Stooges” antics a freshness that was appealing. Honestly, it was one old gag after another, a series of trite pranks that ended with a food fight: Ben and Reid versus the chef and three ugly old cafeteria ladies who had spent their careers watching students misbehave and finally had a go at it themselves. The food fight finale was totally planned but it was supposed to be the Maitlands versus the chef. When it began Jody invited the women, who stood around in their support hose and hair nets, to participate. They did with verve, clearly having the time of their lives as they pelted Ben and Reid with tofuballs and doused them with marinara sauce. So fun to watch were they, Jody interviewed them after the fight, cleaned them up, and pretended to interview them before the fight. “Be really sour in the ‘before’ interview. Complain about the rich kids and tell viewers what you want to do to them.” They needed no further encouragement, 49 



describing cafeteria lady revenge fantasies that made me and millions of others laugh out loud. The episode ended with the still-covered-in-food kitchen staff telling the student body the meatball subs they had just eaten were in fact made from textured vegetable protein, and then the six of them—Ben, Reid, chef and three happier-than-they-have-ever-been cafeteria ladies—ran up and down the tables pelting the rich Montverde students with kitchen scraps and trash they dug out of dumpsters throughout the campus. 

That part was completely unrehearsed and the spoiled rich fucks, many of whose clothes were ruined, went berserk. Jody made sure it was recorded by more than one camera. 

Reid said there were four, but there had to have been more given the number of angles I counted in the final cut. It was a delightful episode. My favorite, and a great follow up to the “Free MeMe Three” spots. 



Bentley’s production company, whose name, by the way, was the not-very-exciting Bentley Howard Productions, shot one more episode that fall 2008 semester and then went on a holiday hiatus. It was the Christmas pageant, the one in which my English class had read “A Christmas Carol” the prior year. It was with sadness that I watched it come together. The prior years’ show had been such a special one for me and my students. Our reading was Abigail’s idea, and so were our legendary costumes. The night was quite possibly the best in her short life and the best, so far, in her boyfriend Peter Polaski’s. I don’t know if Anil Fagu or his parents had ever been happier, either. I missed them, especially Abigail and JJ. Bentley approached me about being in the 2008 show, but all I refused. “Nothing can top our ‘A Christmas Carol,’ Bentley,” I said. Though we had to force him to take the no-line role of the Ghost of Christmas Future, which required him only to stand on stage with the rest of us and point his finger when Anil told him to, he agreed with me. 



“Ben’s going to host it,” he said. He explained it would feature the choral group that had sung “The Carol of the Bells” and “The Holly and the Ivy” the year before. 



“They’re good.” Bentley nodded. 



“The girl who did ‘Silent Night’ on the violin is going to do it again, and those guys who did the helium balloon chipmunk thing are going to do it again, too.” I smiled with mischief and asked: 



“What about the professor who embarrassed himself and all of us with ‘Twas The Night Before Christmas?’” 



“He’s opening the show,” Bentley said, sincerely. My jaw dropped. “Viewers are going to love that bit. You know, like bad auditions on ‘American Idol.’” I thought it was cruel but didn’t say so ‘cause I hated the professor and I wanted to see him become a nationwide laughing stock. Is that bad? “Reid’ll do a couple of carols on the guitar. 

People loved his songs at the MeMe protest.” 



“He needs to do Dolly Parton’s ‘Hard Candy Christmas,’” I suggested. Then I had to explain that Parton sang that song in the movie “The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas.” 
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“OK,” he said, trusting me completely. “Ben’s going to do a holiday themed comedy sketch playing Pagan.” 



“Coooooool.” 



“He’s going to ask Sean to play…” 



“Trog?” 



“Yeah, and the wood nymph…” 



“Nirida.” 



“Yeah. She’ll be played by,” Bentley called Sylvia, “that girl who said ‘fuckin’’ so many times in the first MeMe episode.” It was a great idea. 



“Who’s writing it?” 



“Ben and Reid. Reid is going to be Pagan Jr. or Pagan as a young man or something. Ben ran it by me but I forget the details.” 



“It’s a great idea, Bentley.” 



“Can we use Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the pageant? We got a lot of good feedback after they appeared on the second MeMe episode.” Had Rona Howard or any other producer asked me, I would have determined she wanted to exploit them for their color and disabilities. While Bentley had his producer mother’s instincts, he also had a heart. 

Yeah, I say it a lot, but it’s true. I would have agreed immediately but I had to ask Linden. I thought he would say yes, but I wasn’t taking chances. 



“How would you work them in?” 



“I figured we’d dress them up as angels and have them bookend graphics announcing each act.” 



“Bentley, you know they’re special needs children. They can’t sit up and may not for years.” 



“I know Christian,” he said. “There’ll be copy on the site about fetal alcohol syndrome and links to sites with information about it and adopting children born with addictions.” I got a lump in my throat. 



“I suppose it’s what Christmas is all about.” 



“No Christian,” said Bentley, “It’s what you’re all about.” 
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The show was fantastic, except for the professor who did “The Night Before Christmas,” 

but he was fantastic, too, because he was so horrible. All the singers were great, and the violin, and Reid singing “Hard Candy Christmas.” The highlight of the show, of course, was the Pagan Christmas skit. It was an “It’s A Wonderful Life” rip-off where Pagan discovers what Trog and Nirida and his son would be like without him. Ben and Reid made a very successful effort to write it so that people who had never seen the show, and there were plenty of them in the audience, could still appreciate it. Sean and Sylvia were hilarious. All four of them had great chemistry and the sketch was a joy to watch. It even played well taped and broadcast on the show. 



As fun as the pageant was, the best thing about the holiday season, 2008, was enjoying Christmas day with the Maitlands, including Philip and Phyllis, Rolan and MeMe, at their rented house in Montverde. Sean spent the break in Portland and my nephew Kieran, who couldn’t get down to Florida to meet his new cousins earlier in the year, flew down on the twenty-third. 



Linden and I generally didn’t do much for Christmas but decorate Superior Bodies for the members and dogs’ sake. As a single man, I never got a tree or put up decorations or wreaths or lights. Linden didn’t either. I had amazing Christmases at 12 Cherrywood and Linden had nice Christmases thanks to Margaret Toomey. We had both been satisfied with our childhood holidays and didn’t feel the need to recreate them; that is, until we became parents. 



We went nuts on the decorations. In both our houses. We decorated his, which included putting up a tree in his living room, then decorated mine, in which we lived primarily, with a tree, too. Lights, wreaths, garland, knickknacks, stockings, Santa hats…the works. 

Kieran was tickled when he arrived. “Is there anything left in the Christmas department at Wal-Mart?” he asked after examining both houses. Then Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia woke up from their naps and he saw nothing else but them. 



With all the decorations and, OK, our babies looking so cute in Christmas onesies we bought, we totally had to have an open house. We invited everyone we knew to come to our house on Christmas Eve day to appreciate our effort and coo over our children. 

Kieran knew nearly everyone, having spent a summer with me in 2003. Ben and his family were among the invitees, but they didn’t come. In a phone call that morning he said, “I’m wiped, Christian. I love hanging out with you and your babies, but I just can’t be ‘on’ today. Do you mind if we don’t make it?” 



“Not at all,” I said, knowing how draining it is to meet new people and handle their inquiries and, sometimes, fawning. “You all relax and we’ll see you when we see you.” I told Linden and Kieran the Maitlands wouldn’t be among our guests. My nephew was a little disappointed, as he wanted to meet them. It was no big deal, though, as there were plenty of other people for him to hang out and catch up with. 
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hello to Aki and Sayaka, Ben called me again. “What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked. 



“Cleaning up after today,” I said. 



“Why don’t you do that on the Twenty-Sixth and hang out with us here in Montverde?” 



“Let me ask Linden and call you back.” Linden was down with it. Ditto Kieran, Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia. I called Ben back and said, “What time?” He told me eleven a.m. 

for brunch. I advised Linden of the time and he looked equal parts inspired and concerned. “What?” 



“I don’t know…” he kind of whined, which he never did. It was stunning. It stunned me. 



“What?” I insisted. Linden said: 



“At the reception after the pageant he and Reid told me about a gift-giving thing they do…” He described it to me and I said: 



“Let’s do it.” We told Kieran to hold down the fort and my husband and I booked out of the house and zoomed over to our Publix. 



We entered the busy store to find the Christmas tree they had in the lobby looking sparse and kind of mauled. I counted fifteen rolled up pieces of paper wrapped in red ribbons hanging among a few surviving ornaments and some worn out tinsel. “We only need eight,” I said. 



“Don’t forget Kieran,” said Linden. 



“That’s twelve.” 



“That would leave three kids without gifts tomorrow.” I took all fifteen and we opened them up. 



“Fuck,” I said, not at the number of gifts we would be getting or the amount of money we would be spending, but the time and hassle securing each of them would take. I found the supermarket’s general manager and asked “When are you closing?” She said: 



“Seven p.m.” I showed her the fifteen wishes Linden and I had pulled off the tree and said: 



“We’re getting all these today. If we’re not back with them by seven, where should we bring them?” The woman got a little choked up and said: 



“Call me on my cell phone and I’ll get them from you.” She gave it to us. Then she advised us that six of the gifts could be bought in the store. Puzzles, candy, school 53 



supplies and other stuff. 



“Good,” I said, handing her the papers so she could pick out the ones she could fulfill. 

Then I gave her my credit card numbers and said, “The girl who wants the puzzle…get her as many as you sell, and beef up the others, too.” The manager got choked up again as Linden and I turned around and left the store. 



You’ve seen movies, holiday movies about people doing last minute shopping? I think there was one with Arnold Schwarzenegger. I never saw it, but I’ve seen others, I think. 

Or maybe I heard about nightmare Christmas Eve shopping. In the police blotter. Well, Linden and I only wish our gift buying went as smoothly as those others. We went right to the mall on Colonial Avenue. We started with…oh forget it. I won’t put you through even the gentlest description of our effort. And, more importantly, I don’t want to relive it. Suffice it to say, I would rather appear on Tricky Dicks again. Yeah, that bad. Only Linden’s company kept me from doing something for which I would wind up strapped to a gurney in a state prison. 



We got home at nine-thirty and called the Publix manager. Heather? She was still counting revenue and helping her staff clean up the ransacked grocery store and said she would come by to get the rest of the gifts, and show us what she had picked up for the six kids whose wishes she took care of that afternoon, on her way home. 



Kieran and Rhoda were watching TV and loving on the babies and pups. We showed them nine pieces of paper which contained the names, ages, sexes and wishes of nine kids in the state’s foster care system.  And we showed them what we got them. Heather showed up forty-five minutes later carrying the items she bought the six other foster children from the supermarket. After greetings we spread everything out on the living room floor, dining room table and nearly every other surface in the house. “Wow,” our new friend said. 



“I’ll say,” Kieran agreed. 



“This is for fifteen kids?” Rhoda asked. 



“Yup,” I said. Heather got choked up again. The presents and the stress of the busy day took its toll and she let it rip. 



“Thank you,” she managed to say between sobs. Kieran copied everything down: the age and sex of each kid and what we got him or her. Then we helped Heather carry everything to her car. It was busting at the seams. 



“Be careful driving,” Linden advised her. She nodded and said: 



“I’ve got a garage,” she told us, “and tomorrow morning I’ll take them to the community center where our kids’ll be. I’ll be OK.” She thanked us again, cried a little more, and left. Rhoda, who had helped Kieran clean up after the open house, left shortly after. 
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Linden and I checked on the babies and let out the pups one more time, then he went to bed. I stayed up watching something with Kieran and wound up falling asleep on the couch. 



The next morning, Christmas Day, we putzed around drinking coffee, surfing the net, making calls and playing with the babies, beagles and mutts. Then we got ready, bathed Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia and piled into Linden’s car. The roads were clear of traffic and we made it to Montverde in record time. 



We pulled up in front of the Maitland’s house to find the four of them horsing around on the front yard with Rolan and MeMe. They stopped what they were doing and 

approached us; that is, the humans approached us. The dogs fairly tackled me and Kieran as Linden unstrapped the babies from their car seats. We all wished each other a merry Christmas and went inside. 



Though their Montverde house was only a rental, its occupants had decked its halls with boughs of holly outside and in. And the spread they had was also remarkable. Coffee, juice, champagne for mimosas, pastries, Christmas cookies, bacon (meat and vegetarian), eggs (real and tofu scramble) and a dozen other items were beautifully laid out on a holiday table cloth on the dining room table. “Wow,” Kieran said, “I’m glad I brought my appetite.” Linden and I echoed him and then I said: 



“We also brought Christmas gifts,” and winked at my husband and nephew. Our four hosts carried on about how we shouldn’t have and the like. Then Ben said, tongue in cheek: 



“Where are they?” Kieran produced the list he had made the night before and said: 



“As soon as my stomach’s full I read them to you.” Ben, Reid, Philip and Phyliss realized immediately we had co-opted their Christmas gift-giving tradition. 



“How sweet you are,” she said, and then covered her mouth with her hands to stifle a sob. 



“You guys rock,” Reid said. 



“I know,” I replied. Philip nodded to us and put his arm around his wife’s shoulder. Ben just looked at us, smiling with warmth and gratitude. Kieran descended on the buffet as Linden and I made ourselves and the babies comfortable. 



We all ate, including the babies, for whom I brought bottles. Philip fed Lil’ Jacob and Ben, Lil’ Samia. Rolan and MeMe also ate, a lot. I was thrilled for them to have a found such a great home, and each other. They were best friends and, Ben insisted, soul mates. 



After brunch Phyllis and Reid took our plates and refilled our coffee. Then they each took a baby, ‘cause it was their turn to hold them. Ben said, “So, what did you get us?” Kieran again produced his list. He began: 
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“Mr. Maitland,” who replied: 



“Phillip.” 



“Phillip,” my nephew corrected himself, “because you’re a fourteen year-old girl and you asked for a hardcover of that book ‘Twilight.’” 



“I did, huh?” the old boy was enjoying himself. 



“Yes, you did. I also got you the rest of the ‘Twilight’ books. I hope you enjoy them.” 



“Thank you very much Kieran. I really like ‘Twilight’ a lot,” Philip said. 



“Mrs…Phyllis,” he continued, “You’re an eight year-old girl who asked for a puzzle.” 



“Goodness,” she said, blushing, “I haven’t been eight in…” Kieran wouldn’t let her finish. 



“I got you three puzzles from Publix, because they have cool ones, and also sidewalk chalk and Mr. Bubbles. I hope you enjoy them.” 



“I sure will. Thank you, Kieran. Thank you so much!” 



This went on with Ben and Reid. Then Linden told each of our hosts what he got them, and then I did. We had a high old time, exchanging nothing but happiness and the knowledge that the foster children would get exactly what they wanted, and sometimes more than what they asked for. I finished saying, “Reid, because you’re an eight year-old boy who likes to read, I got you a one hundred dollar gift certificate to Barnes and Noble, so you can pick out books that you like.” 



“Thank you, Christian. I do like to read and I can’t wait to use it.” 



“We have three gifts left,” Kieran reminded me. 



“Oh, yeah,” I said. No one understood so Kieran explained: 



“There were fifteen requests left on the tree yesterday. Christian and Linden weren’t going to leave three.” We were sure Publix would have fulfilled the remaining three, but we weren’t sure they’d get to it by the holiday. 



“So you took them, too,” Phyllis said, her eyes watering. 



“Of course,” Kieran said, “for Rolan and MeMe…and one for them to share.” He then told the dogs about their new ipod, phone and Victoria’s Secret gift certificate. Philip and Phyllis raised their eyebrows while Ben and Reid laughed. “Just kidding,” Kieran said. 
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“It’s for The Gap.” 



“Well done,” Philip said. The other Maitlands agreed. 



“We’re so grateful to you for doing that,” Ben said. I replied, sincerely: 



“I’m sorry I only started to do it this year.” 



“We’re going to work it into our holiday,” Linden told our friends. 



“I think I will, too,” Kieran said, and I was sure he would. 



We went back outside and played with Rolan and MeMe some more. Then we took a walk around their neighborhood, the pups on leashes and the babies in a stroller they shared. When we returned we said our goodbyes. 



“Thank you for coming,” said Philip. 



“And for the gifts,” said his wife. 



“You’re the bomb,” Reid told us. 



“Yes, you are,” his father agreed. We returned the thanks and compliments, kissed the pups and left. In the car home Kieran said: 



“That was cool.” 



“It was,” said Linden. 



“I’m glad you suggested the foster kids’ gifts,” I told my husband. 



“It was worth the hassle?” he asked. 



“Absolutely,” I said, and meant it. If the kids who got the gifts we bought were half as happy as the Maitlands, they had a very good Christmas. 
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Chapter 6: 

Circuses 




Every January the circus comes to Orlando and performs seven shows at the arena. I protested two or three of them in 2006, four or five of them in 2007 and all seven of them in 2008. Ben, Reid and cameraman Jay joined me and the Central Florida animal rights community, a dozen Montverde students among them, in 2009. 



Prior to the big circus weekend, Bentley arranged for PETA to send a photographer to Montverde to photograph a print ad with the Maitlands and a handful of those student activists. The idea, and it wasn’t mine but it could have been because it was a good one, was to dress everyone up in traditional circus clothing, take a super cool Annie Leibowitz/Vanity Fair-like picture, the accompanying copy for which would say something like, “Go to circuses that don’t have animals,” and submit it all over the place. 

A whole episode of MofM, of which Bentley arranged another thirteen episodes, would be putting the ad together. 



Though the photo was Bentley, or maybe his mother’s idea, he asked Ben, Reid and me to choose who would appear in it. We decided it would feature people we liked and had a high old time one evening at my house putting together the list and brainstorming costumes. They brought the same pizza and cake they had when they first visited in the fall. Linden, Sean, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia joined us in choosing models and assigning traditional circus roles to them. Ben was the ringmaster, of course. Reid was a sword swallower. Freebird was a knife thrower and Sylvia, the beautiful assistant at whom he threw his knives. Keith Pilcher was a magician. Twins Joshua and Jacob were trapeze artists and twins Aki and Sayaka were conjoined. Sean, in a padded muscle suit, was the strong man. “I’ll shave my head,” my brother offered. 



“You don’t have to, Sean,” I said, stroking my own long mane. 



“Christian, we’re all not so attached to our hair as you.” I blushed. “Besides, I did it for Daddy Warbucks three years ago. I look good with no hair. 



“We could probably photoshop muscles on you,” Ben suggested. “Stick you in the back, holding up huge weights.” It was a good idea, and inspired Sean to say: 



“Rhoda can be the fat lady.” 



“Excellent,” Linden said, handing him his cell phone. “Please call her and tell her.” Sean looked scared, genuinely, and said: 



“How ‘bout she be the gypsy fortune teller.” We all agreed it was a better idea. Reid looked from Linden to me and said: 



“Clowns?” At the same time, my husband shook his head and I said: 



“I hate clowns.” Reid looked from Lil’ Jacob to Lil’ Samia and said: 
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“Clowns?” Linden and I looked at each other, silently thinking it would be a fun thing. 



“OK,” we said. Ben reviewed the list. 



“What are we missing?” 



“A midget,” I offered. 



“Elio,” Linden suggested. “We stick him in the front and have him kneel on big shoes.” 



“He’ll just try to blow everybody,” Sean said, making us all laugh. 



“I think it’s a good idea,” I said, not the least because it was mine. “He’s nearly short enough as it is.” 



“Anyone else we want to include?” Ben asked, looking from Linden to me. I looked at my husband and shrugged. 



“I think we have everything covered.” 



“The bearded lady?” my brother said to me, smiling and lifting his eyebrows. I smiled back and said: 



“That would be cool.” 



“An acrobat?” my brother said to my husband, smiling and lifting his eyebrows. I looked at Linden, who still kept in shape, but whose acrobat days were over thanks to the mild but permanent effects of the Gillian-Barre syndrome he suffered years before. 



“I can’t do that kind of stuff anymore,” he said in a tone meant to sound matter-of-fact but which betrayed more than a little sadness. Sean said: 



“It’s a picture. We’ll have you do a headstand in the front row, next to Elio. We’ll use wires.” Sean smiled harder and lifted his eyes higher. Linden smiled back and said: 



“That would be cool.” 



The Saturday before the circus weekend we reported to a wooded area of the Montverde campus. As many of us as there were, there were twice as many support and production people: The photographer and his assistant, a costumer and her assistant, a make up artist and his assistant, a hair stylist and his, or her…I couldn’t tell, assistant. Laborers who cut the grass, set up a weathered circus tent, and erected a two tiered riser on which we would assemble. Jody, Jay and two additional videographers, Bentley, his mother and her current male actor beau. 
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Call time was six a.m. We took our places on the riser in front of the tent at ten. The first row was Ben, in the center, flanked by Elio, on his knees and Aki and Sayaka looking sexy in matching tiny dresses someone had sewed together. I stood next to Elio, my long hair styled like Veronica Lake, sporting a fake beard and killer green sequined dress. I held Linden and my lil’ clowns in either arm. Our babies wore no make up, but looked adorable in colorful clown onesies and matching hats. In the second row was Reid, holding some sort of wand or whatever it’s called with fake fire in his right hand and a sword in his other. Next to him Keith held a fake rabbit in one hand and a top hat in another. Next to him, Freebird held up knives and, looking at him, Sylvia stuck her tongue at the blade closest to her. It was sexy and disturbing but it worked. In the last row was newly bald Sean, who wore a handlebar moustache and held a barbell just below his chin. On his shoulders, all sexy in tights sat my husband, his feet dangling over the bar. 

On one side of them Joshua hung from a trapeze the laborers had rigged over the risers. 

On the other side of them his brother Jacob sat on another trapeze, just a little higher than Linden. 



In front of all of us but Elio, who kneeled on his big shoes in front of her mid-section, Rhoda lay all gypsied-out—veils, jewelry, a black curly wig under a headscarf, stroking a crystal ball. 



The pictures took forever to take. Though it was Florida, it was January and in the fifties. 

There was a wind, which blew our costumes and made Joshua and Jacob’s trapezes swing. Though small, Linden was still an adult and Sean wasn’t so strong as the man he was made up to be. My husband was heavy on his shoulders, but he bore it admirably. 

Keith was patient. Ditto Reid and Ben, the professional actors who were used to publicity photos and being patient. Freebird was droopy-eyed stoned, which was funny as he was the knife thrower whose assistant’s life depended on his aim. Sylvia, who could be a real profane spoiled bitch, was uncharacteristically cooperative. Aki and Sayaka kept laughing as they pushed and pulled each other in their shared dress. Elio’s eyes kept straying to Ben’s crotch, which made it necessary for me to kick him several times with my killer green-sequined pumps. Rhoda complained about the cold, the smell of her outfit, her itchy wig, the dirty ground, the ill-fitting rings and uncomfortable hoop earrings and a bunch of other things until Rona Howard squatted in front of her and told her to shut the fuck up. I whispered to Bentley, “Who do you think would win a cat fight between those two?” He responded: 



“It would be a lioness fight with all kinds of collateral fatalities.” He was right, and I sighed with relief for all of our safety when Rhoda demonstrated super-uncharacteristic cooperation by saying: 



“Sorry,” to Rona. 



“No problem,” the seasoned producer replied, graciously. “We’ll get a drink later and I’ll introduce you to my hot young boyfriend.” 



Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia coo’ed , slept a little, and giggled a bit. 
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Our photography session took an hour and fifteen grueling minutes. Thirty minutes into it Freebird asked if we could take a break, likely so he could take a bong hit. Jody said no, that everyone was in his proper place and it would take forever to reassemble everyone and add another hour to the effort. 



There had been morning snacks available as we got dressed and made up. At one-thirty a caterer and her assistant served lunch. After lunch Ben interviewed each of us, having told Jody and Bentley he wanted to give us each a moment. Linden, the babies and I were interviewed together. Ben introduced us to the camera and then asked me, “Are you breastfeeding?” I responded by handing Lil’ Samia to Linden, who was holding Lil’ 

Jacob, digging the false boobs out of my killer dress, and throwing them at him saying: 



“Suck on these.” That was our moment. He asked Freebird and Sylvia if the former wouldn’t mind throwing a knife at the latter. She replied: 



“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t let him do it sober.” Aki and Sayaka’s moment…moments, were a running gag of them trying to walk, eat and do other stuff in their shared dress. 

Ben asked the other set of twins how viewers could tell the apart. At the same time, Joshua pointed to his eyebrow scar and Jacob pointed to his beauty mark. Then Joshua said: 



“And I’ve got the bigger dick.” 



Ben asked Rhoda if she had enjoyed the shoot and she began complaining about everything all over again. Rona, who didn’t mind the second time but thought it would make a great moment, shouted from off camera, “Shut the fuck up,” again, which, mercifully, made both women laugh. Elio’s moment consisted of him first kneeling on his big shoes and then standing up. 



“See, I’m not really a midget,” he said. Ben examined his still short stature and said: 



“I guess not technically…” Completely unscripted, Elio spat: 



“That’s because all my height went to my dick, fatty.” That two “dicks” and one “fuck” 

the editor had to bleep out. Rhoda had shouted a couple of ‘Mother of God’s” when describing her smelly costume and itchy wig, but Bentley said they were OK. 



Ben invited Sean to plug the Portland Rose Theater Company, which he was glad and grateful to do. Jody then asked if the bearded lady was his brother. Sean shook his head, saying: 



“In order to be my brother she’d have to have a dick.” Three! 



Reid sat out the interview part of the episode, which left Keith, who held his fake rabbit to the camera and said, “Animals belong in their natural habitats, not the circus or any 61 



other place.” 



The episode as it was broadcast featured the generic rock theme music and rolling credits over footage of the models dancing on the grass in front of the tent, the riser having been folded up and put away by a couple of crew members. Freebird and Sylvia slow-danced, Keith and Rhoda horsed round on the trapezes. Joshua and Jacob attempted to dance with Aki and Sayaka, who still wore the single dress. The four of them wound up falling over each other and rolling around in the grass. Linden insisted on lifting Sean onto his shoulders, which he did successfully for twenty seconds before they both went tumbling. 

Elio found a circus tent pole and danced as if he were, well, a pole dancer. Reid held and danced with Lil’ Jacob while Ben held and danced with Lil’ Samia. Having removed my fake beard but still in my killer dress and shoes, I strutted around the circumference of the group like I owned ‘em all. 



We wrapped at five p.m. As we changed out of our costumes I found myself standing among Freebird, Bentley and the twins, the male twins. Freebird said, “Remember our last photo shoot?” We all remembered Abigail opening her steamer trunk and handing out costumes she and Jessica had made for our English class. Bentley said: 



“She would have had fun here today.” 



“What would she had been?” I asked. Joshua said: 



“She’d have been on the trapeze with us,” and his brother said: 



“She would have been a tight rope walker.” Bentley and Freebird suggested other things, and while we didn’t agree on the role she would have had, we were unanimous in wishing she was with us. 



Everyone went home or to his dorm except for Rhoda, who joined Bentley, Rona and Rona’s handsome young actor boyfriend for dinner and drinks someplace. Linden and I spent the next day doing stuff at home and the next week in our regular routine, up until Thursday night’s opening performance of the circus. 



Ben and Reid, who had done their homework on the horrible lives of circus animals, wanted to feature the annual seven-show protest on an episode of their show. Bentley and Rona didn’t, arguing that the photo shoot had made the point and no demonstration could top the MeMe thing, at the end of which Philip Maitland pointed a .38 at Derek Johnson’s crotch. The four of them went back and forth in a series of e-mails on which they copied me. After a couple of days of reading dozens of messages I hit reply-to-all and wrote, 

“There are no trashier people than those who go to this circus, except perhaps those who are employed by it. Protesters endure the worst kind of verbal abuse before and after each show. Ridicule, profanities, lame and ridiculous arguments, threats. I mean it. More than one person gives us the middle finger at each show. Last year one of us got spat at. Our cars, which we park on State Road 50 and which are generally covered with animal rights stickers, get keyed and vandalized. I recommend you secure a handful of hidden cameras 62 



and microphones and have Ben, Reid and a few other people wear them, and just record all the horrible things that circus activists endure as we stand holding signs quietly, politely and without expression. You will get more than thirty minutes of footage of abuse you can include in an episode. Obscure people’s faces and broadcast what they do and say to us. It will be stunning, completely unscripted, one in which neither Ben nor Reid says a word. Sad and telling. Different in every way from the wacky photo session.” 

Thirty minutes later Rona replied-to-all: 



“I’ll take a look at it.” 



Bentley secured five cameras/microphones that attached to sunglasses. “Be careful with them,” he said. “They’re borrowed.” I didn’t ask from where. It didn’t matter. Ben used one, Reid another. Linden and I took turns using one as we attended every other protest so the babies were minded. Jay the cameraman used the fourth and Bentley himself used the fifth. I asked him why he decided to participate. He said, “It’s a different approach, this ‘undercover’ thing. I want a front row seat for it.” 



No one told Rhoda about the protest. If she had gone she would have gotten into fist fights with the attendees and circus staff. She would have broken someone’s nose on Thursday, the event’s opening night, and gone to prison for battery. 



Adam and Stephanie from AARF asked me if Ben and Reid would be there. I said they would but that there would be no cameras. I felt bad lying but I didn’t want anyone but the six hidden camera wearers to know about our plan. 



The Maitlands, Jay and Bentley attended all seven shows. I went Thursday, Linden Friday. I did the noon and afternoon shows on Saturday and Linden did evening. I did the early afternoon on Sunday and Linden and I both did Sunday evening leaving the babies with Sean, who had missed Thursday and Friday’s shows but protested all three on Saturday. Our other friends showed up for one, two or three. Dondi and his boyfriend came Friday night. Freebird and Sylvia, Saturday. Joshua and Jacob came to all the night shows, etc. 



Generally we stand along Amelia Street across from the arena holding signs and banners denouncing the circus and its abuse and featuring images of beaten elephants. Someone, an ARFF, PETA or other organization rep, holds a megaphone and describes the circus’ 

abuses. The information shared comes from the United States Department of Agriculture, undercover investigations and former employees. 



The 2009 protest featured the megaphone and those of us with camera glasses stood as far away from it as we could. We wanted to record circus patrons and employees as they walked past us from the north parking lot to the entrance. Activists also distributed flyers on Amelia, surrounding streets and in a large parking garage on the east side of the arena. 



Thursday night over fifty of us showed up. We wore black and held candles with our signs. Opening night was traditionally a vigil for all the elephants, tigers, sea lions and 63 



other animals that have suffered and been killed in the circus over the years. Someone, Adam I think, railed into the megaphone for an hour leading up to the seven-thirty p.m. 

show. Bentley held a sign quietly on the east side of the block. I held one on the far west side, close to that section of parking lot next to Parramore Avenue where employees corralled the elephants between shows. Reid distributed flyers around the parking lot and in the parking garage. Ben stood closer to the megaphone but kept the tiny mike attached to his glasses pointed away from it. Jay, who was an average looking and non-threatening man, walked around the arena asking staff for directions to the box office and to a bathroom and also asking who the people were wearing black and holding candles across the street. 



The profanities began quickly when a young piece of female trash, already missing teeth, and wearing the uniform of those circus employees whose job it was to clean the animals’ 

feces, walked the length of protesters flipping us one long bird and snarling an equally long “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuck yoooooooouuuuuuu.” None of us commented. We just 

watched her. She passed Reid, to whom she mumbled an insult he couldn’t understand the his mike didn’t pick up. Then she began her block-long FU with Bentley, walking down the street making eye contact with the forty-five or so of us standing on the curb, passing Ben and winding up with me. She held her finger high and straight, but had to take several breaths to say “Fuck you” to each of us, probably because she was a heavy smoker. 



No one responded to this woman. No one responded to the man who told me to get a life or someone else to go home or someone else to go to Hell or Bentley to stop looking at him or he’d kick his ass. Honestly, Bentley Howard, as low-key as he is, was threatened with violence by a piece-of-shit circus-goer for doing nothing more than holding a sign and watching him cross the street. I recorded someone getting into an argument with a young activist from a local college. Reid got dozens of people laughing at him, refusing his literature and telling their children he was an evil liar. Everyone recorded people saying, “PETA: People Eating Tasty Animals.” Some star struck patrons who recognized Ben approached him for an autograph. He agreed provided they present him with proof they had refunded their circus tickets. A few did. Some thought he was kidding and insisted on an autograph. When he refused to give them one several now former fans insulted him. “You fat asshole,” said an older woman who had, moments before, gushed over “Pagan” and his other TV and movie credits. He wouldn’t give her an autograph unless she missed the circus. “I’m taking my grandchildren as a special treat. Please give me an autograph.” Ben would not, so she called him a fat asshole in front of a boy and girl who appeared to be under ten years old. 



TV star Ben Maitland successfully prevented a few people from going to the circus. Tons of other people—a hundred or more—gave him grief just because they recognized him. 

Whether he watched “The Maitlands of Montverde” or not, everyone in the city knew he was living in Central Florida and engaging in animal rights demonstrations. Ben had endured a few taunts outside the puppy store and fewer when he camped across from Johnson’s house in Montverde. That weekend at the arena he came face to face with thousands of people who had shelled out money for the circus and, as such, were against 64 



him. And they gave it to him. “Loser,” “faggot,” “asshole,” were said over and over again, to all of us but mostly to him thanks to his higher profile. “Get a job,” “’Pagan’ 

sucks,” “You can’t act for shit,” also wound up on his tape. One young father of two said, 

“I saw your show. You’re a fuckin’ poser. You don’t give a shit about the animals. You just want to get on TV.” A young woman whose very tall and muscled boyfriend gave her courage said, “Your show isn’t real. It’s rehearsed. And you’re fat and old.” Some guy told his five year-old son to go up to Ben and say, “You’re a has been and you’re gay.” I’m not kidding. It’s on the episode, though, as with everyone, the kid’s face is obscured. His voice is clear and his age is evident. What a market the circus has! 



Every year more than one person, usually older, approaches some combination of us and says, “Why don’t you go protest outside an abortion clinic?” Three years before, when I was first asked that question, I replied: 



“You set something up and I’ll join you.” No one ever did. That year, at the Sunday afternoon show, someone asked Bentley that. Though those of us with cameras were encouraged to be silent, thereby making our detractors look all the worse, I advised everyone to expect the question and to respond as I had two years before. A young mother of three said to Bentley: 



“Why don’t you protest an abortion clinic?” Bentley said: 



“I was there yesterday. Where were you?” The righteous and righteously pissed-off woman—in front of her young children, the smallest of which she carried in a harness—

spat a venomous: 



“Fuck you” at him. 



The six of us recorded lots and lots of insults and other rich material on our eyeglass cameras. Jay spent Thursday and Friday nights trolling among patrons and employees on the steps of the arena before someone called him out and made him move across Amelia with the rest of us. He took anti-circus flyers to the parking garage and handed them out, and got ripped there. 



It was a long four days. We got people going in and coming out. During and between shows Jay produced his regular camera and he and Jody interviewed some of the activists looking for interesting stories and remarks. Some were very interesting and effectively broke up the seemingly endless verbal abuse that filled up the second circus-themed episode of MofM. 



The whole thirty minutes could have been very depressing, but it was edited very cleverly and put to music. There were montages of all the people who said a specific thing, like 

“Get a life,” and “People Eating Tasty Animals.” Between them were specific exchanges, debates and arguments begun by odd or unusually passionate circus attendees. A solid five minutes was just Ben getting it from tons of people. That part was sad and really not funny. It included no clever editing or music. Ben didn’t respond at all and didn’t add any 65 



funny voice-overs. It was just venomous remark after venomous remark that began and ended with the old female fan who started out nice and ended up saying, “You fat asshole” in front of her grandchildren. 



Three quarters of the episode consisted of insults presented in ways that ranged from slapstick funny to music video montages to stark and sad. Another eighth were interviews with activists who were very attractive or had compelling stories. The final eighth featured people we reached, like the handful who had their tickets refunded in order to get a Ben Maitland autograph, and others who approached us as they left the arena to say, 

“I’m not going back. They do use bullhooks, and those elephants look miserable.” 



The second circus-themed episode was very successful with MofM viewers, sliced up on youtube and elsewhere and forwarded as files all over the world. The idea was good and the editing was clever. It gave the impression all circus patrons were profane assholes and idiots, which isn’t accurate because while they’re all assholes and idiots, most of them weren’t profane. 



Ben took it all well, saying more than once to me and others, “I’ve received bad reviews before. Plays, movie roles and for seven years as Pagan. This is just a lot of it concentrated. It’s OK, especially since it’s bringing awareness to the suffering of these elephants and tigers.” He was such a trooper, so classy and compassionate. 



Bentley’s editors put together a rough cut of the arena protest episode quickly. He shot it over to me and Linden, Sean and I watched it together. In the email that accompanied the file he wrote, “We need to get away from animal rights for a couple of weeks. Another play?” Before I could reply that, yes, another play would be great, I got a message from Stephanie at ARFF that included a link to the gay rodeo that was held the first weekend in March in Boca Raton. I clicked on the link and showed the site to my husband and brother. 



“There’s got to be something we can do with this.” I said. 



“You haven’t had a gay-themed episode yet,” Sean observed, “unless you count all the people who called Ben and the rest of us faggots.” I clicked around the website and said, again: 



“There’s got to be something we can do with this.” 



“Reid might be able to talk some of the guys out of going,” my brother said, “but Ben’s not exactly in ‘Pagan’ form anymore.” 



“No, he’s not,” Linden said, “but he can be, in,” he checked the date, “five weeks.” 



“We could tape a show where we get him in shape in five weeks,” said Sean. 



“And then he and Reid could stand outside the rodeo, all buff and…” it was coming to 66 



me, “and…” I was almost there, “and…” Linden said it before I did: 



“Give everyone who returns his ticket a lap dance.” 



“Good stuff,” said my brother. 



“Very good,” said my husband. I found my phone and got Bentley and Ben on a three-way call. 



“I like it,” said the producer. 



“UGH,” said the actor. 



“So you don’t lap dance. You give hugs,” I said to Ben. 



“It’s not the lap dancing that bothers me,” he replied. “It’s the getting in shape enough to do them. Back in shape.” He shuddered. Though he was in Montverde and we were on the phone, I could see him shuddering. 



“We’ll hire a trainer,” said Bentley. 



“Marty can train him at Superior Bodies,” I said. 



“That’d be fine, but Simon’s after me to shoot more stuff on campus.” 



“Is there gym equipment?” I asked. 



“Some of the students have their own gyms, in suites. Nothing public.” We all paused. 

Then Sean said: 



“How ‘bout an old fashioned routine?” Linden and I looked at him and Bentley and Ben waited for more information. He continued, “Running and biking around the campus. 

Doing sit ups and push ups on the lawn. Eating light meals in the cafeteria…” 



“I like it,” said the producer. 



“UGH,” said the actor, who added, “I’m not training alone, and I don’t just mean Reid.” 



“Nor should you,” I said. “Bentley, you need to get Dean Simon running and doing push-ups, too. And that board member who was so hot for ‘The Music Man.’” 



“No, Christian,” he said. “You, too.” 



“No way, Bentley. This isn’t my show. I’m keeping a low profile. I’ve got babies.” 



“I’ll do it if Christian does it,” Ben said. 
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“I don’t have time to run around the dorms.” 



“Train at your club,” Bentley said. “Rhoda and Elio can watch the little ones.” I looked at Linden, who left it up to me. I looked at Sean who, afraid someone would suggest he work out, too, said: 



“I’ll M.C.” 



“Thanks, Sean,” said Bentley. “Who else can we recruit?” Linden didn’t offer and everyone knew that meant he wasn’t interested, and as he wasn’t the kind of guy someone could manipulate or hoodwink, no one asked him to participate. Before I could suggest others, I asked: 



“Shouldn’t you run it by Reid?” 



“He’ll do it,” said his father. 



“Sure, but wouldn’t it be polite to run it by him.” I thought I would be kind of aggravated if someone just told me I had top perform lap dances on ugly rodeo-goers in the middle of downtown Boca Raton, especially if I were straight. “Where is he, anyway?” 



“On a date, with some girl Bentley fixed him up with. Jody and Jay are following them around Ybor City.” 



“Is she a student?” I wondered if I knew her. 



“No,” said Ben. 



“But the viewers think she is,” Bentley said. 



“Did you have to hire someone?” I asked him. 



“She’s a New York model and socialite. Mom’s developing a reality series for her. We’ll spin it off MofM.” 



“Love it,” said Sean. 



“Now,” Ben asked playfully, “who else can we get to perform for those cocksucking cowboys. And what play are we going to do?” 







We chose a play before we got off the phone. “Greater Tuna,” a two-man production where the actors play tons of different characters in a story set in a small Southern town. 

Ben had done it before, in a small theater in lower Manhattan shortly before landing 68 



“Pagan.” Reid had seen it with his mother and liked the show. “He’ll do it,” said his father. I would have preferred he asked Reid about the play and the lap dancing, but it wasn’t up to me. Ben asked Sean if he’d direct and my brother agreed. 



Finding additional lap dancers was more challenging, but not much more. I made inquiries among my posse and secured Marty, who, while in top shape, was still flattered to have been asked. “I’m in my forties,” he reminded me. 



“So am I,” I reminded him. 



I also asked Joshua and Jacob who, after the summer Superior Mutts tour, thought nothing of performing in thongs on a public sidewalk. I considered asking Dondi, because he was young and cute, but didn’t. He lived on the streets of Atlanta for no short time performing sexual acts on strange men in order to survive. I wasn’t going to ask him to repeat that, even in a small way. How surprised was I when he called me to say, “Why haven’t you asked me to perform in a thong on a public sidewalk?” I told him, honestly, why, and he responded, “I appreciate it, Christian. But really, it’s nothing compared to…well, you know. And,” his boyfriend whose name I can’t remember “wants to do it, too.” I considered recruiting some other Superior Bodies people, but recalled that Dean Simon wanted to keep the show’s focus on the school and decided not to. That decision came in handy when Elio found me after my stepped up swimming workouts and said: 



“Querido. Lemme go to the gay rodeo. I’ll suck all those guys’ dicks so hard no one will go.” 



“Thanks, Elio, but Dean Simon wants to keep the show’s focus on the school,” I said and found someplace to go quickly before he could plead. Later that day, which was only a few after the big gay rodeo conference call, Sylvia rang my cell to say: 



“Freebird’s doing it.” 



“Freebird’s doing what?” I asked, because his being in the lap dance show was the last thing I could imagine him doing. 



“The lap dance show,” she said, flatly. I could think of nothing to say except: 



“Why?” 



“Because I think it’d be hot.” 



“You do?” 



“Oh, yeah. You guys love watching women getting it on with each other,” she began and then corrected herself, “some of you guys…not you.” 



“I know what you mean, dear.” 
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“Well, some of us girls like it, too. Watching guys get it on.” 



“Really?” I asked. 



“Oh, yeah. Especially when one of them’s straight. Like you on Tricky Dicks.” I gasped. 



“You saw that?” I asked, more mortified than I really was. 



“A hundred times.” 



“Oh, gosh,” I said, more worried than I really was. 



“It was fuckin’ hot.” 



“You think so?” I asked, more modest than I really was. 



“You know it was, you ass,” said Sylvia. “And that chase at the end, when you coined the Beamer. That’s fuckin’ hilarious. Freebird and I get high and watch it at least once a week. Then we have the best sex.” 



“Oh goodness,” I said, genuinely embarrassed. 



“When’s your trainer coming to the school?” I checked the time and said: 



“This afternoon at four-thirty. Marty’s meeting Ben and Reid, Dondi and his boyfriend and Jacob and Joshua at the amphitheater.” 



“We’ll be there,” Sylvia said. 



“Who’s we?” I asked. 



“Duh, Freebird and me,” she said. “You don’t think there’s going to be lezzies at the gay rodeo? Hellooooo!!!” My straight friends Sylvia and Freebird joined my straight friends Ben and Reid and the others at four-thirty sharp. Jody and Jay joined them, too. The latter taped all of them warming up as Jody interviewed the Maitlands about their training effort and the reason for it. Then they ran around the campus, Jody and Jay following them in a golf cart. Later, Marty made them do sit ups, push ups, squat thrusts and additional exercises that didn’t require barbells or nautilus machines. 



“We’re getting down to basics,” he said to the camera as he led everyone in jumping jacks. “Like the Greeks did when they prepared for the first Olympics,” he explained further, and then started laughing. Half his trainees began laughing, too, and stopped their jumping jacks, which caused Marty to open an unscripted can of drill-instructor whoop ass on them. It was hilarious and made good TV. The exercise, Ben’s new zero fat bird-like diet, a site visit to the Boca Raton sidewalk where the rodeo protest would occur, and 70 



interviews with all the participants. Oh, and Jody suggested splicing in sped up footage of me swimming laps at Superior Bodies in front of Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, who sat in their little baby seats on either side of Marty next to the pool. “What do you think, kids? 

Is your Daddy slackin’?” he asked them. Jay shot them gurgling and mumbling baby talk, the subtitle translations for which read (Lil’ Samia) “He’s no Mark Spitz” and (Lil’ 

Jacob) “My grandmother swims faster than him, and she’s been dead twenty years!” I know, hardee-har. It was cute to watch, though. 



“Greater Tuna” rehearsals opened two “The Maitlands of Montverde” episodes that focused primarily on the training. It was a clever play, one I had seen done on Orlando’s PBS station in the 90s. Ben was amazing in it and so was Reid, who morphed as easily and authentically from one character to another. Alone, the play itself would have been successful; indeed, it was good enough to warrant a Broadway revival some summer season. I hoped Ben and Reid would do it again someday after their reality show wrapped, or independent of it. Competing with a workout the goal of which the Maitlands made clear was to lure rodeo-goers away from the event, it didn’t get more than a couple of minutes on MofM. Watching hotties like Marty, the twins, Dondi and Reid exercising all over the Montverde campus was more appealing to the show’s viewers than sitting in on a play rehearsal where Reid and his increasingly thin father showed no skin and played many women’s roles. In spite of its enjoying no real air time, the play as performed at the amphitheater was a success. It ran the last two weekends in February, Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights. It was well attended and well reviewed all over Central Florida, and even enjoyed blurbs in the entertainment media: broadcast, print and online. 



Ben told me he had enjoyed doing the play a decade before but enjoyed it more because he was doing it with his son. “He’s very good,” he said of Reid. Reid told me he had enjoyed his father’s performance in the play a decade before but thought he was even better then. 



“He just gets funnier,” he said of Ben. I told them, separately and together, they were both amazing, ‘cause they were. Dean Simon, Bentley, Rona Howard and her new actor boyfriend and everyone I knew agreed their “Greater Tuna” was far more enjoyable than the still entertaining reality show. 



“It’s a pity it won’t pay the bills,” Bentley said to me as our friends took their bows opening night. 



“Make it a TV show,” I suggested. Bentley thought about it and said: 



“Hmmm…” 



The Maitlands had thrown themselves into the play, learning, or re-learning, their lines in days and working very hard with Sean, who was quite a good director and very frank in his opinions of their work. They were as committed to losing weight and toning up for the rodeo. Reid didn’t have a lot of work to do as he was slim and generally tight. Ben 71 



went to bat the moment Bentley agreed to the lap dance thing, cutting out all fat, sugar and alcohol from his diet instantly, working out with Marty and the others and by himself off camera. The Boca episode didn’t require the kind of hard muscle body he sported for seven years as Pagan, but he needed to be thin and thin he became. So fast did he lose the weight and build modest but attractive muscles, we all wondered if he had rubbed a lamp or got surgery. “Did you get surgery?” Rhoda asked during a Sunday afternoon barbecue of roasted vegetables and tofu Ben and Reid hosted the day after “Greater Tuna” closed. 



“Nope,” he said, simply. 



“Did you take pills?” she asked, again knowing no shame. 



“Nope,” he said, as simply. 



“Are you purging?” she asked, again knowing no shame and demonstrating zero taste. 



“Nope,” he said, as simply. 



“Well then, did you make a deal with the Devil?” she snarled. 



“I don’t know, Rhoda,” Ben snarled back, “did we?” This exchange caused me, Linden and some combination of lap dancers-in-training to roar with laughter. 



The last Sunday in February, Bentley arranged for the photographer, stylist and costumer who worked on the combo PETA/MofM circus pic to take a publicity shot of the lap dancers on a street corner in Montverde. The shot was so close up it could have been taken in Boca or anywhere. Ben looked good but still very different from his Pagan days. 

Not only didn’t he have the TV fantasy hero muscles, his skin was pale and his chest sported a bit of graying hair. His hair, which was all but missing on top since he pulled the plugs, got cut to a buzz the day before. In spite of his tremendous effort and clear transformation, he still had a single roll of fat, which may just have been skin that hadn’t snapped back. The photographer assured him he could remove it when he touched up the photo. Ben later asked Bentley to instruct him not to, arguing that MofM was, at its core, a fun show about a real father and son who have wacky and, on occasion, serious adventures. The producer agreed. 



Marty was the beefiest and most cut of all of us. And tan. What hair he had was also buzzed. Reid, Jacob, Joshua and Dondi, were cute, young and skinny. Dondi’s boyfriend probably was, too, but he chickened out that morning and didn’t show up for the photo. 

Freebird was extremely skinny, extremely pale, and his hair was extremely white. Naked but for the “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” boxers he, and everyone, wore, he would have faded into a white background had the photographer not found a red brick building in front of which to pose us. I wore my graying blonde-brown hair loose but off my face, unlike the Veronica Lake job I had in the circus photo. My hair was the longest, more so than Sylvia’s. Yup, she stood between Ben and Reid in the photo, holding the former’s left arm and the latter’s right, sporting LLDR boxers and matching pasties over her 72 



nipples. The rest of us stood above and around them: Dondi next to Ben and me next to Reid. Behind us, on a tiny platform, stood Joshua, Marty, Jacob and Freebird. 

The photo was mildly air-brushed and uploaded to the MofM site by midnight Sunday. It was also e-mailed to the local, state and national press with copy indicating the nine of us would be giving lap dances to anyone who provides proof that he or she got his Boca gay rodeo ticket refunded. 



Jay videotaped the photography session for a pre-rodeo episode that would open with clips of the final “Greater Tuna” performance and end with us playfully practicing our lap dances on each other on that Montverde street corner. That would post to the site Thursday night, giving viewers who hadn’t purchased their tickets and gotten them refunded an opportunity to buy them and take them right back. 



As with most of the episodes, primarily…OK exclusively the ones that featured me, Linden and the babies, I forwarded the rough cut to my siblings, Dan and Susie, Keith and Jim, Olivier and Kristen, my Coven students, and the folks at Honey Bunches of Oats in Kingdom Come and Superior Bodies in Wayward and Sultan Springs. Well, wouldn’t you know it, the Sultan Springs posse, specifically Yancy, Ray, John and Joe spent Friday driving across the panhandle and southeast to Boca Raton, Florida, where they secured a hotel suite not far from where the rodeo was happening. They didn’t tell me this. Indeed, while some combination of them usually replied to my e-mails, none of them sent a message back about the lap-dancing footage. I barely noticed as I was busy teaching, getting in a few last swim sessions and loving on babies and beagles. Imagine my surprise, then, when my friends and I stepped out of the limousine Bentley had arranged and Sean drove to Boca on Saturday, March…something, to find the Sultan Springs party front and center among the seven or eight hundred-plus crowd of gay men, lesbians and media who had assembled to watch and report on the big show. 



The nine of us exited the limousine wearing white terry cloth robes we were all going to drop at once on some cue from Jay. He, Jody and three other videographers traveled to Boca the day before to scout the area and plan a taping strategy they communicated to the rest of us via speaker phone during our early morning trip down the Florida turnpike. It was all simple and flexible. The point was to have some sexy fun discouraging attendance at the gay rodeo and let the cameras find what they would. Anything formally blocked would have required permits, police barricades and other nonsense. That’s not to say there weren’t police and barricades in front of the venue. Boca Raton’s mayor, council, and police department were more than aware of our visit and its nature. They didn’t mind as it drew tourists and generated publicity for the city. I later learned that the rodeo promoters gave all of them gobs of grief about preventing our protest and arresting us and outfitting law enforcement with dogs, hoses and tear gas to shut down our demonstration. So irritating were they the police chief asked the department if any of the officers wanted to participate. Two volunteered. I discovered this five minutes into our lap dance-a-thon when the men stripped out of their uniforms and down to the LLDR 

boxers they had paid overnight costs to ship from Lady Lake during the week. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 
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We exited the limo in our robes. Ben went first, then Marty, then Dondi…or Dondi and Marty. It doesn’t matter. Ben went first and Reid brought up the rear. Dondi, Marty and Joshua followed Ben and I followed them, with Sylvia, I think, behind me. Whatever, people clapped and cheered as we stepped out of the vehicle. Joshua went ahead of me and saw the Sultan Springs foursome right away as Yancy had worked his handicapped status into a space right up front in a small space between two of the barricades. Joshua waved to them, turned around to get his brother’s and my attention and pointed them out. 

They ran up to Yancy, Ray, John and Joe and gave them each of them big, warm hugs. I followed them, slower, catching Jay’s attention and jerking my head for him to record our reunion. I waited for him to catch up with me, stopped a few feet in front of our special guests, drawled, “Hello fellas,” removed my robe and took a seat on Yancy’s lap. 

“Thanks for coming,” I said to him throwing my arms around his neck and giving him a warm hug. “How’s Butler?” 



“He’s a good boy.” The three SBSS retirement residents, for John had finally sold his condo and moved in with his friends, took turns leaning over so I could hug them, too. It was a sweet exchange Jay and one of his camera colleagues recorded. Neither picked up our dialogue, but it didn’t matter. The ice was broken. The twins dropped their robes and began dancing with Ray, John and Joe. Behind us, the six other dancers removed their robes and invited people with proof of having bought and returned their rodeo tickets to come dance with them to music that blared from powerful speakers someone on 

Bentley’s crew had hooked up inside the limo. 



Rodeo tickets, bought and returned, added insult to the injury our protest caused. That’s because not only did a hundred people return tickets purchased in good faith, many hundreds bought tickets and returned them the next day for no other reason than to secure a return receipt they could hand Ben, Reid, Sylvia or someone else. The rodeo promoters were mad when they learned, by watching the most recent episodes of MofM that we were going to crash their party. They were madder when Bentley distributed the press release with a great sexy-fun photo of the lap dancers, and stroke-inducing mad when an army of people did the buy/return thing. They figured out quickly what was going on and, at first, refused to refund tickets. People responded by sending threatening e-mails to the promoter and bullying the venue staff. Then the rodeo folk offered to issue refund receipts without the cash refund so people could enjoy a lap dance and still see, and pay for, the rodeo. That generated additional e-mail threats and venue bullying. Finally, the rodeo’s attorney contacted Bentley and asked him what his terms were. My friend, who had anticipated the call, replied, “Send all of your animals to sanctuaries and get jobs in industries that don’t abuse animals.” He got hung up on, which he also expected. 



It was delicious. All the people who bought rodeo tickets in bad faith prevented people who really wanted to buy them from doing so. The Saturday show was ruined. I later learned a significant number of people thought the MofM protest was also going to happen on Sunday and they pulled the same thing for that show. 



The event turned out to be less a lap dance-a-thon and more a street dance party. Indeed, I think the only one who got a formal lap dance was Yancy, ‘cause really, what other 74 



dancing could he do? A hot dog vendor, anticipating a crowd, set up his cart outside the venue. This annoyed me because the whole reason for the event was to save animals, not eat them. I asked one of the police officers who didn’t strip down to LLDR shorts and join us to shoo him off. The cop resisted and I said, “Does he have a permit?” The cop shrugged and I said, “Get rid of him or I’ll cause you more grief than I have this rodeo.” 

Five minutes later the hot dog guy was gone. 



Bentley, having anticipated a similar opportunity, arranged to sell LLDR and newly created MofM items out of a van that also pulled up. The merchandise guy also sold soda and bottled water. The purpose of this was less to make money and more to get people in clothing representing his company’s properties. And to make them stay. Like the hot dog guy, my friend hadn’t arranged for a permit, but no one made a fuss. 



PETA and ARFF volunteers distributed flyers exposing rodeo animal cruelty to the hundreds of people who came to watch the Maitlands and the rest of us cut up the rug in our shorts. Ben and Reid agreed only to sign autographs on the literature. It was kind of tacky, using them as autograph pads because they contained difficult information and brutal images, but it would mean the flyers wouldn‘t be discarded. They signed tons of them, and the rest of us did, too, having achieved celebrity after Abigail was murdered and, in my case, other ways. We all also posed for pictures. Lots of them. Especially Sylvia St. Germaine. She was very indulgent of the lesbian attendees, posing in lewd positions with butch and lipstick lesbians. The gay guys loved her, too, and the straight male TV journalists gave her a disproportionate amount of attention. All of that was fine with all of us. The purpose was to educate the masses about animal cruelty and we were more than successful. 



A couple of those PETA/ARFF volunteers bought tickets and went inside the event, which they said was poorly attended but went on as if the venue was full. No reference was made by the announcer or participants to the larger event going on outside. More awkward than the poor attendance was that our music was so loud it could be heard inside. 



We danced, visited with friends, and gave interviews to the local press for about ninety minutes when I sensed things starting to wind down. Before too many people left I found a microphone in the limousine that was also connected to its powerful speakers and thanked everyone for coming and asked those who weren’t vegan to try going one day a week without consuming meat, eggs or dairy. It was important for us to leave while there was still a decent crowd. My announcement signaled the two dancing cops to get dressed and they helped their colleagues remove the barricades as we lap dancers found our robes and assembled at the limo for a pic that would include the animal activists. I looked around for Sean, whom I had seen taking pictures with his phone earlier, but he was nowhere. It didn’t matter as there were plenty of other people with cameras. 



After these final pics were taken I found the Sultan Springs quartet and asked them where they were staying. They suggested the twins and I join them for dinner. “Let me just find my phone and call Linden to tell him I’ll be coming back later.” I returned to the limo, 75 



stuck my head in the front and opened the glove compartment, out of which all of our phones fell. “Good grief,” I said. 



“Yeah,” said Dondi, “We need to have these shorts made with pockets.” It wasn’t a bad idea. I found my phone among the pile on the floor and called my husband. 



“How did it go?” he asked. 



“It couldn’t have been more successful,” I told him. Then I told him Yancy, John, Ray and Joe had driven all the way from the panhandle to see the show. “Would you mind if I joined them for dinner. The twins and I can take a town car back later.” 



“Of course. Have fun with your friends. Tomorrow you’re all ours.” 



“It’s a deal,” I said. We told each other we loved each other, as we often did when winding up a call, though lately we had also advised each other to kiss our babies, too, of which we did a lot. Before he hung up, Linden said: 



“Did anyone take photos?” He then laughed at his silly question and said, “Did anyone take photos you can text me?” I told him I would ask, told him I loved him again and to kiss the babies again, and hung up. 



I returned to the limo and asked the twins to stick around and hang out with our Sultan friends. “We were going to suggest it,” Jacob said. The other dancers put on their robes and got in the limo. I still didn’t see my brother, who was driving, and looked around. 



“Anyone see Sean?” I asked. The exhausted lap-dancing troupe shook their heads and said no as they claimed their phones. I looked around again and Sean appeared out of nowhere, looking extremely upset. “What’s the matter?” I asked my brother, who was pale, sweaty and shaking. 



“I found my way backstage. I saw the animals. It was awful.” 



“Oh, Sean,” I said and, though we Gallaghers weren’t huggers, especially with each other, put my arms around him. It was unusual but felt right, considering how upset he was. He held me for a moment and then kissed my cheek, which was also unusual but also felt right. Then he asked: 



“Are you sticking around with your friends?” I nodded. “OK…well…I’ll drive everyone back.” 



“OK,” I said, looking at Sean hard. It was unusual for him to be so out of sorts, and I was moved by how affected he was by having seen how the rodeo animals were treated backstage. It was tough enough to see them during their performances. Leave it to Sean to find his way into the wings to witness how much worse they’re treated when the audiences aren’t watching. I hugged my brother again and he seemed to snap out of it, a 76 



bit. 



Sean got in the limo. Everyone rolled down the windows and waved goodbye to us and what was left of the crowd. The twins and I posed for a final few pics, in and out of our robes, and then followed our friends to Yancy’s van. 



As Joshua, Jacob and I were not dressed to go out to a restaurant, we got room service in the hotel suite John had secured. We hung out, reviewed the event, caught up on Sultan Springs goings on, and examined the pics Ray had taken of us. We also enjoyed a yummy bottle of Scotch Joe had brought, anticipating our joining them. 



At eight p.m. Joshua called a town car company and arranged for a limo to drive us back to Montverde and Orlando. We said goodbye to our friends, all of whom accompanied us to the hotel entrance. We hugged, said our goodbyes and the twins and I got into the limo. 

Tired and tipsy, we each took a bench and went right to sleep. We woke up in Montverde, where Joshua and Jacob got out. I stayed awake for the thirty minute trip to Orlando. I began to tell the driver about the event, just to make conversation. He interrupted me by holding up a rodeo cruelty flyer signed by Ben and Reid. “Right on,” I said. 
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Chapter 7: 

Bang 




The gay rodeo circus episode was an even bigger hit than Bentley had hoped it would be. 

It got more hits and downloads on the MofM website than any other episode, and twelve percent more than the second most popular episode, which was the MeMe finale that featured all the gunplay. I enjoyed watching it, though my personal favorite was the cafeteria ladies throwing all the garbage at the Montverde students. That was the third most popular in large part because of all the times I logged on to watch it. Bentley said to me, “If we can maintain this, we can double next season’s advertising rates.” 



“You should have Ben and Reid visit Lady Lake. Do a crossover. Work with some of the rescued dogs there.” 



“They can give them baths!” he said, excitedly. “Show off their buff…or, buffer torsos.” 

I’ve never heard a straight man get more excited over shirtless men before and I laughed. 



“How’s Reid’s fake romance with that model going?” I asked, having not seen the episodes that featured her. 



“Oh, that’s over. We’ll introduce another love interest. Maybe someone plain, to get the average looking fans worked up.” The same market that had admired plain, average Abigail I could have added, but didn’t. Bentley meant no harm. He just knew what appealed to viewers. 



“How ‘bout a romance for Ben?” I asked. 



“I approached him about it and he said no.” I wasn’t surprised. “He said it was OK for Reid, but it’d be disrespectful to his late wife, whose name would come up in some way.” 

Good for Ben. I just liked him more every day. 



Among the people who logged on to watch the lap dance episode were the producers of 

“Pagan.” They contacted Ben and pitched a TV movie “Pagan” reunion. The buff…or, buffer, though still balding actor was glad for the opportunity and insisted it costar his son. The show’s reassembled writers came up with a script in a week and e-mailed it to him. Ben forwarded it to me and I printed two copies of it so Linden and I, he feeding Lil’ Samia and me feeding Lil’ Jacob, could read it at the same time. 



The story featured Ben and Reid as Pagan and Pagan’s long lost son, Trog and Nirida, and a larger-than-usual role for the drunken wine merchant played by Jim Weaver. “That was nice of them to write him in,” I later discovered Ben had insisted on it as Jim was funny in that role and, more importantly, he was the one who suggested the Maitlands to Bentley. As if that wasn’t kind enough, Ben had also insisted on roles for Sean and Sylvia who, of course, had played Trog and Nirida with him in the Christmas pageant. They would play grifters who visited villages whose residents had only heard of Pagan and his companions. They claimed to be Trog and Nirida and took money from the villagers as pre-payment for some heroic deeds they need Pagan to do: slay dragons, rout bandits, 78 



vanquish ghosts and the like. The minute I got to the part where their characters appeared, I called Ben to confirm that they were indeed written for my brother and friend. 



“It didn’t take much to get them cast,” Ben said. “They were hilarious in the Christmas show. It was meant to be.” 



“May I tell Sean?” I asked. 



“I insist.” 



“Thank you, Ben.” I couldn’t wait to tell my brother. Sean had performed with the Portland Rose Theater Company for nearly twenty years with his wife. He had appeared in some regional TV commercials and did some local radio ads, too. He had never done television, though. He could have, but it would have required he move to Los Angeles or back to New York. He was happy with his wife and daughter and theater in Oregon. He had a good thing and it satisfied him. I admired him for it. He didn’t need TV or movie fame. He genuinely liked Ben Maitland, who was roughly the same age and no more talented or better looking. Sean didn’t begrudge the actor his success, nor did he try to insert himself into MofM episodes. My brother had appeared in the Christmas episode, one of the MeMe episodes, the Puppy Spot protest bit and was among the crowd watching the lap dance/street party. Oh, and a couple of scenes teaching Reid and other students the Acting 1 class. Sean was wily, and could have muscled his way into MofM 

and LLDR with little effort. It wasn’t his thing, though. He liked being featured to the extent that he was, enjoyed teaching at the college and loved staying with Linden, me and the babies in Orlando. He missed his wife, certainly, but they spoke every day, I think, and each took turns flying to see the other one long weekend a month. “He should be on his way home from school now,” I said to Ben. “I’ll tell him when he gets here.” Ben waited two beats and then said: 



“There’s a cameo for you, Linden and the babies in the epilogue.” I gasped and looked at Linden, to whom I had handed Lil’ Jacob. 



“Oh, Ben…” I couldn’t think of anything further to say at the moment but, “Hold on.” To my family I said, “We’re going to be TV stars!” My husband smiled and asked: 



“What page?” 



“The epilogue.” His arms were full of babies so I said to Ben, “Thank you, again. I’ll call you back after I speak to Sean.” 



“Thank you, Christian,” my friend said, and hung up before I could reply. I found the page in the epilogue. There was a wedding in the village Pagan had saved from grifters Sean and Sylvia, as well as some monster or plague or something. The wedding was between two men. Reid, as Pagan Jr., raises and eyebrow and says to a villager: 



“Two men getting married?” The villager replies: 
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“They’re doing it for the sake of the children.” Reid takes a closer look and notices they’re holding two babies. 



“What do you think?” I asked Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. Linden made a show of asking our children what they thought and said: 



“We’re in!” I took Lil’ Jacob from him and we returned to reading the script. Ten minutes later Sean came home. He always stopped in to say hi to us before going over to the other house. Often he stayed for a meal, movie or some other longer visit. I told him to sit down, caught him up on the “Pagan” TV movie and described the role Ben had the writers create for him. 



“That’s great,” my brother said, without a bit of excitement or any effort to feign excitement. I looked at him, then Linden, then him again. 



“Sean, you’ve got a role, a really funny one, in a ‘Pagan’ TV movie.” 



“Thanks,” he said, with even less enthusiasm. 



“What’s wrong?” I asked. He shrugged, took a breath, made to say something, and changed his mind. He changed his mind again and said: 



“That’s great, Christian. I’m glad. I’m just not feeling well today.” He looked at the pages we were reading. “Is that the script?” I nodded. 



“I printed out two copies.” 



“I’ll take one next door.” Sean gathered one of them up, said, “See you later,” and left. 

When the door shut behind him I looked at Linden. 



“Something’s wrong with him.” My husband nodded. 



“He’s been depressed since he came back from Boca Raton.” He had been. Linden had mentioned it once before and I had agreed. 



“The animals at the rodeo. He went backstage…” I said then and had before. 



“It’s got to be something else. Or more.” 



“Maybe he misses Brigid,” I said and then shook my head at how silly I sounded. They spoke every day and saw each other once a month. Sean would be returning to Oregon for the summer play season after teaching the last class of the semester, and he’d flown there for Montverde’s spring break the prior week. No, he was not missing Brigid. I thought and said, “Maybe he’s just sick of us.” Linden shook his head. 
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“I don’t think so.” We were both quiet, but we didn’t return to the script, either. We were done with it for the day. 



“Maybe he is sick,” I suggested. “He’s pushing fifty. Maybe he needs a checkup.” Linden nodded a bit. “I’ll go over later and see what’s up.” That was all we said about Sean, though I continued to think about him. My brother had always been cheerful. Funny, mischievous and a good time, even on the worst occasions. Even after our parents died. 

Sean was never so entertaining than at a family funeral—except for Deirdre’s. That period between her death and our visit to Baltimore my brother had been way out of sorts, but he was smoldering with rage, not depressed, as he had been for the short time since the rodeo. I wondered if he had had an epiphany about the animal suffering he witnessed. I didn’t think so but I could think of no other explanation. Linden said: 



“You know if they shot it in Florida, on Montverde’s property, Bentley’s people could document the production for the show.” Bentley called me that night to say it was what he had worked out with the show’s producers and how he had so much influence on the script. 



“It’s a great opportunity,” I said. 



“Dean Simon loves it. He’s called a special meeting of the board and telling them about next tomorrow morning.” 



“They’ll love it,” I said, putting Bentley on speaker. He plowed on, more excited than about any other episode or project: 



“All the woods on the campus. And that clearing on the west end, where everyone gets high. We could build the village there. The students and faculty can be villagers. There’re studios in Miami and Orlando we can shoot interiors. The woods aren’t much different than New Zealand, and they can use footage from the series for long shots of mountains and countryside. We share production costs, though they’ll carry most of it. MofM is going to be a big commercial for the movie, really. It’ll open the second season. Sales is going nuts pitching it to our advertisers. There’s going to be a bidding war for banners. 

The episodes’ll be available to download until the movie’s released on DVD. Christmas 2009. Then we’ll remove them and they’ll only be available in the special features. We’ll have a release party on campus, combined with the Christmas pageant. Or maybe not. I’ll run it by the dean, and Mom. We’ll host a convention on campus. A mini Mega-Con. 

What do you think?” 



“I think this is the best idea you’ve had, Bentley,” I said. 



“Thank you for including us at the end,” Linden said, encouraging Bentley, who plowed on: 



“You’re welcome, but that wasn’t my idea. It was Ben’s. Casting Sean and Sylvia was my idea, though the writers would probably have thought of it. The two of them were 81 



hilarious in the Christmas show. We got lots of good feedback about them.” He had shared it with us. Viewers agreed my brother and friend were very funny in the holiday 

“Pagan” parody. Casting them in the movie was a no-brainer. “Did you tell Sean?” before I could lie and say he was jumping for joy Bentley continued, “I called Freebird. I didn’t have Sylvia’s number. She’s really excited. She asked if Sean was going to be her partner and I said yes. She said she wouldn’t do it without him.” 



“They might steal the movie,” I said. 



“They might,” Linden agreed. 



“This could launch ‘Pagan Jr.,’” I said, reminding Bentley of the buzz about a spinoff series featuring Reid. 



“Not yet,” he said. “MofM is a cash cow and their contract is for three seasons.” I hadn’t known that but I thought it made sense that people would tire of the Maitlands of Montverde after three years. 



“What’s the standard length of a reality show?” I asked Bentley. 



“It depends,” he said. “They’re still making ‘Survivor.’ You have to replace the cast.” He saw where I was going and said, “We can squeeze another couple of years out of Ben and Reid, I think. We just have to keep them busy doing cool things, Christian.” He emphasized my name. I looked from the phone to Linden, who said: 



“You’ve got all the great ideas.” 



“I didn’t come up with the ‘Pagan’ TV movie,” I replied. 



“That gay rodeo lap dance,” Bentley said. “That was genius.“ 



“That was Linden’s idea,“ I reminded my friend and husband. 



“I was just reading your mind,“ said the latter. 



“And stealing Rolan. And saving MeMe. All good stuff, Christian. I’m keeping you under contract forever.” 



“Those were Ben’s ideas.” They were, but he thought of them because I had told him about both dogs. Neither Bentley nor Linden reminded me of that; indeed, they both dismissed my humility. Bentley said: 



“We might get a second TV movie out of this, depending on how well the first is received.” 



“I think it’s going to be a hit,” Linden said. 
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“It’ll open the second season and a second movie could open the third.” Because I was given undue credit for Linden and Ben’s great ideas, I said, just to be a loser: 



“And in the second movie Pagan and Pagan Jr. can go through a quantum vortex and get transported to Montverde College in 2010 and an evil sorcerer can follow them through the vortex and take over everyone on campus and make them his slaves, except for the cafeteria ladies, whose hairnets provide a shield for his mind-controlling spell. They can assist the Pagans in defeating the evil wizard and freeing the campus!” A beat. Two beats. Three beats and Bentley shouted: 



“FANTASTIC!” Linden looked at me and burst out laughing. 







After a cyber meeting that included Bentley Howard, the Pagan production team and, representing the board, Dean Simon, “The Maitlands of Montverde” second season opener was all set. Bentley was confident he could squeeze three or four episodes out of the production and another out of the premiere. Simon advised the Pagan people the college grounds were theirs and the staff were at their disposal. There would be no expensive flights to New Zealand and Florida was a right-to-work state, which meant no unions. Everybody won. Shooting would begin on campus in May, after the final final. 

Interiors would be shot in Orlando immediately after. The rest of the summer would be spent editing the movie and episodes. The MofM second season would open in the fall. 

Four episodes into it, the movie would premiere on cable. 



Bentley called me to explain all of this the day after the cyber meeting. I congratulated him and asked what he thought the first season finale episode of “The Maitlands of Montverde” would be. Initially it was going to be Ben and Reid doing “The Music Man” 

or some other play in the new theater. Construction took longer than expected and viewers had little interest in “Steel Magnolias” or “Greater Tuna,” preferring the dog and animal rescue episodes. “It’s got to end with a bang,” I said. “And it’s got to be more exciting than the MeMe thing or Rolan’s rescue. He’s got to rescue an animal. Maybe from some awful dog fighter.” 



“Excellent,” said Bentley. “We’ll hire an actor and rent a house in some poor area. Rhoda will hear about dogs being raised to fight there and Ben will march in and take the dog out.” 



“OK, Bentley,” I began. “That’s all good, but it has to be believable. I mean, dog fighting’s a crime. People who do it don’t generally stop at fighting. They also deal drugs and do drive-by shootings and all that. No way is anyone going to believe Ben is going to march into a house of aggressive dogs and armed felons and just walk out safely with a pit under each arm.” 



“You’re right,” he said and then I heard a buzzing. “That’s my other phone. I have to take 83 



this. Think about the finale, Christian, and let me know what’s going to work.” 



That night, when was it…mid, late March? Sean joined us for dinner, as he often did. 

Tofu, broccoli and rice vermicelli. The babies, whom we had already fed and burped, sat in their car seats on the table as the three of us ate. Sean was still as morose as he had been after the Boca protest, but he was making an effort to be cheerful, likely because I had asked him several times since Boca what was bothering him. He abandoned the whole rodeo animals being abused excuse for a simple, “I don’t know.” He said he would see his family physician during his next weekend in Oregon, which would be in April. I told him about the season one finale idea and he brightened a little. “Ben AND Reid are going to do a home invasion at some dog-fighter’s crack house?” 



“I don’t know,” I said, happy my brother was interested. “It’s going to be rehearsed. We can’t have him marching into crack town and stealing pits from their owners.” 



“Of course not,” Sean said. “But setting it up is going to be too obvious. He’s been bold, but he’s not superhuman. You don’t want to ‘jump the shark.’” Sean referred to the episode of the 70s sitcom “Happy Days” in which Fonzie water skied over a shark, an episode that was so outrageous it signaled the beginning of the end for the series. 



“He’s right,” Linden said. “I like the idea of him going into a dangerous neighborhood, but with Jay, Jody and a lot of people with him.” 



“What would be the point of that?” Sean asked in a tone that was unusually sharp for him. He recognized it, too, and said, “Sorry.” Linden shook his head that it was nothing and continued: 



“He and Reid can do a sweep of the Parramore neighborhood, scooping up stray dogs and bringing them to Lady Lake. There’s your crossover.” 



“That’s a good idea,” Sean said. “That’ll work, and there won’t be any danger, at least from people.” 



“I don’t know,” I said. “I tried to lure a stray into my car in that neighborhood. Two years ago, maybe three. Some guy saw me doing it and started shouting at me, claiming the dog was his. I didn’t believe him but I didn’t want to get into it. The dog ran away, from both of us, so I took off.” 



“Was that during the day or at night?” 



“Day,” I said. Sean and Linden considered this. The latter said: 



“You’d have to do it at night, for the drama. There could be a group of you with them, for protection, but Jay would make sure not to film any of them.” 



“And if the dogs are hostile?” I asked. 
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“Plant one,” Linden said. “Rescue one from the pound who’s rough looking but who’s been temperment tested. Let him go a block away and have Ben find him and take him to Lady Lake.” Sean and I considered this. He said: 



“Is that going to be dramatic enough? It’s hardly ‘Who shot J.R.?’” Again, Sean was shorter than usual. “Sorry,” he said again. “I don’t know what’s bothering me. Maybe the whole dog fighting thing.” As excuses went, it was a good one, but I didn’t think it was it. 

I let it go, though, and said: 



“We need a cliffhanger.” Sean and Linden considered this. The former said: 



“Isn’t this kind of stuff usually mapped out, in reality shows?” The three of us knew it was. “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” had been its first season and continued to be, but MofM had changed abruptly from the fellas teaching/acting at the college to rescuing animals, and half its episodes came from last minute, and therefore unscripted, ideas. 

Linden said: 



“Who shot J.R...” 



“Ben gets shot?” I asked. 



“No,” my husband said. “But it does have to be bigger than picking up a sweet stray.” 



“How ‘bout he gets mauled by a stray?” Sean said, in a tone that was kind of belligerent. 

Realizing how he sounded, he went on, in a tone so over the top it had to be a joke. “He can be attacked by a pack of ‘em. Torn to shreds but still alive, rushed to the E.R. while the rest of us capture and tame the animals.” I looked at Linden, who joined me in thinking it was a good idea, except for the being mauled part. Sean was serious when he said…no, spat that part. He and Ben seemed to hit it off and, as I mentioned, my brother was satisfied with his life and his regional theater. Was he becoming jealous of Ben? Had he been so and was I now just realizing it? Had Ben done something to offend him? I couldn’t think of what and was sure Sean would have said something to me. Linden distracted me and rescued the idea when he said: 



“We have Ben, and Reid, if he’s not on some other rehearsed date, go into a bad section of town looking for strays. He gets bit but ignores it. He doesn’t report it because then the dog would have to be put down. He doesn’t dress his wound properly and it gets infected. 

Then he goes into the hospital and is on an I.V.” 



“He might lose his arm,” Sean didn’t spit but, as alarming, said with relish. “Or his life,” 

he added, bitterly. I looked at Linden, who agreed he was being strangely belligerent to Ben. I said: 



“Sean, has Ben hurt you?” He was busted. He looked at me with wide, worried eyes. 
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“No,” he said, his mind racing for an explanation. “I’m just getting into the spirit of the episode. ‘Who shot J.R.?’ A dog bite is minor compared to a bullet wound. You can have Reid fuss at him to have it looked at and Ben blowing him off. He goes to the hospital. 

That can be faked…” Whatever, I wasn’t buying it. I didn’t want to talk about the episode anymore. I said: 



“What’s Portland Rose doing this summer?” Sean perked up, but only a little, and told us. 







The Montverde College theater would be finished over the summer and ready to host its first play in the fall. Because there was so little interest in the dramatic arts among the student body, I suggested Dean Simon find some resident theater company to keep it busy after “The Maitlands of Montverde” ran its course. I told him over a cafeteria lunch on April first that I agreed with Bentley, that MofM would likely last three years before requiring new stars. He said, “Dick Solmes has been after me to remind you and your friends to produce ‘The Music Man’ this semester.” I looked at Simon, not getting it. 

“The night last fall the board met with Ben he said he would put on ‘The Music Man.’” I remembered it being mentioned and said: 



“Yeah, right. Ummm, I don’t think that’s going to happen. It’s kind of a big deal and Bentley and Jody don’t have it on their shooting schedule.” 



“I understand it’s a big play, Christian, and I advised Solmes it would be the very first production in the new theater. He insists.” I thought about it. I thought about whipping together “The Music Man” in the five or six weeks before the term ended. I could do it, Sean could and Ben could. We had the resources, and we could find the cast among Central Floridians. The final episode of the season was going to be Ben finding a dog, getting bit, ignoring the wound and winding up in the hospital with a life-threatening infection, but I didn’t know what he, Reid and Bentley had planned for the three or four that would precede it. 



If “The Music Man” was indeed going to go up I would have to be involved. I would have to convince Bentley and Ben, who would star and be great as Harold Hill. Bentley had little contact with Dean Simon and none with the board. Anything they needed communicated they did through me. UGH, putting on a big costume musical, with a chorus, dancers and an orchestra. I loved the Abigail/Bosco amphitheater, but it wasn’t a good venue for that play. It was better to wait. I said: 



“Can I talk to Solmes?” Dean Simon shrugged a yes. “I need to convince him to put this play off. No one’s going to want to undertake it in so short a time, with so little notice.” 



“I understand, Christian, but he’s going to remind you agreed to do it last fall and therefore had plenty of notice. He’s aware that you’re shooting the ‘Pagan” TV movie on campus an in Orlando. He’s well connected throughout Central Florida and you need to indulge him.” I sighed. 
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“OK, Dean,” I said. “Let me figure it out.” 



That evening I assembled Sean, Linden, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the living room and got Bentley and Ben on the phone. I told them about Solmes and “The Music Man.” “I remember him,” Ben said. “But wasn’t it going to be the first play in the new theater? 

And it’s not built yet.” 



“Doesn’t matter. He wants to see ‘The Music Man’ or he’s going to cause problems for 

‘Pagan: The Movie.’” Linden asked: 



“What were you planning for the rest of the season, besides the dog bite episode?” Ben said: 



“Bentley?” Bentley said: 



“Well, we set up a love triangle for Reid with two female students.” Right. More hired models. “And the ARFF people have encouraged us to join their protests at the Seminole Dog Track and an egg-producing farm in Zephyrhills.” 



“Bentley…” Ben said, amused. 



“And an ‘I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear Fur’ demo outside one of the malls in Orlando.” 



“Bentley…” Ben said, more amused. 



“No one’s going to be naked. Ben and Reid, and whoever else wants to participate, will wear flesh colored briefs.” 



“Bentley,” Ben said, firmly. 



“OK, the two women Reid is dating will be in the protest, wearing panties and pasties,” 

he hesitated, but before Ben could say his name a fifth time he finally admitted, “They’ll find out he’s seeing both of them and get into a cat fight.” 



“Oh, Bentley!” I said. “Say you’re not doing this.” I could feel him blush. 



“It was Mother’s idea.” 



“I hope so,” I said, and laughed. Linden did, too. Sean didn’t. He was still not himself. 

Nevertheless, he said: 



“Brigid and I did ‘The Music Man’ in Portland ten years ago. She could do Marian easily, and the barber shop quartet we used are still performing. We could fly them and some of our other regulars out, too, including a chorus. I could put it together in three weeks.” 
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Bentley was thrilled. I couldn’t resist saying: 



“Isn’t your wife a little long in the tooth for Marian?” Brigid was Deirdre’s age, which means fifty-three. Sean gave me a playful look and opened his mouth to respond. Bentley beat him to it, saying: 



“It’s theater, Christian. We need to make it easy and make Solmes happy. Ben, have you ever done the show?” 



“Actually, I was Winthrop in middle school.” 



“That’s great. Are you OK playing…what’s his name?” 



“Harold Hill,” Sean and I said at the same time. Ben said: 



“E-mail me a script and the music. I’ll learn the part this weekend.” 



“Great,” Bentley said. “Christian.” 



“Yes, sir.” 



“Tell Simon the budget for this show is going to be provided by the school. If Solmes wants to see ‘The Music Man,’ he’s going to have to pay for it.” There was silence for a few moments during which I thought of the hired models wearing flesh colored panties and pasties and having a catfight on the street in the middle of downtown Orlando, and I burst out laughing all over again. 



“Christian…” Bentley said, knowing exactly what set me off. 



Our telephone conversation lasted the half hour it took for us to come up with outlines for the final four episodes of season one. Ben would begin rehearing immediately, and then he, Reid and some animal rights people would crash the offices of the egg-laying farm in Zephyrhills, demanding to see the battery cages in which the hens suffered. The next episode would be more rehearsal and some Reid dating drama. The next would be an afternoon dress rehearsal for “The Music Man” followed by naked protest/catfight in the evening. Bentley said, “Ben leaves Reid to handle the girls and drives back to Montverde with Jay, only. He complains about his son and his girlfriends to the camera and then gets lost. It’s dark. He winds up in the ’hood  where he sees a skinny dog. He pulls over to pick him up and the dog bites him.” 



“So he leaves the dog?” I asked, warily. 



“No,” Bentley said. I knew he wouldn’t have Ben leave the dog. “He calls LLDR and the cast comes out and rescues the dog. They tell Ben to go to the hospital and he refuses, insisting it’s nothing. Then, in the final episode it gets infected. He’s still in denial even when he’s obviously sick and the infection spreads up his arm.” 
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“Go Bentley,” I said. 



“Ouch,” said Ben. 



“It’s all going to be fake,” Bentley assured him. “’Reality’ TV, Ben?” 



“You’re the boss,” he replied. 



“Opening night of ‘The Music Man’ you collapse during the first scene and Sean has to go on in your place.” 



“Cool,” I said and looked at my brother. His expression was blank. He should have been into it. He should have made a funny remark about stepping in as Harold Hill at the last minute. He said nothing. I looked from him to Linden, who looked at me. His expression was also blank, but his eyes agreed there was something wrong with his brother-in-law. 

Bentley wrapped up our meeting with: 



“I’ll have Jody get with you, Sean, about a shooting and rehearsal schedule. Christian, contact Kevin and Siobhan and tell them to keep an eye out for a suitable dog. Ben, ask Reid if he wants to be in the play.” 



“I will,” his father said, “as soon as he comes back from shooting his date with…oh, one of the girls.” 



“Most important,” Bentley said, “Linden, give Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia kisses from their uncle Bentley.” 



“You’re the boss,” Linden said, and obeyed immediately. 



“Me, too,” Ben said. They hung up and I turned to my brother to ask him about Portland Rose’s version of “The Music Man” and was struck dumb by his expression as he stared at the phone. Anger, fear, horror, disgust. I had never seen anything like it on my brother, even in his worst post Deirdre-murder moment. 



“What’s wrong, Sean? Please tell me.” He looked at me and said: 



“Nothing. Nothing, Christian.” Then he left the house and went to the other, without saying good night or anything else. I looked from his retreating figure to Linden, who said: 



“If that wasn’t the biggest lie he’s ever told.” 



“It’s Ben,” I said. “What’s his beef with him?” 



“Playing second fiddle to him in this show? Directing the play and then stepping in when 89 



the star faints.” 



“Only to have the camera follow Ben away from the stage and to the hospital,” I said, but it didn’t sound like Sean. None of it did. “He’s not that way. He’s not jealous or ambitious like that. He’s never competed with any of us,” I meant our siblings. “Certainly not me. He never begrudged me my beauty,” I said it plainly, without humor or ego. “He was always satisfied with his theater and his family.” 



“He’s having a mid-life crisis,” Linden offered, but it didn’t sound like Sean, to either of us. “Maybe he’s sick, Christian. He could have cancer and not know it, or suspect it and be too afraid to find out.” 



“I don’t know,” I said, because I didn’t. “He’s got to get over it, though. It can’t affect the show. I don’t want a catfight between two middle-aged men.” Linden and I considered it and he began laughing. 



“Maybe you should suggest it.” I didn’t think it was funny, initially. Then I considered it and began laughing, too, though more because Linden’s laughter was so lovely. 







The first Sunday in April…April Fool’s Day, actually, at eight-thirty a.m. Kevin called me from Lady Lake to say he had found a suitable dog for the show. “Someone tied him to a tree at the entrance last night. He’s big but skinny, and he has no hair. He’s super friendly, though. He likes to play, even though he’s skin and bones. I don’t know where he gets the energy.” 



“He probably never had affection or attention,” I offered. Kevin didn’t disagree. 



“Siobhan was going to give him a bath, but I told her about your call yesterday and figured if you were going to use him, then we’d hold off.” 



“Thanks, Kevin. I don’t think anyone’s shooting tonight. Let me call around.” I spent the morning calling Bentley who called Jody who called Ben who called me who called Kevin and so on until we all agreed to meet at the mall in front of which we would later do the “I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear Fur” demo. “Eight o’clock, it is,” I said to Jody at one p.m. I determined it would be the last call I made for a few hours. The babies were napping and Linden was doing housework. I picked up a pooper-scooper and tackled the yard. Sean joined me. 



“I’m sorry I’ve been so grumpy, Christian,” he said. I never thought I would ever hear my funny, spirited brother say that to me. But I never thought he was capable of being so grumpy and over so long a period of time. 



“What’s been bothering you, Sean?” 
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“I think I’m ready to go back to Portland. I’ve enjoyed being here teaching and the protests have been fun. I’ve been away from home for too long. I miss our ramshackle theater.” I could have flown into a rage had I not controlled myself, Sean’s remarks were such a load of nonsense. I was so insulted, so mad, that he would think I would believe he was being a bitch because he had been missing Portland, Oregon. I truly had to control myself in order not to yell at him or hit him. I mean, to whom did he think he was talking? 



“Will you stay for ‘Music Man?’” I asked, though at that moment I would have liked him to get on the next plane. 



“Yes.” 



“And the TV movie?” Sean hesitated and said: 



“Yes.” I wanted to sigh with irritation at the thought of enduring his moodiness another three months. 



“Let me get dinner tonight,” Sean said. “I’ll get take out from Garden Cafe. You like that place, don’t you?” I did, but it was a silly gesture for my brother to make. Nothing could make up for the “I’ve been a pain because I’m homesick” thing. 



“Another night. I’ve got to meet the crew at the mall.” I told Sean about the dog Kevin found and how Ben and the crew were going to shoot the dog-biting scene that night while the mutt still looked like hell. Though I had spent hours arranging the last-minute shoot, I didn’t have to be there. Ben was going to discover the dog alone and then call Kevin, Siobhan, and the LLDR hosts. I wasn’t in the episode and neither Jody nor Jay needed me. Nevertheless, it was a good reason not to have dinner with my brother. 



“Where’s the shoot going to happen?” Sean asked. 



“There’re a couple of empty homes on the other side of a Denny’s on 441 south of I-4.” 



“Isn’t that a dangerous area?” I wanted to say “Duh” so I did. “What time are you going to be there?” 



“I don’t know, Sean. After eight. After nine more likely, ‘cause Jay’s got to shoot Ben 

‘getting lost.’ Why do you ask?” 



“I thought we could work dinner around it.” 



“I appreciate the offer but honestly, I’m just not down for Garden Café tonight.” My brother was no fool. He knew what I wasn’t down for was him. 



“OK,” he said. “Another time.” He went back into the other house. Ten minutes later he pulled out of its driveway in the car he had leased. I figured he was going to the college 91 



or the library or the movies. I didn’t really care. I was angry with him because he had hurt me by not leveling with me about why he was so whacked. Good grief. He and I had never been super close. Not like me and Matthew or William Jr. and Deirdre. Sean had no favorite, except maybe Joan. They really got a kick out of each other, and they lived only two hours away, or did before she and her family moved to Kingdom Come. Like my father, Sean appeared to love, and like, everyone equally, and we all thought he was a hoot. Still, we were living together. And it was me…ME he was bs-ing with his attitude and pitiful excuses. I finished cleaning the yard and went inside to tell Linden what he had said about missing Oregon. 



“That’s not it,” he said. I wanted to say “Duh” again but didn’t, as Linden wasn’t the one irritating me. “Are you going to the shoot?” he asked, hoping, I think, I’d say no. 



“No,” I said. “They don’t need me. Too many cooks.” I put my arms around my husband and said, “I’d rather be here with you. Cleaning the bathrooms, sweeping the sidewalk, weeding the yard.” 



“That sounds like a good time.” 



“Anything’s a good time with you and the babies,” I said to Linden, and meant it. 







I spent the rest of the day at home with my family doing the chores I didn’t mind because I was doing them with them. We fed Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. We cut the beagles’ nails and only drew blood twice, once with Romulus and once with Remus. I called Matthew, as I did most Sundays, to check in and say hi. Dinner was a small affair of angel hair pasta and diced tomatoes we washed down with a couple of boxes of vegan ice cream sandwiches. Then we snuggled with the babies, beagles and mutts in front of the TV 

where we watched three episodes of “The Closer: Season Three.” 



At nine-thirty I was ready for bed and so was Linden. We changed Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia and put them down first. Then we let all the pups out one last time. Romulus, Remus and Herod took their stations around the babies’ cribs and the Whore of Babylon and the combination of foster mutts we had at the time joined us on our bed. “This was a nice day,” I told my husband while I was awake enough to make sense. 



“Every day with you is nice,” he said to me. We kissed each other, kissed The Whore of Babylon as she inserted herself between us, and went to sleep. 



My cell phone rang at five-thirty a.m., which is usually when I wake up—OK, it’s usually when the pups wake me up. Bentley Howard said to me, “Ben’s been shot. We’re at the hospital.” Too stunned to think, I asked, automatically: 



“Is he going to live?” 
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“Yes. The bullet went through his left side, grazing his pelvic bone. A second shot missed altogether.” 



“Someone shot him twice?” Linden was up and listening hard. 



“From inside that house. We thought it was empty. The one behind the Denny’s.” 



“What happened?” I asked, calmer and apologetic. 



“We met at the mall. Ben was in the jeans and t-shirt he would wear to the naked protest. 

He and Jay got in his car. They starting taping and Ben pretended he had just left the protest mad at Reid’s girlfriends for fighting. He drove all over and even got on I-4. He wound up in Kissimmee before turning around and heading to the Denny’s, which is also abandoned.” OK. “He and Jay showed up and then we set up the shot where he drives down the block. It was dark. He pretended to be lost and nervous. Kevin put the dog in the yard of this house we thought was empty. It was a pretty big yard. All fenced, but the fence was coming down in places. Ben saw the dog, pulled over and told Jay to wait in the car. Jay followed him into the yard and then all of a sudden at the same time the dog sees Ben and goes barreling for him, we hear a couple of pops, like firecrackers. The dog reaches Ben, jumps on him, to play, and Ben goes down. The dog’s licking him and Ben’s rolling around and it looks like they’re playing, but Ben’s holding his side. I didn’t see it. No one did. Not even Jay. It was dark and Ben was howling in pain but we thought he was laughing, playing with the dog.” 



“Except that you were watching him get shot,” I said. “Oh my God, Bentley. Was anyone else hurt? Is Jay OK? Is the dog safe? Where’s Reid?” 



“Everyone else is fine, Christian. Ben‘s out of surgery. He should be OK.” A beat, and then I said: 



“I’m sorry, Bentley. Please tell Ben I’m sorry.” 



“For what?” 



“It was my idea.” 



“Was it?” It wasn’t, as I remembered later. It was Bentley’s, though he initially wanted Ben to storm into a crack house filled with dog-fighting murderers. 



“I’ll be at the hospital in fifteen minutes,” I said, jumping out of bed. 



“No, Christian. There’s nothing you can do here. There’s already a ton of us. Reid and Denise,” one of the models, “Jody, The LLDR crew. Ben’s parents are flying in later. 

He’s still doped up, but he may want visitors later. Come then. You’d just be sitting around with the rest of us.” 
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“How’s Reid?” 



“Really upset, but relieved his Dad’s going to be OK.” 



“Tell him Linden and I are thinking about him and we’ll see him later.” 



“I will.” We hung up and I told Linden what Bentley had told me. 



“Wow,” he said. “I didn’t think that would happen. It’s a bad neighborhood, but with all the crew there and the camera, why would someone shoot Ben?” For a split second both Linden and I thought Bentley arranged it for the sake of the show. We acknowledged our brief suspicion to each other and then dismissed it. It wasn’t Bentley Howard. It wasn’t Rona Howard, either, though it might occur to her to do it. I said: 



“Ewww, I’m embarrassed for considering it.” Linden considered how he felt about himself for considering it and said: 



“We shouldn’t be. It’s natural to think it was a set up. Everyone was there. The house was vacant. Why would someone, armed, suddenly move in the night MofM shoots?” 



“It could have been occupied, by squatters.” 



“I guess, but why wouldn’t someone lay low and wait for everyone to leave? Did Ben enter the house?” 



“I don’t think so.” 



“Why didn’t the guy just bug out the back and find another house to stay in?” 



“I don’t know.” 



“And why shoot Ben and miss Jay, and the dog?” 



“I don’t know.” We both considered more, and then I said, “It sounds like Bentley arranged it, but I know he didn’t.” Linden said: 



“I know he didn’t, either. It just looks that way. Who knows what goes on in that area. It could have been some drugged out guy. Maybe he thought it was an episode of ‘Cops’ 

and he was going to get arrested.” We let the pups out and I made coffee. The other house was dark. 



“Should I tell Sean?” I didn’t want to. I didn’t want him to see him feign concern when he had made remarks about Ben. That would have really bugged me. 



“Did he come home?” Linden asked, peering around the house at the driveway. His car was there. “He usually comes in and says hi.” I shook my head. 



94 





“He wouldn’t. Not this evening, after the conversation we had.” I paused and added, “I never thought I’d say this about Sean—anyone else, but you of course—but not Sean. I want him to go home.” 



“Christian,” Linden said as we rounded the pups up and brought them back inside, “you want to know what’s bothering Sean.” I thought about it. 



“Yes, I do.” I went to the kitchen to get something to refill my coffee. “Right now, though, I’m more concerned about Ben.” 



Linden and I fed the pups and the babies, did some housework and then relaxed with Lil’ 

Jacob and Lil’ Samia in the back yard and watched the beagles and mutts play. It was shortly after ten a.m. Sean joined us and I told him what happened. 



“Oh my God, is he OK?” 



“Yes,” I said. 



“Who did it? Did they catch the guy?” It occurred to me I didn’t ask. I figured police would have showed up at the scene with an ambulance. I was sure there was some police presence in the neighborhood and said so. “Will Bentley use the footage?” Sean asked. I thought it was a curious question. Linden told me later he did, too, though my brother didn’t know Bentley like he and I did. 



“I don’t know.” 



“Jay probably gave it to the police,” Linden suggested. 



“Of course,” Sean said and then was silent. Uncomfortably. My chatty brother didn’t have anything further to say, but his face was all concern. I wonder if he felt bad for having thought so badly of Ben. I couldn’t tell and didn’t ask. I didn’t want to go there with him, ever again. I wanted the old Sean back, the one who didn’t take things seriously and wasn’t mad at anyone. The one who looked for a good fun story 

everywhere and was always cheerful. 



“Do you want to go to the hospital?” Linden asked me. 



“You both go,” Sean said. “I’ll watch the babies. I have some grading to do, and I’ll call Brigid.” 



“Thanks,” I said. Linden and I showered, dressed and left the house. In the car I said, 

“Sean asked if Bentley would use the footage. Why?” Linden shook his head. We both thought about it. “It would be in bad taste, right?” Linden nodded. “It would generate a lot of hits.” Linden nodded. “It would be bad of him to broadcast it.” Linden said: 95 



“You’re preparing yourself for Bentley to use it.” 



“Yes.” 



“You want to pre-justify it so you won’t be mad at him.” 



“Yes.” We both said nothing, justifying the use of video of Ben getting shot. Then Linden said: 



“That’s not why Sean asked.” I thought about it and said: 



“No, it’s not.” I pulled into the hospital parking lot and we said nothing more about Sean or the tape. We approached the entrance to find TV vans and reporters. I was tired of reporters. MofM attracted lots of reporters all the time. Understandably and necessarily. 

They added to the show’s success and educated viewers about animal rights issues. I was tired of seeing them, though. None recognized me or Linden as being friends of Ben and Reid so none stopped us. A guard at the information desk did, though, and directed us to the third floor single in which Ben was recovering. I scanned the first floor waiting area and saw no one I knew. On our way to the elevators I peeked into the cafeteria and saw Bentley, Reid and Denise. Linden and I went in and approached them. The three of them stood up when they saw us and Reid began crying. 



“I’m sorry,” he said, giving both of us a hug. 



“Nonsense,” I said to him, hugging him hard. 



“Every time I pull myself together I go off again.” 



“It’s natural, Reid. Your father was shot.” 



“How is he?” Linden asked. 



“He was awake a little while ago,” said Bentley. “He’s sleeping now.” 



“Anyone else here?” I asked. 



“Jay and Jody left about an hour ago. Jay’s taking it really badly. For taping it, and not realizing Ben was hurt.” 



“Everyone feels bad,” said Denise, who was on a genuine date with Reid when it happened. 



“I should have been there,” said Reid. 



“You couldn’t have prevented it,” I told him. I’m sure others told him the same thing. He would just have to realize it when he was ready. Denise held him around the waist. I was 96 



aware of her but had never met her. I liked her right away. Bentley said: 



“Kevin took the dog back to Lady Lake.” Right. Kevin was there. I had forgotten. I would call him later, though I’m sure Siobhan and, likely, Rhoda, were doing their best to comfort him after witnessing the shooting. Of course, after having discovered Abigail and Bosco, what couldn’t he take? “Most of us gave statements at the scene, though a couple of detectives and a couple of uniforms were also here, interviewing everyone. 



“Do they have any leads?” Linden asked. 



Bentley and Denise shook their heads. 



“Motive?” I asked, and then wished I hadn’t. Bentley responded quickly: 



“Probably just a homeless guy or drug addict who felt threatened and was protecting himself.” Denise nodded and added: 



“Clover’s skinny, but she’s a pit.” I liked the name. I stopped myself from asking why, then, the shooter didn’t shoot her. 



“I’m going back upstairs,” Reid said to Denise. “Would you come with me?” She took his hand and he said to me and Linden, “Thanks for coming. Please stay. Dad’ll want to see you.” They left. Linden got coffee for us while I said to Bentley: 



“Why didn’t the addict shoot the dog? Or Jay? Why didn’t he just leave when everyone showed up?” Bentley’s face said the questions had occurred to him, too. He shrugged and said: 



“I don’t know, Christian. It was really weird. Surreal. It was like…” 



“Like what?” He gestured for me to give him a moment to gather his thoughts. Then he waited for Linden to return. To both of us he said: 



“It was like someone knew we were coming and was waiting there to shoot Ben.” I would have spit out my coffee had it not been too hot to drink immediately. Instead I gasped and grabbed my stomach. Then I looked at Linden who looked back at me. 



“Who? And why?” he asked, because I was too overwhelmed to. 



“I don’t know,” Bentley said. “Ben’s pissed off a lot of people since the show began.” A beat. “We all have. He hasn’t done anything I haven’t approved.” I thought it was cool he explained that. Though Linden and I were aware of everyone Ben had pissed off since MofM began, Bentley said, “Rolan’s owners, MeMe’s owner, The Puppy Spot owner, the gay rodeo people.” I would have added the trashy circus employees, but they were used to protesters and were abusing their animals in another city. I did add: 
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“Drama gypsy,” just to lighten things up. I failed. I could have added Sean, but instead took a sip of my coffee. Linden said: 



“But who knew he was going to be there that night?” I spit out my coffee as I realized Sean knew. I deliberately didn’t look at Linden, who I knew answered his own question and also avoided looking at me. As I cleaned myself up, Bentley said: 



“I don’t know.” Then we were all quiet, each avoiding the other’s eyes. Bentley was wrestling with something. I knew what it was and knew Linden knew what it was, too. 

We waited patiently until he finally said, “This wasn’t set up.” At the same time Linden and I said: 



“We know.” 



“It could have been someone in the company. Everyone knew where we were shooting. 

MofM and LLDR. 



“Who wasn’t there?” I asked. Bentley had clearly been thinking about it, perhaps every minute since it happened. He opened his mouth to speak, shook his head and shrugged, and then said: 



“Lots of us were there. Some of us weren’t. Everyone knew the time and location, though. Admin in Miami. My mother. And everyone talks and e-mails. Someone could have hired someone…who knows?” Bentley was really upset. He really thought someone from his production company did it or arranged for it to be done. He continued: “It’s not getting broadcast, and it won’t leak unless Orange County Sheriff leaks it. Still, the police report’s public record and you saw the TV crews outside. Pagan gets shot on the set is international news. Bigger than the lap dancing in Boca or MeMe’s protest.” Linden said, flatly: 



“People are going to think you set it up, and that Ben might have been a willing participant.” 



“Yes,” Bentley said, “and I don’t care about that. People hate producers. Everyone hates my mother. We don’t care. I just don’t want it to be true.” Bentley was truly concerned; indeed, he was close to tears. “I don’t want you thinking I did this. I don’t want Ben or Reid, or anyone in the Coven thinking I did this.” How strange, and sweet, that he co-opted the term Coven to mean our English class. He hadn’t done so before. 



“No one does, or will, Bentley. We all know you. We all know how generous you are. 

“The Maitlands of Montverde” is hit enough. Bigger than anyone thought. There was no reason for anyone to shoot anyone. No one had a motive.” Linden nodded. Behind Bentley I noticed an official looking man approach. Quickly, I added, “And how could an episode featuring Ben getting shot be more popular than those cafeteria ladies pelting Montverde’s student body with garbage?” Bentley smiled, but before he could respond the official looking man said: 
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“Mr. Howard, gentlemen. I’m Henry Page, the hospital’s administrator.” The three of us stood up and Linden and I introduced ourselves. “Mr. Howard, I’m very sorry about your friend’s injury. Be assured the doctors and staff are doing everything they can to see that he recovers fully.” 



“Thank you,” Bentley said. I wanted to tell Page to get to the point, and would have had he not continued: 



“Of course you know the press is outside. Would you or a representative of your production company provide a statement to them. I’ve had experience with the media before and am confident they will leave only when you or the agent or manager of Mr. 

Maitland speaks to them.” Agent or manager…that’s right. Ben had neither. Whatever. 

Bentley pulled himself together instantly and said: 



“I’ll speak to them.” Denise approached us behind Mr. Page and said to Linden and me: 



“Ben’s awake. He wants to see you.” 



“Thank you, Mr. Howard,” said Mr. Page. “Gentlemen. Miss.” He nodded to us and left. 



“You go upstairs,” Bentley said. “I’m gong to hit the men’s room and come up with something. Then I’ll tackle the press.” Linden looked at him with sympathy. I put my arm around him, mussed his perfect model hair, whispered: 



“No one important thinks you did this,” in his ear and kissed him on the cheek. Denise took Linden’s left arm and my right and led us to the elevators. When we were out of Bentley’s earshot she said: 



“He thinks people think he set this up.” 



“Yes,” I replied. 



“Reid doesn’t. And neither does Ben.” 



“I think they should tell him.” 



“They will,” Denise said as the three of us entered the elevator. On the third floor, she led us to Ben’s room, where he and Reid sat up in bed next to each other, the former weak, ashen and wearing a hospital gown, the latter weak, ashen and in the same clothes he wore on his date the night before. In spite of their appearances, they greeted us with bright eyes and broad grins. 



“Thanks for coming,” Ben said. 
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were still out after surgery.” 



“He’s been amazing,” Reid said. Ben nodded as his son added, “I think he’s taking it worse than I am.” Without hesitation, Ben said: 



“’Cause he thinks I think he arranged it.” Whoa. “I don’t.” 



“And neither do I,” Reid said, confidently. 



“Wrong place at the wrong time,” Ben said. “Wrong vacant house.” He shrugged, and winced at the pain it caused him and then chuckled, which made him wince, and chuckle again. “This really hurts, by the way.” 



“I’m sure of that,” I said, smiling. I was relieved Ben was taking it so well, though he may just have been putting on a strong, light face for me. I was extremely relieved at how quickly he assured us the shooting was random. I would tell Bentley as soon as I could, though I thought Ben might beat me to it. Just when I thought he couldn’t get any cooler… 



“So, how long will you be here?” Linden asked. 



“A couple of days, I think. And then I’ll go back to Montverde. My parents are coming today,” he looked at Reid, who said: 



“Bentley said he’d have someone take me to the airport to meet them.” 



“We’ll all hang until I’m better.” I nodded. Linden did, too. No one said anything for a moment. Then Ben said, “This is going to make some kind of episode,  huh?” Reid, Denise, Linden and I all protested at once. Ben raised a hand to silence us. “Whatever, I know. It’s tacky and tasteless, but it’s going to get out. It will. Princess Diana’s pictures got out. Everything gets out and gets on the internet. Someone’s going to cash in on it, and it should be us…the Lady Lake Rescue Fund.” The four of us protested again and Ben raised a hand again. “It’s my decision. People are curious, and, OK, sick. They’ll want to see it.” Denise, Linden and I said nothing. Reid said: 



“Dad, think about Jay.” Ben did, and became very grave. 



“It’s not his fault. He didn’t know.” He took a deep, painful breath and continued, “He didn’t know. We heard pops. I didn’t know gunshots sounded like loud pops. Clover was all over me kissing on me and playing. I didn’t even realize I was shot. Not right away. 

Then I felt it in my side. I thought Clover might have done it, bit me or something, but she didn’t. I thought I landed on a nail or a spike on the ground. I didn’t think I was shot. 

How could Jay have?” 



“Dad, if it gets broadcast, Jay is going to feel really bad. Worse. And Jody. And Bentley and everyone else.” 
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“But I’m fine, Lil’ Champ.” 



“You’re in the hospital recovering from a bullet wound, Dad. You’re not fine.” Reid was trying to control himself. I tried to think of a polite way to leave. 



“Champ, if someone wanted to kill me, he could have. I was close enough to the house. 

Whoever it was probably just wanted to scare us off.” 



“Then he would have shot into the air. And it was dark. That’s why he missed your…” 

Reid began to cry as he said, “heart.” Though it pained him, Ben put both arms around his son and drew him into him. I looked from Linden to Denise and nodded. We looked at Ben, who nodded at us and we left. Outside Ben’s room Denise said: 



“God, that was hard to watch.” 



“You must have had a tough night, Denise,” I said. Tears welled up in her eyes and she fought them, successfully. She looked toward Ben’s room and then back at us. Linden said: 



“Let’s take you someplace.” Denise nodded, but said nothing. “Would you like to meet our babies?” She smiled brightly and said: 



“Yes! I’ve heard all about them. I want to see them, and your dogs.” 



“Well, let’s go,” I said, offering her my arm. Before taking it she regarded herself, specifically her clothing, and said: 



“I need to shower, and change.” 



“You can do that at our house. You’re about Linden’s size.” She was. I continued to hold my arm out to her and Linden offered her one of his. She took them and we headed to the elevators. 



When we got home Sean asked about Ben, said hello to Denise and went to the other house in what seemed like five seconds. 
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Chapter 8: The Music Man 


The Orange County Sheriff’s Department investigated the shooting to the lengths that they could. As the house was outside the Orlando city limits, Orlando Police had no authority. Still OPD lent their resources to the effort. As with nearly everything Ben Maitland did since coming to Florida, his getting shot made news. To the sheriff department’s credit, the videotape Jay gave them did not leak. Ben encouraged Bentley to retrieve it from the sheriff or the camera’s drive. “You may as well cash in on it,” he implored. “It’s not doing any good lying around on someone’s computer.” Bentley refused and the episode where Ben finds the stray dog was postponed. 



The episode where Reid, Denise, the other female model and others including, OK, me, did a naked protest in front of an Orlando mall did occur. The bunch of us, which included everyone from the Boca rodeo lap dance protest and others, wore flesh colored briefs and pasties for the women. As was planned, the demonstration dissolved into a love triangle cat fight between Denise and the other model. As was also planned, by me, the cat fight became a total brawl in which all of us participated. Dondi and I began slapping each other and then wrestled. Marty and Freebird got into it, too. Their mock fight more hilarious in that Marty had so many muscles and Freebird was such a stick. 

Joshua and Jacob rolled around with each other, of course. I advised them prior to the demo they were not to make out with each other or get erections. To their credit, they didn’t, though I could tell after it was over how anxious they were to find some private place to get each other off. As Reid watched Denise and the other model pull each other’s hair and claw each other’s faces, gently, Sylvia St. Germaine tackled him. This was way funny because I had not told Reid, Denise or the other model that the rest of us also would be fighting. He was taken by complete surprise but rallied and play-fought Sylvia effectively. Other local animal right activists fought amongst themselves. Jay and other camera folks captured all of it, as did, and I get tired of mentioning them, the local press. 



Our naked cat fighting was ultimately broken up by Orlando Police, not because we were breaking any laws—we had been careful to wear the least amount of clothing we could without violating city ordinances—but because we caused a traffic jam and several fender benders on the street in front of the lucky mall. 



Videotape of the fight found its way on youtube in less than an hour. Bentley’s people worked around the clock to get a full, smartly edited episode uploaded to the MofM site while news of the brawl was fresh. They peppered it with images and footage of fur farms in the United States and China, some of which showed dogs and other animals being skinned alive. 



Ben didn’t participate in the demo, which was shot one week after his being shot. He was mobile but in no condition to fight. Nor did Bentley want viewers to see the wound and hideous bruise on his naked torso. Yeah, Ben sat out of that episode. He also sat out of 

“The Music Man,” which we were all sort of hoping would go away, all of us but Sean, actually. He volunteered to assume the role of Harold Hill, playing opposite Brigid as Marian the Librarian. At Montverde’s expense, they flew in most of the Portland Rose 102 



Theater Company’s  production of “The Music Man” in which my brother and his wife had starred years before, putting them up in student housing. They included my niece, Maureen, who performed in the chorus. Sylvia St. Germaine and four other Montverde students were also in the show, as was one faculty member. In a cast of nearly fifty, only six had anything to do with Montverde. 



Though my brother and his wife needed no direction, as they were basically recreating the show they had already done successfully, Bentley had Jody and Jay shoot Ben at rehearsals as if he were directing it. This bothered Sean in no way. In fact, he truly seemed to have gotten over his hostility toward Ben. Or maybe he was being honest when he said his former bad mood had to do with missing his family and his theater company. 

He, Brigid and Maureen stayed in our second house and were all delightful company during those weeks of rehearsal and performance. 



MofM included “The Music Man,” in only two episodes. Viewers found the Reid love triangle so much more interesting, especially after the naked demo fight. It would be the focus of the last three episodes of the season, and Reid’s choosing between the two women would be the season one cliffhanger. 



Philip and Phyllis Maitland spent the five weeks of “The Music Man” rehearsals and performance staying with their son and grandson while Ben recovered from his gunshot wound. They were invited to be interviewed about it and the help they gave Ben in his recovery for the show but refused. It was too serious a thing for them to be fodder for reality TV. No one was surprised, indeed we all respected their decision. Bentley didn’t ask them twice. 



Ben got better, Reid and Denise were in love, Sean and his family and Portland friends enjoyed performing “The Music Man” in the Abigail-Bosco amphitheater and, most importantly, Linden and my son and daughter, Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, grew and became more alert. 



I haven’t spent much time or copy on our babies, though it’s not because they weren’t, and aren’t, the most important thing in our lives. I never spent much time on Drucilla or any of the other pups, but their loss affected me more profoundly than those of my parents or sister. Sisters, I mean. I could go on and on about Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia, every smile, burp and fart, because everything they did and do, everything Herod and The Whore of Babylon and every other dog I’ve loved did and does, gives me unbelievable joy. No one, but Linden, needs or wants to know how adorable Lil’ Samia was when she threw up on me or how cute Romulus is when he lifts his leg on Remus. 



No one needs to know that there’s not a day that passes that I don’t think of Drucilla, and there won’t ever be a day that I don’t miss her. 



That said, “The Music Man” was a success, in spite of being rained out once. That guy on the board, what’s-his-name, was the only one we needed to please, and please him we did. Because of the effort Sean and Brigid put into the show, and because their being in 103 



Florida so late in the spring left them less lead time for their company’s summer 2009 

season, they chose to open it with “The Music Man.” 



“I think it’s a great idea,” I said to him as he, Linden, Brigid and I hung out with the babies in our house. Maureen was at the movies or somewhere with Reid and Denise and maybe another young man. “And if you’re opening with it, it’ll be over in time for you to come back for the ‘Pagan’ movie.” Sean’s face fell at the mention of the film and his role in it. “What?” I said, and looked from him to Brigid, whose face also fell. “What?” I asked again. My brother looked at his wife and she nodded at him, gravely. 



“Excuse me,” she said. Then she left the room and the house and went next door to the other. 



“What?” I said for the third time, and looked from Sean to Linden, who was as curious, and concerned, as I. Sean took a breath and said: 



“Christian, Linden. You should put the babies down. I need to tell you something.” 



“Oh my God, Sean. What is it?” I was mortified. He had never been so serious, except after Deirdre’s death. Was what he was going to tell me as bad? “Sean…” Firmly, he replied: 



“Christian, I don’t want your babies to hear what I’m about to say.” Oh fuck. Oh fuck. 

Linden took Lil’ Jacob from me and carried him and Lil’ Samia into their room, quietly. I sat quietly, looking at Sean, for what seemed like a long time. Then Linden returned to the living room and sat next to me. 



“OK…” Slowly, Sean said: 



“Just another minute.” Linden and I sat looking at Sean, for what seemed like another long time. Then Brigid returned to the house and the living room carrying a cell phone. 

She handed it to her husband, hugged and kissed him, and left again. 



“Oh fuck,” I said, still not knowing what was going on. Linden took my hand. Sean took another breath and began: 



“Remember the rodeo, when I drove all of you to Boca in the limo?” I just nodded a bit, remembering that was when my brother’s attitude changed. “You and your friends got out of the car and removed your robes. You all danced with the crowd and each other.” I nodded again. “Dondi collected all the phones and put them into the glove compartment.” 



“Yeah…” I couldn’t imagine what that had to do with…anything. 



“Brigid told me to take pictures of all of you while you were dancing and text them to her. When you started, I went into the car to get my phone, which I had left in the drink holder between the front seats. It wasn’t there. Dondi had put it in the glove compartment 104 



with the rest of them.” 



“Yeah…” 



“I opened the glove box and they all fell out.” I remembered they had. “I picked up one I thought was mine and then I shut and locked the door. I found a good vantage point and then I opened the phone to start taking pictures.” Where was thing going? “When I did I realized it wasn’t my phone.” So? “I considered going back to the limo and getting mine, but you were all so funny and I didn’t want to miss any good shots, so I began taking pictures with the phone I had taken.” 



“Ben’s phone,” Linden said, steadily. Sean hesitated and then said: 



“Yes.” So??? “I took about twenty, and then people began crowding me and I went back to the limo and began sending the images to Brigid.” What was coming? What could possibly be coming? “I’m not really savvy with a computer. Even simple stuff. Phones with cameras and e-mail…and internet. I just can’t figure it out. But I tried. I thought I had collected all the pictures in a folder on Ben’s phone, and thought it would save time to just e-mail or text or whatever the whole folder. I tried and thought I succeeded.” It was coming to me, and it was very bad. “I e-mailed a folder of images to Brigid that I thought were of you all dancing.” 



“What were they of?” I asked. Sean didn’t reply. “What were they of, Sean?!” I demanded, my voice angry with fear. 



“Children,” Linden said, steadily. Sean hesitated and then nodded once. 



“Brigid opened the file and saw them.” He paused. “Then she called me on my phone. I heard it ring and put down Ben’s phone and picked up mine. She was hysterical and in tears. She asked me whose phone I sent the pictures from. She didn’t recognize the number or the area code. I told her it was Ben’s and she told me what the images contained.” 



That explained everything. It explained how freaked out he was at the end of the event. It explained the change that came over him. It explained the hostile remarks he had made about Ben. It explained why he wasn’t returning to be in Ben’s movie. 



It explained one additional thing. I said, not asked, but said to my brother, Sean, “You shot Ben.” He nodded once. My heart was racing and I was having trouble breathing. My forearms began to tingle. I was hyperventilating. Linden took my hands. 



“Stay calm,” he said. “Stay calm, Christian.” He turned my head to his and said, “Look at me. Just look at me.” I did. He released one of my hands and stroked my face and hair. 

“Stay calm. We’ll figure this out.” I breathed deeply and evenly and the tingling went away. I turned from my husband to my brother and said: 
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“I knew you shot him, Sean. On some level.” 



“I figured you did.” 



“I didn’t know why, and didn’t want to, so I never acknowledged it. But now that you said it, I knew it all along.” Sean said nothing. “I didn’t know what was so awful about Ben that warranted your killing him. I didn’t want to know.” 



“He’s your friend. He’s a nice guy. A good guy.” What it took for Sean to say that after having seen the pictures nice, good Ben Maitland had on his cell phone. I say that because I saw them, too. I made him show them to me. “I will,” he said, “but I want you to consider this.” Another breath. “I didn’t have a choice but to look at them. Brigid didn’t have a choice but to look at them. You and Linden do. I advise you not to. It will change your life. I advise you not to look at them.” He knew he was wasting his time, but he had to say it, for his own sake. He didn’t want me to suffer as he and his wife had, but I wouldn’t let them assume the entire burden. Linden wouldn’t either. Sean handed us the phone and went into the kitchen to pour Scotches for each of us. 



I will spare you a description of the photographs. I will say that Sean was right, and that they changed my life. I think about them all the time. Every time I see a child. Every time I look at ours. If I weren’t an atheist before seeing them, I would have been then. No God would create a child and then let someone do that to her. “So when you found out Ben was going to be poking around a vacant house in a high crime area you saw an opportunity,” I said to my brother. He nodded once. He had never spoken so little. He had never looked so grave and pained. Deirdre’s murder filled him with rage. The pictures…his mind, and mine, couldn’t handle the rage they warranted. They couldn’t. 



“You shot him, but you stopped when Clover tackled him,” Linden said. Another nod. “It was dark and you missed the second time.” 



“No, Linden. I missed the first time. I was too nervous. I couldn’t hold the gun steady. 

Then I saw the dog barreling toward him and knew I could only take one more shot. So I did. I’m sorry it didn’t kill him.” 



“So am I,” I said, as I lost every bit of sympathy I had for Ben Maitland. The photos. The photos. My head was reeling and I was feeling sick. I wanted to cry and scream. Instead I threw up into my hands. I went to the bathroom and washed up. Linden followed me. 

Sean stayed seated. I washed my hands and splashed water on my face as Linden rubbed my back. When I was clean he led me by hand back to the living room and held onto it as we sat down. I swallowed my Scotch and he swallowed his. I took two breaths and said, 

“You need to try again,” I said to Sean. He responded by shaking his head once. 



“I don’t have the nerve. It was all I could do to shoot him the first time. I tried and I failed. I can’t bring myself to do it again. I only had the one attempt in me.” Though I hadn’t time to absorb what he said, I understood that Sean was done with Ben and Montverde and would return to Portland with his wife. And I would have to take out Ben 106 



Maitland. He looked at me, very sad and ashamed of himself. “I’m sorry, Christian. I wish I had hit him. Then you would never have known.” 



“I understand,” I said, and then I got up and went to Sean and hugged him. 



“I’m sorry,” he said again as he hugged me hard. 



“I’ll take care of it. What’s another…execution,” I said instead of murder. I released my brother and looked at him, hard. “You know about them, don’t you.” He nodded, once, again. “How?” 



“Joan,” he said. 



“Of course.” The woman who accurately predicted the sexes of every nephew and niece which, OK, wasn’t that amazing, but who communicated with the dead would of course know when and how I took out…how many people? 



“I’ll take care of it,” I said again, as Linden handed me another glass of Scotch. I sucked it down, too. It would be my last. I had to stay calm but I had to be focused. To Linden I said, “Please go get Brigid. We have to come up with a plan and we need all hands.” He left Sean and me alone. I returned to my seat and looked at my brother. 



“I’m sorry Sean. This is not your problem.” He shook his head once and said: 



“Christian, it’s all of our problem,” It was. And is. 



Linden returned with Brigid quickly. She hugged me and cried. Then she took a swig of whiskey right out of the bottle and looked at her husband. Sean nodded and she said, 

“Ten years ago…eleven? Twelve? One of our volunteers was paying too much attention to Maureen.” Oh fuck. “No, it didn’t come to that,” Brigid assured me, and then got silent for a moment. She killed him. I knew it, but I waited for her to say, “A friend of ours with the Portland police did a background check. He’d been arrested in Seattle for molesting girls but was never convicted. Everyone knew he did it, but something happened, I don’t know, and he wasn’t convicted. No conviction and he didn’t have to register as a sex offender, which is why we let him volunteer.” She got grave. “I went into the catwalk of the theater after rehearsing one of the children’s shows.” Their theater was small, in what was once a warehouse, but the ceiling was high. “I asked him to help me and he climbed up with me.” Then she pushed him off, I thought. “Then I pushed him off.” Sean said: 



“He broke his neck. There was a brief inquiry. I alibi’ed Brigid. It was found to be an accidental death.” The booze having hit her hard, or maybe because she needed it to be a light joke in order to be bearable, Brigid said: 



“I suggest that. Quick and easy. Tidy. You shed a few tears. Speak sadly of his loss, and it’s over.” I thought about it. Linden did, too. He said: 
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“There’s no getting him up in the amphitheater’s catwalk. There’s no reason. And he’s still sore after the gunshot. He won’t be climbing anything.” He was right. 



“Any other suggestions?” My brother said: 



“How about we lure him to a five story apartment building, you dress up as Deirdre, and you push him off the fire escape?” Sean was back. He was baaaaaaack! 



“Fine,” I answered. “Only if you or someone hits me with a stun gun while I’m in flight, and then grabs my ankles so I don’t go over with him.” Our horror was over, for the rest of the night. It would return. Every day and every time I saw a child, like I said. But for the rest of that night, Linden, Sean, Brigid and I planned Maitland’s death as my mother had planned the theft of Stanley Regis’ motorcycle decades before. 



And Ben had to die. There was no rehabilitating him, and even if there were, he needed to be punished. In having them, he was complicit in their having been taken, and as guilty for what the children in them endured as those who made them endure it. Ben had to die. 

Ben Maitland, the man I watched for years on “Pagan,” whom I met and had grown to love, didn’t exist. Ben Maitland, pedophile, existed. But not for long. 



The four of us came up with our plan. It would take place after the semester and the MofM season was over and before “Pagan II” would shoot. Maitland would be dead within the month. 



Sean and Brigid left the phone with me and returned to the other house. Linden put it in a box and buried it in the yard for safekeeping. Then we tried to go to bed. Neither of us could. We were up the whole night. At one point I cried and Linden comforted me. At another point the cried, and I comforted him. We brought our babies into bed with us. 

The pups, including The Whore of Babylon, didn’t object. They knew something was up with us and they gave us our space. It was so difficult and horrible. 



Our lives changed that night. Not outwardly, but significantly. We felt it and acknowledged it to each other.  I used to measure my life as before the rape and after it. 

Linden, before his father died and after. Later, for both of us, it was before the trip to Superior Bodies Boston and after it. Henceforth, it would be before we saw the pictures and after. 



We were still awake, poking around with the babies and pups, when the sun rose. Then Matthew called. “I’ve got bad news,” he said. Whatever, I thought but didn’t say. What could be worse than the news Sean gave us the night before. “Hassler’s filed Chapter 11. 

They’re selling the clubs.” Again, whatever. “Christian,” Matthew said, “did you hear me?” 



“Yeah, so,” I replied, then rallied enough to say, “What’s going to happen?” 



“They’re all closing,” my little brother said, “unless they find a buyer.” For the third 108 



time, whatever. “Your friends,” he continued. “They’re going to be out of work. Do you know how hard that’s going to be for them in this economy?” It would be very bad, I thought. “There are five applicants for every job in this country.” It would be very, very bad. “It’s like I said last summer. Where are they going to get another job with a bathhouse on their resumes?” That got me thinking, about the Superior Bodies Joshua, Jacob and I had visited the year before and the friends we had made. Then it occurred to me what a welcome distraction Matthew’s call was and I said: 



“Let me put you on speaker,” so Linden could hear and also be distracted. My brother described Hassler’s financial situation in language my husband and I could follow and said, again: 



“Unless they find a buyer, the clubs are closing.” I ran through them out loud, starting with Orlando and Tampa, which Linden and I owned, and which were holding their own. 

Then I recreated the summer ‘08 tour starting with: 



“Sultan Springs. Yancy owns that. It’s not a club anymore. They’ll be fine. Wayward…” 



“The homeless shelter,” Matthew said. “No one’s going to buy it. Or if someone bought the brand they’d close it, first.” 



“We can’t let that happen, Christian,” Linden said. We couldn’t. 



“Tell-Tale,” was next. “How’s it doing?” Matthew consulted something and said: 



“OK.” 



“Maybe they can buy it? Concepcion and Consuela.” 



“Maybe,” Linden said without confidence. 



“Gargamel’ll go for a song,” Matthew said. 



“Oh yeah, Ravenwood and his posse’ll snap it up.” I had no worries there. “What’s happening with Sherwood?” I asked my brother. 



“It’s steady, too,” he said. “They’ve got a new manager and they’re bringing in decent revenue.” 



“All that equipment,” I recalled. “Are there enough people in Bismark to use it all?” 

Matthew had no answer, and said: 



“Assisi is kicking ass. It’ll be bought by someone.” 



“How funny,” I mused, “it’s the club I care least about.” No one mentioned Kingdom Come, which was now called Honey Bunches of Oats and remained a destination for 109 



wealthy gay vacationers. Joan, Winston and Marcus assured me they stayed busy with visitors, but would be fine anyway. Miami, Boston, St. Louis, Tacoma, clubs whose openings I had attended, others I had never seen and still others about which I had never heard. “Where’s Devil’s Creek?” I asked Matthew. 



“North Carolina.” 



“Is that like ‘Dawson’s Creek?’” I referenced the 90s TV show. 



“It’s been there a hundred years,” my brother said. After going through the list of clubs in cities big and small Matthew said, “We don’t have a lot of time to rescue these clubs, Christian. Hassler’s been approaching bankruptcy for a long time, even before you made the rounds last summer. They hid it from their employees, investors and me.” 



“And me,” I said, wondering if Crawford Welch had known when he gave the twins and me background on each location as we drove to it. 



“I’ll make what effort I can, for you and your friends’ sake, but it looks bad. No one’s investing. No one’s got credit. No one knows where the economy’s going and how long it’s going to take to get there. It’s bad.” It was, though nothing was worse than the pictures Linden and I had seen the night before but didn’t mention to him. Still, all those people out of work. Wayward closing. Matthew, Linden and I would be fine, but Wesley and the families he sheltered wouldn’t. Linden asked: 



“Will our assets cover it?” Having already considered this, my brother said: 



“Yeah. A few. But if those clubs failed, or did worse than they’re doing, which is likely, you’d lose everything.” 



“So what,” I said, sincerely. 



“I wouldn’t risk it, Christian. You go under and you’ll have to sell Orlando and Tampa, and the commercial real estate market sucks worse than the housing. You’ve got to protect your assets. You’ve got Superior Mutts to think about, too.” 



“Fuck,” I said. 



“Think about it,” said Matthew, winding up the call. “I’ll make inquiries. I’ll call you guys later. Kiss the babies.” I thanked him and we said our goodbyes. I looked at Linden, who said: 



“We’ve got a couple of weeks before we have to take care of Ben Maitland. Saving the clubs is just what we need to occupy them.” 



“You’re right,” I said. “Where do we start?” 
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“My family?” 



“If you want,” I said without enthusiasm. 



“I know. They’ve already been generous with me.” I agreed. Why should they risk their fortune when Linden and I could risk ours. Granted, it would be easier for them to lose on the deal but, like he said, they’d already been generous with us. 



“Let’s think about it,” I said. We were silent again, and then my husband asked: 



“What should we do today?” As sleep was still out of the question I said: 



“Let’s get out of the house. Not to the club. Not to the college. Somewhere else, with the babies.” 



“How about downtown Sanford?” Linden suggested, knowing how much I enjoyed 

looking at the historic three-story Victorian homes. 



“Yeah. And we can pack a lunch and eat on the river.” The St. Johns. Linden made a lunch and I washed and changed Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia as the pups did their business outside. He packed the car with our picnic and our children while I called Joshua. “Put me on speaker,” I said, and he did. I explained what was going on with Superior Bodies and Hassler, and we ran through the locations we visited the summer before and how each would be affected. 



“Wayward,” he and Jacob said at once. 



“I know.” 



“Tell-Tale, too,” Joshua said. “I like Ramon and his aunts. I want that to stay open.” 



“I don’t know if they have the funds to buy it.’ 



“How long do they have?” Jacob asked. 



“A few weeks.” We were all silent. Then I said, “Linden and I are taking the babies out. 

I’ll call you tomorrow.” We said goodbye and my family hit the road. 
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Chapter 9: 

Pagan 




“The Music Man” performed for two weekends and then Sean, Brigid and Maureen returned to Portland. They said goodbye to Linden, the babies and the pups at our house and then I drove them to the airport. I hugged my sister-in-law and niece and they boarded the plane. Then Sean said to me, “If you need me to come back…for 

encouragement, let me know.” 



“Linden and I will take care of it, but thank you. And thank you for…” I didn’t know how to put it. I didn’t have to as my brother hugged me hard, kissed me on the cheek and left. I went back home, fed the babies and then had dinner with Linden, to whom I said, 

“I won’t miss Sean.” He didn’t respond, but put down his fork and looked at me. “Not the same way I don’t miss Rose,” I added, and winced. Linden continued to look at me. He knew I had to articulate something and he would listen as I figured it all out. “I love him and love his company, of course. His whole visit was ruined by those pictures and everything.” We sat in silence until I said, “I wish he had killed him that night in that house. Then we’d never know. We’d have never seen the pictures and I could be sad at losing a friend rather than wrecked about having to kill him.” 



“If you have to,” my husband reminded me of our plan. 



“If he doesn’t do it himself,” I acknowledged. We returned to our meal. As we finished, Bentley called. “What’s up?” I asked. 



“Ben’s back in the hospital,” my friend said, gravely. I replied, not as concerned as when he was last hospitalized: 



“What’s the matter with him?” Bentley paused before asking: 



“Christian?” 



“What?” Bentley paused before saying: 



“Nothing. Ah…Ben. He’s got an infection. His wound. He stopped taking his antibiotics or something, kind of like we planned.” I didn’t respond. He continued, “Or maybe he did too much too soon. It opened and he ignored it. Now it’s infected.” 



“Is it life threatening?” I asked, a little perkier. Bentley paused a third time before asking, for the second: 



“Christian?” Oh my God, I had become Sean. 



“I’m sorry, Bentley. The babies are sick. They’ll be fine, but we’ve been up all night.” He bought it and said: 



“I’m sorry.” 
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“It’s fine, what’s up with Ben?” 



“The infection’s pretty bad and he’s on an IV. Philip and Phyllis are with him, and Reid, too, of course.” It was hard to hear their names. “They’re taking it hard. First the gunshot and now this.” It was harder to hear that as I imagined how they were going to be when the son and father they thought they knew died in a few weeks. 



“Thanks for letting me know,” I said, prepared to hang up. 



“There won’t be a concert.” I forgot to mention, the MofM season was going to wind up with a fundraising concert at the Abigail/Bosco amphitheater featuring Ben, Reid and other students—that and a resolution of the manufactured love triangle among Reid, Denise and the other model. The concert was a fundraiser for the Lake County Humane Society. I wasn’t participating. “Ben suggested taping him in the hospital, hyping the drama of it all.” I really wasn’t interested in Ben Maitland’s suggestions but said: 



“I’m not surprised. I mean, he wanted you to broadcast the shooting.” 



“What do you think?” I didn’t care but said: 



“Do it. And still do the concert. The Humane Society needs the money.” 



“I could write them a check from the LLDR fund.” 



“Yeah, but they need the publicity, too. Don’t breed or buy while pound puppies die and all. Ben can watch it via webcam on his laptop.” 



“I don’t think you can use laptops in hospitals.” I cared less and less but said: 



“You’ll figure it out. I gotta go.” I hung up before Bentley could respond. I told Linden about the infection and he lit up. 



“He could go out in the hospital.” 



“He could.” This was good. 



“No suicide. No murder. No scandal, beyond a wound he didn’t treat and that killed him.” 



“Fantastic!” I said, happier than I had been since that night with Sean and the phone. 

“How do we play this?” Linden thought, and then said: 



“We wait a couple of days and then visit him. By that time he’ll be better and his family won’t be hovering over him. We’ll have a private talk.” 
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“And we’ll put it to him then.” 



“Yes,” said Linden. “He can pull out his IV, or not take his pills. Or take too many.” 



“Or blow air into his IV.” I saw it in a movie. We both glowed as we thought how easy…OK, less difficult, arranging Ben’s death would be. Then Linden said: 



“What if he won’t do it?” 



“Then we’ll do it for him.” 



“It’ll be too obvious. There in the hospital.” 



“Why do you think he won’t do it?” I asked. 



“Cowardice,” Linden said, suggesting it for the first time. 



“And risk destroying his family? Reid? His parents?” 



“Christian, you’re thinking of the Ben Maitland you thought you knew.” I was. “The man who would download those pictures is evil and weak. If he had any character he wouldn’t have done it, or taken himself out before doing it.” This hadn’t come up the night we came up with our plan, which was basically my telling him to agree to get shot by Linden in an alley someplace, ingest a fatal dose of something, or go to jail for pedophelia and get beaten to death there. That he wouldn’t go out willingly didn’t occur to us because all four of us would have spared our families. I was glad Linden brought it up. He suggested further: 



“What if he runs?” 



“Then we go after him and kill him. We can do it. And if we can’t find him I’ll call William Bishop. He got to the hillbillies, and that reporter who wrote shit about Peter. It won’t come to that.” 



“We should be prepared.” I agreed. And we were, two days later when we drove to the hospital, leaving Rhoda babysitting Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ Samia. On our way we picked up the same model cell phone as Ben’s. We didn’t want to risk losing or damaging the real one, or having its memory wiped by a stray X-ray. We also visited sixty year-old, pot bellied Jack Patterson, one of the private investigators who had helped us track the high school fucks who had beaten up Olivier outside the club years before. As we parked the Miata my phone rang. It was Joshua, Jacob, Freebird, Sylvia and, via satellite, Anil Fagu at his parents’ house in Beirut, and James Jason Simmons at the South African headquarters of the women’s relief agency his father created. I burst into tears when I heard their voices, missing them as I had, and in knots over the Ben Maitland visit. I put them on speaker and Linden and I remained in the car catching up, specifically with Anil and JJ, both of whom were busy saving people in the Middle East and Africa. After ten 114 



minutes Jacob said: 



“Freebird?” Freebird? What big announcement did he have that warranted this grand conference call? 



“You tell him,” Freebird said. 



“OK,” Jacob agreed. “Joshua and I sent an e-mail to everyone about Hassler selling the clubs.” By everybody I knew he meant our class. “Then we asked our parents to buy it, you know, as an investment.” An investment nothing. As a favor to their wacky friend and teacher Christian Gallagher. “They talked to their finance guy and then called your brother.” Matthew didn’t tell me this, God love him. “He told them he had already gotten offers, on Hassler’s behalf, from Anil’s parents, JJ’s parents and Freebird’s dad.” Peter Polaski would not even have brought it up to his folks, though his brother Richard and sister Kendall might have considered it if they had the funds. Rona Howard would have laughed at the idea, and I loved her for it. “Long story short, all our folks got into a bidding war,” and Bishop won. “Freebird?” 



“My father won,” Freebird Bishop said, and I burst into tears again thinking specifically of the men, women and families Wesley Chapel and his lover Stephen would continue to shelter. 



We talked for twenty more minutes I spent thanking all of them, all their parents, and telling them each how much I loved him. 



“Hey,” JJ said. “We knew you’d be OK. We did it for those guys that’d be out on the street.” Anil added: 



“And the homeless people in Mississippi.” Joshua and Jacob’s e-mail was detailed. 



“Yeah,” Sylvia spoke for the first time, which was unusual. “And what this 

economy…what this country needs is as many gay sex clubs as possible.” This made everyone laugh, which made Sylvia say, with alarming sincerity, “I’m serious.” 



I spent five more minutes telling JJ and Anil how much I missed them and thought about them. They said they missed everyone and encouraged us all to e-mail frequently and send lots of pictures. We all said we loved each other and then we all hung up. I was thrilled, moved and exhausted from the call. I sat soaking it in for thirty seconds before remembering I was at a hospital and why. I took three deep breaths and said to Linden, 

“Let’s get this over with.” 



Linden and I approached the hospital and found Reid outside the building making a call. 

My stomach tightened painfully. We greeted our friend with hugs and he said, “I’ll take you up to his room.” 
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to visit your father privately.” There was no innocent way to say that, really, and Reid’s face darkened. Linden said: 



“It’s nothing. We just want him all to ourselves.” Reid’s face remained dark but he said: 



“OK.” It was the best we could do. We went inside and up the elevator to Maitland’s room, which was private, thanks to his celebrity. We found him watching television. 



“Hey guys,” the evil pedophile freak fuck said, cheerfully. “Thanks for coming.” Neither Linden nor I said anything. I was shaking I was so nervous. Linden turned off the television. Maitland’s face darkened as much as his son’s. “What’s up?” he asked, not as cheerfully. I opened my mouth to speak and couldn’t find words. Calmer, Linden pulled the fake phone out of my pocket and said: 



“We found your phone. We saw the pictures you have on it. You need to die.” Maitland’s face assumed an angry, morbid expression like nothing I ever saw in person or on his show. It was still his own, but he was suddenly a person I didn’t recognize. All at once. In the time it took Linden to say three short sentences. Two seconds…a moment, and Ben Maitland—father, actor and philanthropist—disappeared. 



“So this is what the real Ben looks like,” I thought I only thought but realized I said out loud. He ignored me and said:  



“I wondered what happened to it.” He didn’t make excuses or deny anything, which I would have thought was to his credit, were I giving him credit for anything. I found myself and said: 



“Sean pulled it out of the pile in the limo thinking it was his. He took pictures of the lap dancing and texted them to his wife. She saw them first and called him, on his real phone.” Maitland nodded once and said, through tight lips: 



“Who else knows?” 



“Your son and parents don’t, and none of your fans.” Linden finished: 



“If you want to keep it that way you have to die, by your own hand or ours.” Maitland’s face went from angry to scared. Then he made a deliberate effort to lighten it and, smiling, said: 



“That doesn’t have to happen.” Neither Linden nor I responded, our expressions telling him it did. “No, that’s not going to happen. They’re only pictures. I never did anything. I wasn’t in them.” We remained quiet and stone faced. “It was a mistake. Someone sent them to me. I opened them and realized what they were. I tried to delete them but I couldn’t figure out how.” Excuses, and no response from us. “Give me the phone and I’ll do it now. Or you can destroy it. Burn it. It’ll never happen again.” Ick, he was a pedophile AND a loser. Linden said: 
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“By having them you’re as guilty of hurting these children as if you did it to them yourself.” 



“Now that’s not true,” Maitland said, and then added, nobly. “I’ve never touched a child.” I would have laughed had I not been so sad and angry. An image of his holding Lil’ Samia Christmas Day appeared in my mind. I resisted it, hard and quickly and said: 



“We’re not interested in excuses. You can’t bargain with us. You have to go, by your own means or ours, or we give this to my friend Agent Everett Jones of the FBI. It’ll be all over. Everywhere. Everyone who ever saw ‘Pagan’ or MofM will see them and know you had them. Your parents will know and Reid will know.” 



“No,” Maitland said, scared again. “No, that can’t happen. No one can see them. They wouldn’t understand. That’s not who I am. I’m a good person. This was a mistake. I’m sorry for it. I’m not that way.” Silence from us. “It’s not my fault,” he continued. “I didn’t…” he was about to repeat that he didn’t take them or…participate in them, but didn’t. “It’s not my fault. I don’t know why it’s like this…why I’m like this. I didn’t ask for this. I don’t know why I want this.” 



“You don’t know why you need to watch pre-pubescent girls get sodomized?” Linden put it plainly. This struck Maitland, who began getting choked up as he explained: 



“I was born this way. It’s an illness. I’m sick and I need help. I don’t want to have this desire. I’ve fought it. You can help me beat it. No one needs to know. I’ll check into a hospital. A private one. People can think I had a breakdown, from the gunshot. People will believe it and I’ll get help. I’ll change.” 



“No one changes,” I said, flatly. “And you need to be punished. I don’t know why you have this…interest, but I do know you could have resisted. You could have checked into your hospital anytime, but instead you found these pictures and you looked at them.” 

Matiland got really agitated and began shaking. 



“Yes, but I only looked at them,” he said again. “I didn’t take them.” He had already said that. “Please…” he continued shaking and began crying. Heavy sobs he tried to control. 

We weren’t moved. Linden said: 



“You looked at them and masturbated to them,” he said. Maitland didn’t respond. He didn’t deny it. He kept fighting sobs. Relentless, Linden began describing the worst ones. 

I stood listening to my husband and watching my former friend. I grabbed myself with my arms and held on as I saw each image. After detailing the sixth, Maitland adjusted himself in his bed to hide an erection and I said: 



“For the record, Maitland just adjusted himself in his bed to hide an erection.” 



“Please help me. You’re good people. You didn’t go to the police. You like me. This isn’t 117 



me. I’m a good person. I don’t deserve to die over this, over something that’s not my fault. I was born this way.” I did admire him for not chalking his desire up to parental abuse. There could have been some. I didn’t think so, but I also would never have thought Ben Maitland would be a filthy…I’m sick of saying it. 



“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “You know right from wrong and this is wrong and you did it anyway.” 



“Here’s the deal,” Linden said. “You tell us your source and we tell Agent Jones. Then you pull this IV out, or blow into it or strangle yourself with it. You go today.” 



“No!” Maitland cried. 



“It can be over very quickly. People will think the trauma from the shooting, or something else, was weighing on you and you took yourself out.” 



“No!” he said, again, but angry and determined. 



“OK,” I said, calm and steady. “Then we take you out. Not here or now, but soon.” 



“I’ll deny it. People will think you did it. Everyone already knows you’re murdering psychos.” I allowed myself to chuckle, in spite of the gravity of things. Linden pulled out a small digital recorder Patterson had given us thirty minutes earlier and said: 



“No they won’t.” Maitland tore out his IV and threw himself out of bed toward us in a pitiful attempt to grab the recorder from Linden. He succeeded in tripping over his bed sheets and hitting the floor. He stayed there, sobbing harder than ever, and looked up at us. 



“Please…” he begged. He got on his knees and continued begging. Linden said, calm and steady: 



“Those girls begged not to be penetrated. They’re probably dead. Tell us your source right now or we’ll take the phone and tape player downstairs to Reid and show him.” 



“He won’t believe you. He loves me. He knows you’re psychos.” 



“You stupid asshole,” I said. “You admitted to everything on tape.” I chuckled again. 

“Duh.” Maitland stopped crying and stood up. He was weak from the infection, or from the conversation, and fell onto his bed. He lay across it awkwardly without the strength or desire to move. He pulled himself together a bit and said, without conviction: 



“That tape also has you threatening me with murder.” 



“We’ll be all right,” I said. Maitland said, with less conviction: 
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“I can give you money.” Neither my husband nor I dignified that with a response. He really didn’t expect one. He knew it was a waste of his breath even before he said it. 

After a few long seconds I asked: 



“Do you have life insurance?” Maitland lay on his back, still across the bed, and stared at the ceiling. 



“Yes.” 



“It won’t be paid if you commit suicide, yes?” 



“Yes.” 



“We’ll take you out and make it look like a robbery. You have a week to say goodbye to your son and parents. If you tell them what we’re doing, we’ll play them the tape and show them the pictures. If you try to run, we’ll find you. If you kill yourself Reid won’t get any insurance money, but we don’t care as long as you’re gone. Tell us your source, now. Then consider how you want to play this and let us know in the next couple of days or we do it our way, which will be extremely painful and unpleasant.” Ben sighed and righted himself in the bed. Then he told us how he obtained the pictures and how much he paid for them. 



“Thank you.” 



“Will you let me do the movie? One last movie? It’ll mean so much to Reid.” 



“No,” Linden and I said at the same time. Alone, I continued, “We don’t have time for that shit. We have other stuff to do.” 



“You have one week. Think about how you want this to happen and let us know.” Linden turned to leave but before I could Maitland said: 



“Wait.” We waited. After a few moments he said, “If I just admit this to the cops I’ll go to jail. I won’t have to die.” 



“And you’ll be murdered in jail,” I said. 



“Not right away,” Linden continued. “They’ll probably rape you, several times a day over months, and then they’ll kill you.” 



“And your son and parents will know about everything.” A few beats and Maitland said: 



“You’ve met them. You like them. You would put them through that?” The audacity. 



“Their pain will be nothing compared to those girls. Yes, I’ll put them through it. I’ll put them through it over and over again. I’ll tape their eyes open and make them look at these 119 



pictures, the pictures you made us see, over and over again. They’ll never forget it. 

They’ll see them daily. Every time they think of you they’ll see them. Every time they see a little girl they’ll see them. It’ll keep them up and when they sleep they’ll see them in their dreams. They’ll never see anything else, Maitland. Would you put them through that?” I thought I reached him, but that was a different Ben Maitland. The one in front of me shrugged and said: 



“I’ll plead insanity and go to a hospital. I’ll be safe.” I took several steps toward him. He flinched. Linden held me back and said: 



“You will never be safe. Not from us. As long as you’re alive you will not be safe. You can die painlessly or we will kill you horribly. Those are your choices.” Then, all Larchmont Ladies Association, he said, “Bye now,” and led me out of the room. 



In the hallway I found a bucket and vomited into it. I apologized to a nurse who watched me do it and then my husband and I hit the elevator. Reid wasn’t outside the building. 

Maybe he was in the cafeteria. I didn’t care, so long as he wasn’t in the room. I was confident Maitland wouldn’t say anything to him, and if he did we’d just expose him. I didn’t care. I only cared about getting home and loving on our son and daughter. 



When Linden and I entered our house Rhoda said, “How’s Ben?” 



“He’s fine,” Linden answered as if he were, as if our visit had been pleasant. He was something. 



“I’m going to go see him later,” Rhoda suggested. 



“I think you should,” he said, as pleasantly. I thought of Rhoda seeing Maitland. Then I thought of Rhoda knowing who Ben was and imagined her strangling him to death. 



“Yeah, he would like that,” I told our friend. She left and we gathered Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia in our arms and sat on the couch, silently, surrounded by our pups. We sat there for nearly an hour and then I said, “I’m calling Jones.” I handed Lil’ Jacob to his father and took the pups and my phone into the back yard. I had already programmed the number I took from the card he gave me in North Dakota into my phone and dialed it. He picked up quickly, saying: 



“Special Agent Jones.” 



“This is Christian Gallagher.” A beat, and Jones said, seriously: 



“What’s going on?” knowing I wouldn’t call him just to catch up. 



“Are we on a secure line?” I asked. 



“Yes.” 
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“I discovered a pedophile and he told me how he obtained photographs of child rape. Do you have a pen?” Jones wrote down the information I gave him and then said, knowingly: 



“Do I need to arrange to have him arrested?” As knowingly, I responded: 



“Linden and I are taking care of it.” 



“Be careful, Christian.” 



“I will, Everett.” We hung up. I went back into the house, called my little brother and put him on speaker. I needed a change of subject and Hassler was it. 



“Well, hello,” Matthew said. 



“Hello yourself, sneaky boy,” was my greeting. 



“You’ve got some good, and monied, friends, Christian.” 



“I do, indeed, Matthew.” 



“I got him a deal, you know. William Bishop.” 



“I knew you would.” 



“He offered the most, and I offered Hassler half the amount he bid. They accepted it right away.” 



“Nice. Have you told him?” 



“Yes. He was surprised and said he was grateful.” 



“I’m sure he was.” 



“He also said he would have paid anything.” I was moved, and thought of Joan contacting his late wife for him and communicating her forgiveness. 



“It’s what the economy and the country needs, you know,” I said, paraphrasing Sylvia. 

“Gay sex clubs.” 



“It is,” he agreed. 



“Thank you, Matthew.” 



“Anytime.” We said nothing for a moment. Linden hadn’t said anything. Matthew asked, 

“Is everything OK?” 
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“It will be,” I said, offering no more. 



“OK,” my little brother said. And then we said goodbye. I was glad for the call. I was glad to talk about anything not related to Ben Maitland. I called Freebird and asked him to bring Sylvia over for dinner. They arrived at six. Linden made pumpkin seed pasta and I picked up brownies at a vegan bakery. They brought a Chardonnay. We chatted about the clubs over dinner and about some of Joshua, Jacob and my adventures the prior summer. Then I asked them how they would spend theirs and Freebird said: 



“Visiting clubs.” 



“Really?” I asked, knowing they were serious and really amused by it. 



“Yeah,” Sylvia said. “Wanna come?” 



“I do,” I said, sincerely, “but I want to stay home with Linden and the babies more.” 

Linden tried to suppress a smile and failed. To cover it he asked: 



“What locations will you see?” 



“Well,” Sylvia began. “We won’t go to any you hit last year. They’ve had their sales calls. We were thinking about St. Louis…and Albuquerque…” 



“D.C.,” Freebird said. 



“Oh, yeah. A gay sex club in the nation’s capital,” Sylvia laughed. “How sweet is that?” I had been there for the opening. It was a nice one. 



“And Devil’s Creek,” he added. I hadn’t been there and said: 



“I wanna hear what that one’s like.” 



“And the North Dakota one,” Freebird said. “I want to see what happened to it after those women got busted.” I kind of did, too. I would look forward to their report. Sylvia: 



“So, are you excited about being in the ‘Pagan’ movie?” 



“Yes,” Linden said, cooly. “And so are the babies,” he looked at Lil’ Jacob and Lil’ 

Samia, who sat gurgling in car seats on the table. 



“They’ve had busy careers so far,” she said. “’The Maitlands of Montverde,’ the Christmas pageant, that anti-circus ad and now a cable TV movie. You’re going to have to get them agents.” Right. Agents. Ben didn’t have one, I recalled. It was odd, given the seven strong seasons of “Pagan” and all the appearances he made since. And MofM. I wondered if his agent found out about him. I bet he had. I wondered if he saw the pictures 122 



or found out about him in another way and dropped him. I was sure he would have. I decided I would find out. I would find out who had represented him and I would confront him. I would ask him if he knew about Ben’s pedophelia. I would confront him and maybe restrain him as I asked if he ignored his client’s crime, satisfying himself with having nothing more to do with his sick and evil man. I would find out and I would smack the shit out of him for not turning Ben in. I would. I would kill him as remorselessly as I would kill his former client. 



I saw Freebird and Sylvia looking at me strangely, and Linden looking at me with concern. “What?” I asked. 



“You tell us,” Sylvia said. 



“We’re just concerned about Ben,” Linden covered me. “His wound was healing. It shouldn’t have gotten infected. His parents and Reid are worried about the emotional toll the shooting is taking on him.” 



“Yeah,” I added. “He said he didn’t think he should be in the hospital. He even pulled out his IV while we were there and tried to stand up.” It was true. 



“It could go septic,” Linden explained. “Even in the hospital, if he doesn’t keep the drip going.” 



“It could be fatal,” I said, and wish I hadn’t. 



“Holy shit,” said Freebird. “That’s fucked up.” 



“I’ll say,” said Sylvia. “We should go see him, tomorrow.” 



“Yeah.” 



“That’s a good idea,” Linden said, and then asked, “Who’s ready for cake?” 



That week, the first or second in May?—I’m not good with dates, as you may have discovered—was the last week of shooting for MofM. The final episode featured last minute preparations for the fundraising concert in which I should have taken a greater interest, it benefiting a humane society and all. I had other things on my mind, though, like killing Ben Maitland. I was also satisfied that Bentley and his crew, Reid and the models and the Lake County dog-loving community had everything covered. 



My finals, such as they were, and ever are, were over. Sean and his family were in Oregon preparing to open, for the third time “The Music Man,” Matthew and William Bishop finalized the sale of Superior Bodies, and Ben got out of the hospital. Every day of that week I hoped, but didn’t expect, to receive news that he had killed himself. It never came. Linden and I chose to wait until after the concert, at which he would appear but not perform, was over before taking him out with a gun Kevin picked up for 123 



us…somewhere. Everyone knew about Linden’s Walthers PPK and we didn’t want to use the same gun Sean had used in the vacant house, though he left it for us. It occurred to me I never asked where he got it. I figured he bought it from some scum bucket in the same neighborhood, perhaps a few minutes before. It didn’t matter. Guns could be traced and using the same one in another place weeks later would be imprudent. 



Bentley asked me if Linden and I were going to be at the fundraiser. “No,” I said. That conversation was brief. I didn’t have the ability to compartmentalize like Linden did. 

When I tried to sound cheerful about something to someone, I knew I was unconvincing. 

I could hear it in my voice and see it in the face of the person to whom I was lying. I had never played poker in my life. I would suck at it. 



I spent the week between our house and Superior Bodies, where I swam and helped Rhoda, Aki and Sayaka with the mutts. I called Wesley Chapel at SB Wayward, told him about the sale and assured him it wouldn’t affect his operation. “Thank you, Christian,” 

he said. 



“How’s the asshole who runs the hotel and casino. Is he ready for another visit from Richard and Kendall Polaski?” 



“I don’t know about him, but we are.” I called Richard and he said he would be glad to pull the card-counting fundraiser again. 



“Kendall would love to go back, too,” Then he asked, “What do we do to distract him?” 



“I don’t know, Richard. You’re the genius.” He laughed and I recommended he get with Wesley and the others at the club…shelter for a plan. I called Ramon in Tell-Tale and told him he was good, also. 



“We’re still making our money on the weekends, and everything goes on in the rooms.” 



“And during the week?” 



“We harbor illegals.” 



“Fantasic.” It was. I called Ravenwood, too, and he said: 



“That’s good news, Christian, though if it got sold we would have found the money to buy it. ‘The crew.’” he meant those handful of Gargamelians who were involved in the underground railroad. “This means we can focus our money on the…well…” he didn’t want to say it over the phone, and he didn’t have to. “I’ll say hi to Amy for you if you say hi to the boys for us.” 



“It’s a deal.” 



Linden and I took the babies to Miami to see William Bishop. It was that Thursday. I 124 



called him the day before to thank him for rescuing the clubs and he said he was glad to do it. “When am I going to meet that son and daughter of yours?” he asked. 



“Tomorrow?” 



“Lunch at noon?” 



“It’s a date.” It was the babies’ first long trip and they did great. They were behind in their development owing to the alcohol damage. Linden and I weren’t concerned, as long as they were happy, which they appeared to be. Bishop loved them and held them for nearly the whole visit as Linden and I ate a vegan meal his cook had made. He rocked them and sang to them and told them jokes which they didn’t understand but appeared to appreciate nevertheless, smiling at him throughout the visit. 



“Bill and his girl, Sylvia,” he paused and said, “what a piece of work she is!” As my mouth was full of something yummy I just nodded, heartily. “If I were twenty years younger…” I nodded again. Linden said: 



“She is a piece of work.” 



“She’s good for him. She keeps him busy.” 



“That she does,” I said, having swallowed the contents of my mouth. Bishop laughed and, in his left arm, Lil’ Jacob, and in his right arm, Lil’ Samia, laughed, too. 



“They’re going to see some of the clubs this summer. I think it’s a great idea.” It was. 

The visit to Miami was a great idea, too. It really took me away from the whole…thing. 



Jack Patterson and an associate kept an eye on Ben’s house. It was expensive but worth it as Linden and I were not convinced he wouldn’t bolt. I considered killing him in an apparent home invasion and donating what I would have spent to the Humane Society, but the fundraiser would be a failure without the Maitlands, even though Ben claimed only to have the strength to introduce it. Reid had lots of teeny-bopper fans who had bought out the amphitheater’s seats, and more would come to enjoy the show from large screens and speakers set up throughout the campus. “Ben will die after the show,” Linden agreed. “Not on the campus, though.” He agreed to that, too. As far as Reid knew, he, his father, grandparents, Rolan and MeMe would fly back to Connecticut and then spend several weeks in a house they rented on Cape Cod before the Pagan movie began shooting. 



Reid…I ached whenever I thought of him losing his father. That is, the man he thought was his father. He would survive, though. I doubted any of the girls in the pictures his father procured had. 



The concert began and I wasn’t there. Freebird and Sylvia were. Joshua and Jacob had gone home to North Carolina where they got ready for the tour of Asian capitals they had 125 



postponed from the prior summer. Dean Simon and the board attended, the humane society’s staff and volunteers, hardcore “Pagan” fans, some of whom had visited us at the MeMe protest, and, of course, the legions of adolescent girls who loved Reid and hoped he would dump both Denise and the other model in the love triangle and profess his love for them. 



Ben introduced the show and thanked everyone for coming. He stayed for his son’s guitar performance and then disappeared backstage. And I mean disappeared, though not from Patterson, who called me at eight forty-five to advise me that he was pulling a Von Trapp. “He’s in the rental car on the turnpike heading south, to Miami? Maybe the airport.” 



“Keep an eye on him,” I said. “I’m getting in the car right now.” I looked at Linden, who said: 



“He’s running.” 



“Yup.” We had agreed that if he did, and we were increasingly certain he would, only one of us would go after him, in case he was armed. We weren’t going to risk leaving our babies without a parent. We also agreed it would be me, though Linden was, of course, the steadier of the two of us. I think it had something to do with my brother and sister-in-law having found the pictures. I couldn’t say because we never discussed how we both came to agree I would be the one to kill Ben Maitland. 



I took the gun Kevin dropped off, kissed all the beagles and mutts, kissed the babies and kissed my husband. 



“Call, carefully,” he said. We had also agreed it wasn’t safe to speak candidly on the phone. It’s why I had a Superior Mutts volunteer buy a couple of disposal cells for me earlier in the week. If some law enforcement person wasn’t already monitoring my phone calls and internet activity before my call to Everett Jones, I was certain they were then. 

Not to bust me, I knew—Jones explained in Sherwood the agency knew all about me—

but to interfere. I was confident the FBI were good people and very competent, but Maitland was mine. 



Patterson called me as I got on pike. “He did an illegal U-turn between Yeehaw and Port St. Lucie.: 



“Ooooo, how clever.” The private eye laughed once and said: 



“I think he’s doing it just to do it. There’s no way he saw me.” I didn’t think he did either. I mean, he kept those pics on his cell phone which he threw in the glove compartment of the limo for anyone to take and use. What a dumbass. 



“I’ll wait in the Turkey Lake Plaza. You let me know if he gets off before he reaches me.” 
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“Ten-four,” said Patterson and hung up. I liked Jack Patterson. He didn’t ask questions when I asked him for a digital tape recorder or when I asked him to tail Ben Maitland. 

Years before, when Samia and I had hired him to track the high school fucks who beat up Olivier, he didn’t ask questions, and they were high schoolers. I nevertheless told him why we wanted them monitored and what, specifically, we were going to do to them. He thought our plan was hilarious and often stuck around at locations to watch some combination of the Superior Bodies posse walk by some combination of the boys, wearing black and smoking Virginia Slims. I think the gentle way we exacted revenge on them suggested to Patterson I would be as gentle with Maitland, for whatever he had done. Or maybe he didn’t care and was just interested in being paid. 



That Saturday night was a long one for me. I took one of the fosters to keep me company and calm. I chose Lady, a senior peke/pom who had been dumped outside the Lake County Humane Society in no good condition. She had a few mild health issues, easily fixed, and one big one: bladder stones. Linden heard about her and arranged to have them removed. A thousand bucks for a dog who was at least ten years-old. Though he didn’t have to explain the expense he had gone to to give Lady a few more years, he said, “How much could her owners have loved her to let her get this bad and then dump her. Did she ever know any love from them?” I didn’t think she had. She got plenty from us, though. 



Yeah, Lady rode shotgun and I drank energy drinks and chewed gum. I wasn’t eating anything, because I would throw up, as I often did when under stress. Petting Lady as I waited in the turnpike rest stop closest to Orlando kept me as calm as I could be that night. 



My phone rang. Patterson said, “We’re a few miles away from the plaza, heading north. 

I’ll let you know when we pass and you can fall in behind me.” I did. From the rest stop I saw the light blue Ford Taurus Bentley’s company had leased for Ben the September before, followed by Patterson’s dark sedan. I zoomed onto the road and followed the sedan. We went north on the pike to 75 and north on 75 past Gainesville. I called Patterson. “Atlanta?” I asked. 



“Maybe,” he said. Just south of the state line he pulled off the road to gas up. Patterson and I followed him and parked across the street from the station in an unlit lot. From there we watched Ben…Maitland. We noticed he had altered his appearance in the car. 

He wore wire rimmed glasses and a ball cap with a fake ponytail. He also sported a goatee and he had blackened out one of his teeth. He was wearing a sports shirt and slacks at the fundraiser but had changed into a denim shirt and jeans in the car. After filling up he took a paper bag out of the car and threw it into a dumpster. He kept the bill of his hat low and kept his focus lower. No video cameras would notice his face. 

“Do you think he’ll switch cars?” I asked. 



“No need,” Patterson said. 



“How come? 
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“’Cause he switched tags in the school parking lot. Those aren’t his.” 



“Really?” 



“It finally occurred to me as we drove through Wildwood. I should have figured it out sooner. Getting old.” We watched as Maitland got back in the car and turned it on. He pulled out of the gas station but instead of taking a left to get back on the highway, he took a right, drove two blocks and then pulled into…are you sitting down? We Bare All. 

It’s the club Samia and I visited on our way to Atlanta to see my nephew, where we had all the fun punishing the man who had been mean to the dumpy stripper. He got out of the car and went into the club as Patterson and I pulled our cars onto the side of the road far enough away from the parking lot not to be taped by any exterior camera. We got out and surveyed the building. Patterson said, “My guess is he’s going to buy some lonely guy a bunch of drinks and then offer to drive him home in his car. Maybe he’ll give him a pill in the car…tell him it’ll prevent a hangover, but it’ll knock him out, or kill him. Forty miles later he pushes him out of the car and keeps going.” 



“This guy just gets more and more fabulous.” 



“I expect he’ll enjoy the show for a couple of hours before coming back out.” 



“Oh,” I said, without thinking, but it didn’t really matter, “he won’t enjoy this show. The women are over ten.” In spite of himself, Patterson looked at me hard. I returned the look and pulled out the phone Linden had dug up as I was kissing everyone and said, “This is something you don’t want to see.” 



“No, sir, I don’t.” Patterson held my gaze and then shook his head. “You fixin’ to take him out.” 



“I’m fixin’ to.” 



“Well, then I’ll do anything you need to help you.” 



“Thank you.” We silently watched the building for ten minutes. Then I said, “Do you think he’d skip out the back?” 



“I don’t think so,” Patterson said. 



“Why don’t you go in and keep an eye on him.” I gave him cash. “In fact…” He thought the same thing I did but waited for me to finish. “If he hasn’t already found a sucker.” 



“Great minds, Gallagher.” The private eye took the cash and got back into his car. He pulled it into the parking lot next to the Taurus and went inside the building. It was late, well after midnight, and the parking lot was almost full. People left and people came in. I left the Miata on the side of the road, gathered up Lady, her leash, another can of energy 128 



soda, some more gum and the gun and fought my way through the overgrown weeds and bushes lining the parking lot. I found a comfortable spot, used the light from my phone to scan for red ants, and sat down Indian style with Lady in my lap. I was hidden but had a clear view of the club’s front doors. 



I sat there stroking the sleeping senior superior mutt, chewing gum and taking sips of soda for over ninety minutes. I stretched a couple of times and urinated once, but my eyes never left the front door. People came and went, but I saw nothing of Maitland or Patterson for the nearly two hours they spent enjoying the strippers, drinks and each other’s company. 



I checked the clock on my phone when they came out. It was a few minutes to three. 

Patterson walked unsteadily and totally appeared to be drunk. For a moment I wondered if he was, but then I remembered he was a seasoned professional. I also remember the look he gave me when I revealed Maitland liked little girls. I was going to take the fucker out and my private investigator was now my accomplice. Maitland gently helped Patterson in the passenger seat of his car and then got in the driver’s seat. The minute he shut the driver’s door I got on my feet, scooped up Lady and ran, low, back to the Miata. 

The sedan pulled out of the parking lot slowly, and with a stab of fear I thought he would see the Miata on the side of the road. Patterson told me later he distracted him so he wouldn’t look to his left as he went made a left onto the road heading back to 75. Lady and I got in the car. I started it and made a U-turn before I lost them. 



Maitland drove quickly and so did I. I was concerned about him recognizing the Miata behind him and kept as far away as I could without losing him. It was frustrating and I was very nervous. What would happen if I lost him? Would Maitland strike Patterson and throw him out of the car? Would he shoot or stab him? I was panicking, trying to keep up without being seen and worried that Patterson would die and Maitland would get away and harm more young girls. “Fuck,” I said out loud, and then felt bad ‘cause I thought I scared Lady. She was supposed to keep me calm. She couldn’t, not in the state I was in. 

Softy, I said, “I should have strangled him in the hospital,” and a bunch of other similar things. 



Maitland got onto the highway and so did I. He pulled into traffic and so did I, albeit two cars behind him. Patterson’s car was so non-descript, deliberately so, it was easy to lose, and lose it I did. “Fuck!” I said again, stepping on the gas until I went over eighty and approached ninety. I wove in and out of traffic, looking for the sedan. I hit ninety, which was only a little faster than the surprising number of other cars on 75 at three a.m. “Fuck! 

Fuck! Fuck!” I said, and then heard Lady whimper. I stole a glance at her frightened face and petted her with my right hand. “I’m sorry Lady. Everything’s OK,” I said gently as I passed ninety miles and hour screaming fuck over and over in my head. She wasn’t buyin’ it. 



After who knows how long I entered Georgia and slowed down. Maitland had lost me. I was sure he saw me and that’s why he drove so fast, to get away from me. I was sick. I was nervous, sweaty, shaking and sick to my stomach. I would have to pull over at some 129 



point to calm down, but I kept hoping I would see Patterson’s car, maybe on the side of the road. I hoped he would call me and kept my ears alert for the disposable phone to ring. Five minutes later it did. “Patterson!” I shouted. 



“You just passed us.” 



“Really?” I said looking over my shoulder. I saw nothing. It was dark. His car was dark. I saw no car and nobody. 



“Make a U-turn the next time you can and come back. I did. It took ten minutes during which my heart beat so hard in my chest I thought it would crack a rib. When I was back in the area I thought Patterson was in he called me again. “Make another illegal U-turn the next time you can and then keep your eyes peeled for the hat and denim shirt in the road. When you see that, pull over. There’s a clearing you can pull your car into so it won’t be seen from the road. 



“OK,” I said. Ten minutes and a lot more heart pounding later I saw the shirt and cap. 

There was no way I could have missed it ‘cause my lights were on high and I was driving thirty miles an hour with my hazards on. I turned both off as I pulled off the road and next to Patterson’s car. He had left his parking lights on until I arrived, then shut them off, all while keeping his own gun pointed at the hat and shirtless Ben Maitland. 



I stopped the car, petted Lady again, opened the drivers door and vomited two cans of energy drink. Then I stuck in a fresh piece of gum, which I sucked on because my jaw was tired from chewing all night. I shut the door and approached Patterson. Maitland stood several yards away from him with his arms crossed over his chest. When I was able to make out his expression I noticed it was a combination of defiant and surly. “God,” I said to Patterson with relief, “I lost you. I thought I’d never see you again.” He said: 



“Of course you lost me. You were tailing us so close he would have seen you if I hadn’t told him to step on it.” 



“Oh,” I said. “Was I really that close?” 



“Damn near crawled up our assholes.” 



“That’s not a very nice thing to say to me. I sat outside that filthy club for two hours and had a very stressful drive here and then I just threw up, which is never a nice thing,” I said, enjoying the bit of humor that lightened the very dark night. 



“You’re breaking my heart,” Patterson said. “I had to pretend to drink a bottle of Jack. I love whiskey and it broke my heart to dump so much of it in the spittoon.” I didn’t remember a spittoon when I last visited We Bare All. I tried hard to remember when Maitland spat: 



“Abbott and Costello, could we get on with this?” 
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“Shut up, asshole, or I’ll kill you,” I spat back, then realized I was going to kill him whether he ran his mouth or not. That made me laugh, and I did so, hard. I had endured a lot that night, that week and every day since I saw those pictures. I was slap-happy and it was OK with me. 



“Where’s your gun?” Patterson asked, surveying me. I patted myself down, realized I had left it in the car and said: 



“Lady’s reloading it.” 



“What lady?” 



“My ten year old peke/pom.” 



“You brought a dog with you?” Patterson was incredulous. 



“Ummm, yeah.” To Maitland I said, “You know how they love car rides.” 



“Here, use mine,” Patterson held it out to me, “it’s unregistered.” 



“I should hope so,” I said. “But so is mine and my friend Kevin went to great lengths to get it. Though I didn’t tell him what I need it for, he still would be hurt if I didn’t use it.” 



“Were you drinking back there?” the aging private eye asked. 



“No, Jack. I’m just trying to keep a grip.” Maitland said, to Patterson: 



“Please shoot me.” He raised his gun to do so and I shouted: 



“No!” In a lower voice I said, “No,” again and then held my hands up for them to just wait for me. I took a few steps back to my car and opened the driver’s door. I reached inside, petted Lady again, and took the gun out of the glove compartment. I straightened up, shut the door, turned around and saw Reid a half second before he clocked me. I went down on the grass but held onto the gun. Reid wrenched it out of my grip and stood over me, pointing it at my head, which was spinning. Even worse, I had landed in my own vomit. The pain in my head and vomit in my nostrils made me vomit again. My life was really sucking at that moment. 



“Stay down,” he said. I wiped as much of my face with my shirt as I could but stayed low. 



“Reid!” Maitland said, with cheerful relief. 



“Drop your gun and phone, get in your car and take off,” he said to Patterson, pointing my gun at him. I heard his gun drop and his footsteps moving to the sedan, slowly. Its 131 



door opened and shut. Patterson, my accomplice and, now, my friend, could have taken off for his own safety but he didn’t. He just sat in his car. I thought for a moment he might have an extra gun in it. Strapped to his leg or under a visor. He didn’t, ’cause he remained in his car. Unprepared, but still a class act. 



“Reid, thank God you’re here. Christian, and this guy. He hired this guy to kill me. I don’t know why. He made a pass at me. He’s been after me all year, privately. I refused his advances and he tried to get revenge. He’s sick.” Reid began walking toward him. I reached for his leg, raised my head and opened my mouth to explain that it was untrue, that Maitland was lying, that he had pictures on his phone. Before I could say anything Reid Maitland hit me so hard in the face with my own gun I lost consciousness. Oh, and my left cheekbone shattered. 







I regained consciousness at seven-thirty a.m. that Sunday morning  I was behind the wheel of my car, which apparently had crashed into a stone wall I recognized as being the equivalent of a few city blocks away from the doggie refuge in Lady Lake. I woke up to a siren, and an awful pain in the swollen left side of my face. So swollen was it I couldn’t see out of my left eye. I turned my head, which was even more painful, to the left and saw Kevin and Siobhan waving down an ambulance. Kevin turned around first and saw that I was awake. He ran up to me and said, “We’re going to fix you up, Christian. 

Whatever you say, don’t say a word.” That’s what he said, “Whatever you say, don’t say a word.” I mean, how could I not say a word if I said anything? I laughed a tiny bit, still slap-happy, and my face exploded in pain so bad I lost consciousness again, but only for a moment because these Lady Lake paramedics were super hot and I didn’t want to miss a moment of them. They took me out of the car carefully, taking forever it seemed, probably thinking I had a neck injury. They laid me down on a board and one of them examined my face without touching it. Through my right eye I saw the two medics staring at me, their faces very close to mine. Then, behind them I saw Kevin holding his finger over his mouth. On his right stood Siobhan, who also held her finger over her mouth. Then I remembered I was driving, and I wasn’t driving alone. In spite of their non-verbal sushing, I said, “Lady.” Then I said it again. Then I said it over and over. 

“Lady, Lady, Lady.” Kevin responded by getting his face right between the medics and saying, gently but firmly: 



“There were no ladies in your car, Christian.” Siobhan poked her head in, too, and said: 



“Kevin, you remember he was going to bring Lady, for the ride, but I told her to leave her home.” To the paramedics she explained, “He was coming to watch the place so we could go to this festival in Tampa. That’s why he got here so early, ‘cause it’s kind of a hike and it’s an all-day thing. The thing is, we didn’t really clean up yesterday, ‘cause we were…well, you know, which meant Christian would have to do it today, which I knew he wouldn’t mind, but then Lady would be in the way or he would play with her and not clean, which we really needed him to do…” One medic said: 
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“Miss,” while the other guided her away from me. I was starting to remember what happened the night before. With Patterson and Reid…and fucking Ben Maitland. I remembered following him to Georgia and driving really fast. I remembered being silly with Patterson, ‘cause I couldn’t help it, and then getting my gun in my car. Then I remembered seeing Reid and his hitting me once, and then trying to tell him his father was evil and getting struck again. So why the fuck was I outside Lady Lake Doggie Refuge in my smashed Miata being attended to by paramedics frustrated with Siobhan’s yakking? 



I figured it all out when one of the medics said, “This wound doesn’t look fresh.” Kevin heard him and said: 



“He might not have come up this morning. Christian’s not a morning person. I think he drove here last night. Who knows how long he’s been out here?” They seemed to buy it, or maybe got distracted by the two deputy patrol cars that showed up. 



I figured out that someone drove me, in my car, away from the scene of, whatever happened on the side of the road in Georgia. He, Kevin and Siobhan faked an accident to account for my injured face. I got it. It was clever, and my friends were very convincing. 

I asked the time. Mumbled it, that is, as the hot rescue guys lifted me into their ambulance. “Close to eight o’clock,” one said. 



“What day?” I asked. 



“Sunday morning.” I got from Georgia, albeit just across the state line, back to Lady Lake with the whole fake accident scene set up and everything in just a few hours. That meant someone I was with had to drive me. I wondered who it was as Kevin climbed into the back of the ambulance and sat next to one of the hunks. I said…mumbled: 



“Patterson?” The hunk started a morphine drip. Funny, I forgot I was in pain until I saw it, and then felt my face explode all over again. The medicine worked quickly, though, and the last thing I heard before zoning out again was Kevin saying to the medic. 

“Patterson’s an older dog who had surgery. A tumor. He’s fine, though.” To me he said, gently but firmly, “Patterson’s fine.” 



I next woke up close to noon. I was in a hospital room, in Leesburg. My face was bandaged and I was still on a drip. I was in pain, or discomfort. I felt something weird and unpleasant in the left side of my face. It was hard to describe. Linden was there. 

Alone with me in a private room. I began crying, from everything, and there was a lot. He joined me in bed and held me while I cried. I wanted to lean my face against his but it wasn’t happening. Instead, he brought his face as close to mine as he could without touching, and stroked my hair. “It’s OK,” he said. “It is. It all worked out.” I wanted to say what was OK and ask what had worked out, but I was crying so hard I thought I would choke. Or maybe it was the facial injury, or maybe the drugs. I couldn’t speak right away. Not for several minutes. When I could I said: 
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“Is Patterson OK?” Kevin had said so but I was doped up. I still was. I needed confirmation. 



“Yes.” 



“Is Maitland dead?” 



“Yes.” A wave of relief came over me. Or a weight was lifted. I was still doped up. 



“Reid,” I fairly squeeked, and I don’t use that term to be funny. 



“He’s…alive.” I jerked my head, sending a fresh wave of pain across my face. Still, I said: 



“What happened after he hit me, the second time?” Linden took a breath and said: 



“Reid made Patterson drop his gun and get in his car.” I knew that, but I still wondered if he had another so I said: 



“Didn’t he have another?” 



“Yes,” said Linden, “several, in fact. But they were in his trunk.” I knew he had more than one. He was a seasoned professional. He should have had a spare under a visor, though. I would tell him that later and he would agree. “He sat in his car. Reid told him to leave, after he struck you, with the gun. He wouldn’t.” I burst into tears again for the man’s bravery. Thirty seconds later I asked: 



“Then what happened? You said Maitland was dead. How?” Linden took another breath and said, slowly: 



“Reid shot him through the head.” I grabbed my stomach with one arm and my mouth with the other, assuming I would be sick. I heaved a couple of times and Linden, who should have jumped out of bed, stayed right where he was, stroking my hair and rubbing my shoulder. I pulled myself together and said: 



“Reid shot his father.” It wasn’t a question. “Reid shot Ben. Reid shot his father.” I said it two or three more times and then asked, “Why?” 



“Patterson heard everything,” Linden began. “Ben and Reid argued. Reid said he heard us confront him outside his hospital room last week. 



“Oh, fuck.” 



“He paid the nurse on duty a hundred bucks not to bother him as he eavesdropped. He knew something was up when he saw us outside the building and we told him we needed to have a private talk. He thought it was about the show, or something else, anything 134 



but…pedophelia.” 



“Oh, Reid,” I said, my heart truly breaking. What must it have been like to hear his father admit to it. Make excuses, bargain and beg for his life. I shook my head to stop thinking about it and a fresh wave of pain clawed its way through the left side of my face. So funny, but I didn’t ask Linden about the damage. As vain a creature as I was, it would have been the last thing on my mind but for the on again off again pain and consistent discomfort. 



“He said he always knew his father had a secret. He didn’t know what it was. He said he loved his father, but suspected he was always ‘on.’ Always covering something, even when they were together and he told him he loved him. Even when he took care of their mother and comforted him after they died.” 



“Really?” Linden nodded. 



“When did you learn this?” 



“This morning, downstairs.” 



“He’s here?” I was stunned. I couldn’t see him. Not then, with everything so fresh and raw. I could only handle one thing at a time. Learning he shot his father was all I could handle then. More than I could. 



“He left. He’s in Montverde...” He wanted to say something else and my eyes told him to. 

“He’s making calls, looking for his father because Ben disappeared at intermission last night.” 



“Oh, fuck.” Another search, like with Chris Grace. Like with Eleanor van der Walls. Like with my friend Abigail. 



“He unloaded on me outside. He had to talk to someone.” Of course he did. And Linden was there for him, knowing everything. Linden was perfect. Linden is perfect. “He drove you to Lady Lake. It was closer than Orlando or Montverde. There wouldn’t be anyone around, either. He called Kevin from the road. He and Siobhan were ready at the wall and they set the whole thing up.” 



“Who smashed the car into the wall?” 



“Kevin,” Linden said. I smiled, which hurt, but only a little and I didn’t care. Then he went into the house when the ambulance came. When they took you away, Siobhan drove him here.“ Linden paused, and then he continued. “I got here at the same time. They waited to call me.” He was a little ticked. “They had a lot on their minds, though.” They did. “And then Rhoda took her time getting to the house. She thought she was hurrying, but she wasn’t.” 
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“Would you rather have seen her with pillow head and facial crème?” It wasn’t that funny but it was necessary and we both smiled, a little. 



“Reid told me he heard everything and he finally realized what his father was hiding.” 



“I thought he loved him. What did he think he was hiding?” 



“He told me he thought his father was gay, and he spent his life pretending to be straight. 

That’s what he thought the secret was.” Would that it had been. 



“Patterson followed him to the refuge, by the way.” 



“Really?” 



“Just to keep an eye on you. On both of you. He admired Reid for taking out his father, especially as Ben tried to rush him. He told his son to kill you and Patterson. When he wouldn’t do it he rushed him.” Linden paused. 



“What?” 



“Reid hit him with the gun, same as you. Ben fell but didn’t lose consciousness. He flew into a rage and began shouting…” I waited until he was ready. “He shouted, ‘I should have fucked you, too, you dirty little faggot.’” 



So he had raped children. 



“That was when he shot him,” Linden confirmed. “Siobhan drove Reid here. We talked, and then Patterson drove him to a couple of blocks from the Montverde house.” It was tough to follow. 



“What’s he telling his grandparents?” 



“That he and his father went to a titty bar after the show.” 



“Weren’t his parents there?” Linden shook his head. 



“Ben told them it wasn’t a big deal and to stay home.” Of course. 



“Linden, why did Reid follow Ben, and Patterson and me?” 



“He said he knew his father would run and that you would go after him….” I waited, again. “He said he didn’t think you should kill Ben. He thought Ben should go someplace where he couldn’t hurt any children. He told him he would get him help. Ben wasn’t having it. He said he’d rather be dead than go to jail. He said he’d get killed in jail. Then he ordered Ben to kill you and Patterson. Reid wouldn’t. You know the rest.” I was too stunned, moved and overwhelmed to speak. I was also tired. Extremely. I needed to rest 136 



and said so. 



“But please don’t go,” I told my husband. 



“I’m not going anyplace,” he said as I closed my eyes. 



I woke up again mid-afternoon. Linden was beside me, awake, though he said he had made and received several phone calls. “Patterson called.” 



“How is he? Is he coming over?” Linden shook his head. 



“He asked about you and I said you were better. He said he, Kevin and Siobhan were playing musical cars.” 



“Huh?” 



“Patterson went back to the refuge and picked up Kevin and Siobhan. They drove back to Georgia, to where it happened. Kevin and Siobhan drove Reid’s car to the stripper bar you were at and Patterson followed. Siobhan drove Ben’s car back to Lady Lake, though not onto the property. Patterson then followed Kevin,” he considered the time, “or is following Kevin to the a stripper bar in Clermont. They’re going to leave Reid’s car there. Then Patterson’s driving Kevin back to Lady Lake and dropping him off and then he’s going home to bed.” 



“God,” I said. “That man. That wonderful man. He wouldn’t leave me. When he thought Reid was going to kill me to save his father. He wouldn’t go when he had the chance.” I started choking up. Linden said: 



“Not to mention all the driving.” I laughed and it didn’t hurt as much, or it didn’t seem to. 

“Reid told his grandparents they went to a strip club and he went home with one dancer while his father took another to a hotel.” 



“It sure beats him saying ‘Hey Grandma, Grandpa, I shot my father, your son, in the face last night because he said he wished he had fucked me when I was a kid.” I wasn’t funny and I felt gross saying it. “I’m sorry,” I said to Linden. 



“You get it out any way you have to, Christian.” God I knew how to pick a husband. 



“I want to see the babies. Will they let me go home?” 



“No,” he said. I didn’t think so, “but you’re going to love this. Rona’s flying in a plastic surgeon to reconstruct your left cheekbone.” 



“Are you fucking kidding?!” I shouted, having no idea how bad it was. Linden waited until I calmed down, which was surprisingly fast. “Reconstructing…it sounds like more than one surgery.” 
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“Three or four, at least, but she’s paying for it all.” 



“How much?” 



“Christian, she’s covering it.” 



“Tell me how much.” 



“I don’t know. A couple of hundred thousand.” 



“No,” I said. “No. They’ve already been too generous with the doggie fund.” 



“Joshua and Jacob said they’d pay for it.” 



“No,” I said. 



“William Bishop also called.” 



“No, No, No,” I said. I paused, imagined my face as it was and as it would be, worst case scenario, and I said: 



“Tell them to open me up, clean out all the bone, glue in something plastic, and sew me back up.” Linden just stared at me. Not stunned, not amused, not anything I can describe easily. “If they’ve got that kind of money, and they do, they can spay/neuter every cat and dog in the state.” Linden maintained that strange look. I stroked his face, his cheekbones and hair and said, calm and steady, “I don’t need a face. I have you and the babies. I have everything.” Linden smiled, began to cry, just a bit, took my hands and kissed them as we continued to lay with each other. 
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Chapter 9: Epilogue 


Reid had gone to the hospital with Patterson to talk to Linden. He never came back. He never called me or visited to see how I was. I didn’t call him, either. I wasn’t mad at him for shattering my left cheek bone. I realized he needed to disable me so he could try and save his father. God, what a mess he must have been, that whole week, and I never saw it. 

I never saw him, though. I was nuts about it and Maitland was only someone I had just met. He was his son. To have listened to Linden and me confront him, Linden describe the photos and Maitland dare us to tell his parents and son…I could go on for days about it. Yeah, I never saw Reid again. He was in too much pain. I didn’t need to see him. We didn’t need closure. However he had to get through it was fine with me. If it meant never seeing me again, that was fine. 



What courage did it take for him to do what he did? Again, I could go on for days. 



Ben Maitland’s body was never found, because it was in the trunk of his car at the bottom of an obscure lake on property adjacent to the doggie refuge. 



Reid and his grandparents stayed in Florida for another month as the police and, later, a private investigator searched for Maitland…Reid, what did it take for him to lie to Philip and Phyllis Maitland, his Nanny and Papa. At least they never knew what a monster their son was. Small comfort. He returned with them to Connecticut and went to law school. 

He lived with them until they died. 



Reid and Denise broke up, or something. She modeled while he went to school. Ten years after MofM they reconnected. Then they got married. I wonder if he told her about his father’s death. I don’t think so, but maybe. There’s nothing I wouldn’t tell Linden, and a decade had passed… 



The only people who knew about Maitland were me, Linden, Sean, Brigid, Reid and Patterson. And Kevin and Siobhan, but only because they had to explain my face. 



The only ones who saw the pictures, which haunt me to this day, always will and always should, are me, Linden, Sean, Brigid and Everett Jones. Funny (strange), Reid didn’t see them but was still driven to execute his father for them. 



No, I’m wrong. He took out his father to save me and Patterson. 



The “Pagan” movie never got produced and “The Maitlands of Montverde” wasn’t renewed. “Lady Lake Doggie Refuge” kicked ass, as did several other Bentley Howard projects. He called me one day a couple of weeks after the Hollywood doctor glued a piece of plastic into my face. I had just finished doing laps at Superior Bodies. “I’m in Orlando today. Can I take you to lunch?” he asked. 



“OK,” I said. He picked me up twenty minutes later. We went to a Vietnamese restaurant we both like. He said: 
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“Your face looks horrible,” to which I replied: 



“Everyone’s face looks horrible next to yours, Bentley.” He laughed, paused, and asked: 



“Did you kill Ben?” 



“No.” 



“Did Linden?” 



“No.” 



“Did someone?” 



“Yes.” He didn’t ask who, perhaps because he didn’t want me to say “Reid,” though I would not have, as much as I loved and trusted him. It wasn’t for me to say. Bentley asked: 



“Was his death justified?” I said: 



“Yes.” Bentley loved and trusted me and was satisfied. We spent the rest of our meal talking about other stuff. 



Sean and Brigid were very busy producing their plays in Portland, though they found time to chat with me on disposable phones. I told them how everything went down. 

Brigid wept for Reid. I never did. I just felt a long, dull sadness that still aches when I think about him. 



The first Saturday in June Freebird and Sylvia came over for an afternoon meal and to say goodbye as they were leaving on a two month tour of Superior Bodies locations the following day. They pulled up in his father’s Hummer. “Are you taking the Hummer?” I whined. In the living room, in front of Linden, Sylvia said: 



“Come with us, Christian.” 



“Yeah, it’ll be wild,” Freebird assured me. 



“I’m sure it would be fun, and thanks for the offer, but I can’t go.” I told them, and figured that was it. It wasn’t, as Linden surprised me by saying, in front of our guests: 



“You want to go.” 



“Yes,” I said to my husband, “but I want to stay here more.” 



“We’ll be fine,” he said, matter-of-factly. Too matter-of-factly. So matter-of-factly I was 140 



kind of annoyed. 



“Linden,” I was reluctant to have this conversation in front of Freebird and Sylvia, but he started it, “I have all this free time now. No teaching and no shows. I want to spend it here, with you and our children.” 



“You’ll be down to two classes in the fall,” which was true, “and you don’t ever have to show up to them,” was also true. 



“OK,” I admitted, “I want to go, but I’ll miss you and the babies. They can’t travel for weekends like you did. You’ll go nuts with them alone.” Linden paused, significantly, said: 



“I won’t be alone,” and hit a button on his cell phone. A moment later the front door opened, Samia Siva entered and I burst into tears. 



“Christian, darling,” she said, “I understand you’ve given birth to two beautiful babies, one of whom is so lovely you had to name her after me!” 
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