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      HE DIDN’T KNOW the guard at the gate, but the guard knew him. The guard leaned out of the small booth and smiled.

      “Merry Christmas, Mr. Gells. Forget something this morning?”

      “No,” Rob said and drove on in. The lights illuminating the drive made it almost seem like day. Off to the left, the standing outdoor scene looked like the New York he had flown out of two weeks before. Farther along, the square sound stages reminded him of warehouses, and the bungalows of outmoded campus housing.

      He wasn’t used to the place being so quiet. And empty.

      He had come here for a bit of life, but he should have realized that all life changed on Christmas Eve.

      To think he could have been with Janine: All wrapped up in a bow for you, honey. Nothing but champagne and me. Doesn’t that sound like fun?

      Fun, yes. Christmas, no. He hadn’t ever had a proper Christmas, at least not the kind his characters had. The warm mom-and-pop scene. The touch of magic, the touch of love.

      Never. Not once in 40 years.

      He pulled his car into its space in front of the two-story Spanish-style building the series’ producers used as their headquarters. He always could tell which series led the Nielsens by the size of the building its producers had. The lights were dark.

      He got out of his car and stepped into the sixty-degree air. He expected to be cold in December. At least New York had given him that. When he had presided over the lighting of the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center, he had worn a leather coat and matching leather gloves. And even then, he had been cold. Not this cloying almost warmth that made him think of late springtime in the Midwest.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked to his trailer. It was parked near their soundstage, where he had finished his last scene in Episode 12 just that morning. The crew hadn’t wanted to work on Christmas Eve Day. He had. And the studio had agreed.

      The trailer was dark, like the rest of the lot. He pulled out his keys, opened the door, and flicked on the light. Just as he had left it. The pathetic little Christmas tree the girl in makeup had given him stood near his leather sofa. Two glasses waited for a wash beside the tiny sink. Magazines spread across the coffee table, and working scripts for Episodes 13, 14, and 15 piled on the end table. His costume from that morning, ripped and covered with fake bloodstains, tossed carelessly over a straight-backed chair.

      Nothing here. Not that he knew what he was looking for.

      He turned off the light and closed the door, locking it behind him. Then he continued walking to the soundstage.

      Janine had finally gone to see her family in San Diego. The household staff had the evening off, leaving him with a cold salmon dinner, a bottle of California white, and good wishes. He had three parties he could have gone to, or he could have sat in front of his own fire, looking at the tree lights, listening to some soft Christmas music, and reading as he had done in years past. Instead, something inside told him to return to the studio.
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