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PRAISE FOR FAMILY DON’T END WITH BLOOD

“No one knows the world of Supernatural better than Lynn Zubernis—and this collection is a compelling exploration of the powerful binding spell woven by the Winchester brothers’ saga, and a terrific road map of the heavenly rewards that come from being part of the show or its one-of-a-kind fandom. In short, this book rocks.”

—MAUREEN RYAN, Variety

“The intricate, delicate, and symbiotic relationship between actor and fan that has developed between the Supernatural cast and its impassioned following is the stuff of TV history. This book explores the nuances of that unique connection through the eyes of those who have experienced it firsthand, providing lessons in humanity, humility, and perseverance of the human spirit. The Supernatural family truly is lightning in a bottle. It’s been amazing to be right there to watch it strike.”

—RICHARD SPEIGHT, JR., actor and director

“The time I spent as a member of the Supernatural family remains a powerful professional and personal memory for me. Now, from a distance, I watch them all still; my former colleagues and the people who love them, on stage and screen, practically coining joy and inclusiveness, endlessly entertaining and always a part of something bigger. The thrilling levels of love and family play out forever, it seems, and I was fortunate to be a part of it, even for a short time. Of course, I don’t need to encourage the fans to read it. But for those who don’t know, or don’t get it, for those who think that Supernatural is just another show, or who think its Fandom is just like any other fandom, Family Don’t End with Blood is a sweet introduction to everything that makes the Supernatural experience unique. I can offer it no higher praise than this: It already occupies an honored place on Metatron’s bookshelf!”

—CURTIS ARMSTRONG, author of Revenge of the Nerd and actor on Supernatural, Revenge of the Nerds, Risky Business, Better Off Dead, and Moonlighting
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INTRODUCTION

LYNN ZUBERNIS

When we think of the sorts of things that help people change for the better, we might imagine that perfect self-help book that contains the heretofore well-kept secret to happiness. Snap! You’re a changed person, just like the title claimed. Or maybe changing for the better means hitting bottom and turning your life around, like so many Hollywood films contend. Maybe it’s finding Prince (or Princess) Charming—or maybe it’s finding a good therapist. Most of us don’t think of a television show as something that helps people change for the better. I certainly didn’t.

I make my living helping people. As a psychologist, I have to understand what makes people happy and what makes them want to hide under their bedcovers and never come out again. I’ve been privileged to learn from countless inspiring individuals who had a lot of crap fall in their paths and yet were able to eventually kick it out of their way or slog through it and keep going. In the process, I’ve learned quite a bit about human nature and what we yearn for in that constant search for things that make us feel okay about ourselves and everyone else: Belonging and acceptance. Self-expression and creativity. A sense of excitement. Something to ignite our passion, inspire our intellect, and validate our emotions. These are the things humans long for; they are the things that make us happy.

For most of my career, I never thought of a television show, or a film or a book or a band, as something capable of offering all those things. That was before I fell in love with a television show and learned about the incredible community known as fandom.

Falling in love with a TV show was unexpected. It wasn’t even one of those programs that “everyone is watching” (which could be anything from Game of Thrones to The Bachelor, depending on your experience of “everyone”). No, this was a sci-fi fantasy genre show on a second-tier network that didn’t know quite what to do with it—Supernatural.

As most readers of this book no doubt already know, Supernatural follows demon-hunting brothers Sam and Dean Winchester as they travel the United States in a beautiful black ’67 Chevy Impala, carrying on “the family business”: saving people, hunting things. The show has been around so long that it premiered on the long-defunct WB Network back in 2005, and has been on its successor network, the CW, ever since. It’s a scary show about monsters and the apocalypse, and it’s also a surprisingly emotional show about love and family and the need to always keep fighting no matter the odds. The combination has brought Supernatural unexpected and enduring popularity. Doesn’t hurt that it stars actors who are gorgeous (and talented) enough to make you wonder whether they’re real.

I fell in love the way you do when you’re thirteen and falling for the first time: head over heels, all at once, so fast I was dizzy with it. When I came up for air, I was mystified. What was happening to me? At first, I felt silly. Was it really okay for me—a grown woman, a mom, a professor—to put aside my briefcase and research papers and oh-so-serious responsibilities to binge-watch an entire season of a science fiction TV show? To scour the web for pictures of its stars? To read lots and lots of fan fiction, and then to spend less time writing textbooks and more time writing fan fiction myself?

I wasn’t the only one asking those questions. My partner was asking, my children were asking, my colleagues were asking. Especially when I threw caution to the wind and started flying across the country to go to fan conventions.

“You’re going where?” was a constant refrain. But meeting other fans, both in person and in the (at the time cloistered and secret) world of online fandom, turned out to be as life-changing as discovering Supernatural in the first place. The show and the fandom were a gateway to a sort of self-discovery that I thought I had put aside decades earlier.

Like many works of fantasy, the world of Supernatural is a place fans can escape to. Escape itself has benefits, as long as you manage to poke your head out from the fantasy long enough to hold down your job or take care of your family or hang out with your best friend. But Supernatural offers more. Some fans have grown up with this show, their teenage infatuations evolving into adult love affairs. Some fans have navigated midlife crises with Sam and Dean. In the Winchesters and their rebel angel friend Castiel, many fans have found the inspiration and courage to fight the monsters and demons that exist in real life.

In a television show.

While television is now considered a respectable medium, not all television programs are viewed equally. Perhaps PBS can offer some educational value, but “popular culture” still carries an implication of being unimportant and frivolous, meant for mindless consumption. Critically acclaimed series like Orange Is the New Black or Breaking Bad are accorded some respect, but genre shows like Supernatural are less likely to warrant serious consideration. Being a fan also raises eyebrows; the stereotypes of the loser fanboy living in his parents’ basement and the hysterical fangirl fainting in the presence of her idol have been less prevalent in the last decade, but still persist in mainstream media. Many people, when they think of fans, still think of the negatives: bad decisions, out-of-control emotions, overspending. The media snicker at fans cosplaying at Comic-Con, or lining up for three days to get tickets to the new Star Wars movie, or screaming when One Direction comes onstage. Being a fan is often seen as frivolous at best, and immature—or even dangerous—at worst.

After more than a decade of being a fan and researching fans, I know that’s not the real story. Can fans fall prey to bad choices? Sure. So can accountants and stockbrokers and physicians and hairdressers. And everyone else. Are there risks to being passionate about something? Sure. But there are also benefits. It’s healthy for us to pursue the things that bring us joy, and to allow ourselves to experience those positive feelings. It’s good for us to care—about the things we love, about ourselves, about others. Being a fan brings with it access to fandom, the community of fellow fans who care about one another. Within that uniquely supportive community, a surprising amount of change is possible.

Within the safe space of the fan community, I discovered that fans were shockingly real with one another. As a woman, I found this remarkable. There are still few places in which women are comfortable expressing their genuine hopes and fears and angers and sadness, let alone talking about something like sex. Within the fan community, we forged relationships, explored our sexualities, shared and understood and ultimately normalized past traumas and losses. Contrary to the popular opinion that fans were lonely losers, I found an intelligent, diverse community of people—who just also happened to be fans. Within that community, I found many of the things that being a psychologist has taught me all of us are looking for: validation, acceptance, self-expression, belonging.

I also found a community rich with creativity, and about as far from mindless consumption as you can get. Instead, there were amazing works of fan fiction, fanvids, mashups, fanart, photography, and essays that rivaled what academics were publishing. The passion that gets judged so harshly from the outside was being channeled into creative expression, and then shared with the rest of the community. For free! Far from being pathological, all that passion and imagination and self-expression seemed healthier than the current state of many of the clients I saw on a daily basis. Indulgence in imagination and fantasy can be a healthy and positive part of life, and passion is what makes life worth living. Show me someone without passion and I’ll show you someone I’m worried about.

I also worry when people feel isolated and alone. We all need to feel we belong somewhere; it’s left over from the early days of humanity when being kicked out of the group literally meant you were going to die. When we feel alone, that evolutionarily ingrained panic sets in, along with a whopping dose of depression. Fandom, I found, was an antidote. Within the diverse global community of people who share a passion, fans establish relationships and find acceptance. The norms for self-expression are vastly different in fandom; there is more encouragement to be genuine, even if who you are isn’t exactly who Mom and Pop said you should be. Once you’ve taken the plunge and spoken out as your real self, the validation that comes back can be life-changing.

Identity development, belonging, validation. A support system, intellectual stimulation, creativity. It turns out that being a fan of a television show can be the source of all those positive, healthy things psychology tells us we need. Watching your favorite television show, with its familiar and beloved characters, can produce the same good-feeling brain chemicals as being at a family dinner. When whatever or whomever we fan succeeds, fans experience an endorphin rush as powerful as the actual players on a winning sports team. Far from being unimportant and frivolous, the shows (and sports teams and films and books and bands and actors) we fan are an integral part of our identity, contributing to self-concept and self-esteem.

The personal stories fans share in this book are examples of the self-expression and good feelings that being part of fandom—whether for a television show or a film or a book or a band—makes possible. They are courageous, inspiring, and powerful. For many television shows, that would be the whole story . . . but not for Supernatural.

Early research on fandom described (and pathologized) the so-called “parasocial relationship” between stars and fans, a reference to the one-way nature of that relationship. The fan might feel like they know the celebrity, but the celebrity doesn’t know the fan exists. Not so for Supernatural. Over the past decade-plus, the cast—and the writers, producers, directors, and crew—have come to know the fans. Not just through Twitter and Facebook exchanges, which happen with many shows, but in person. Supernatural has the most extensive convention calendar of any television show in history. Last year, there were more than twenty Supernatural conventions all over the world. That’s more than even Star Trek had in the show’s convention heyday!

The reciprocal relationship that has developed as a result is unusual. There is rarely such a significant amount of face-to-face contact between fans and “the talent,” and nothing breaks down barriers and eliminates stereotypes like interacting with another human being. Despite the conventions maintaining boundaries and a celebrity/fan hierarchy, the fans and actors involved have gotten to know one another. With that familiarity comes trust and respect. The same thing has happened online, as fans and actors have interacted on Twitter and Facebook and Tumblr and Snapchat. The Supernatural cast members are unusual for the extent of their willingness to engage with fans online, both in serious conversations and in a shared sense of humor. This greater than average amount of contact at conventions and on social media has brought fans and actors closer. When both cast and fans call themselves the SPNFamily, they all mean it.

This unusual level of reciprocity has increased the show’s ability to influence its fans. Some of that influence is found in the show’s canon, through which writers and producers regularly “speak to” fans. Supernatural doesn’t take itself too seriously, but it does take its fans’ passion seriously; in tongue-in-cheek “meta” episodes, Supernatural has shown its gratitude even as it affectionately poked fun at fandom and at itself. Sometimes that influence is found in the actors’ direct communications on social media. Lead actors Jared Padalecki, Jensen Ackles, and Misha Collins have a hugely successful mental-health awareness campaign that uses their characters’ mantras to encourage fans to remain hopeful and stay alive: “Always Keep Fighting.” “You Are Not Alone.” A reminder that “I Am Enough.” Collins’s Random Acts charity has brought fans together as a force for good in the world (and a celebration of being weird, in keeping with fandom’s challenge of “normalcy,” in the annual GISHWHES scavenger hunt). Cast members Kim Rhodes and Briana Buckmaster spread the message that it’s okay to be “Wayward AF” with their charity campaign.

The show inspires the fans. The actors inspire the fans. The fan community supports one another. But even that is not the whole story.

During the past decade of researching fandom and Supernatural, I met tens of thousands of fans. I was witness to many powerful stories of fans whose lives have been changed by their love of this show and the support of the fandom. I heard story after story of how Supernatural changed—and, in some cases, saved—lives. Fans talked about finding themselves in the fan community; rediscovering a spark of creativity; finding the courage to change jobs or partners or cities, or to leave the house for the first time in years. To get and stay sober when nothing else had helped. To leave a cult behind and start to live in the world again. To stay alive when they had decided there was no reason for living. They talked about their passion for Sam and Dean and Castiel, and how their favorite characters inspired them to do all these things. I nodded, because I understood. After all, I had been changed, too.

But—call it celebrity tunnel vision, or reading too many academic articles on that silly parasocial relationship thing—I had never stopped to consider that the impact could be equally life-changing on both sides of the fence. A year or so ago, Jared Padalecki asked if I was planning to write another book about the show. I said maybe, because I wanted to share all those powerful fan stories I’d heard. I wanted the world to know that a television show could be a positive, healthy, life-changing force in people’s lives. To my surprise, Jared said that his life had been changed, too—and he wanted to share his story as much as the fans wanted to share theirs. I contacted the other Supernatural actors I’d gotten to know over the years. Had their lives also been changed by their experiences on the show and with the fandom? The answer was a resounding yes. Suddenly, this was a very different book.

Not every television show is life-changing for the actors who work on it. No other television show’s years on the air have been accompanied by a parallel venture that has put the cast and the fans in contact so intimately and so often. In a decade of frequent conventions and constant online conversation, the show’s cast has been as affected by the fans as the fans have been by them. The fan essays in this book make clear the many ways in which the show has been life-changing; the essays written by the actors who bring the show to life do the same.

That might be surprising on the surface. Sometimes we forget that “celebrities” are people, too, with the same hopes and fears and insecurities we all have. We’re all looking for the same things from life: a safe space in which to find ourselves, a support system when we’re afraid to fail. The freedom to discover our own identity and celebrate our own creativity. A sense of belonging and some good friends beside us on life’s journey. The opportunity to heal ourselves by helping others. The actors redefined themselves within the reciprocal relationships of the fan community just as the fans did—and on two notable occasions, an actor is alive today because of the connections made through the show and the fandom.

One of the take-home messages of this book is that maybe we’re not so different after all. Both fans and actors, each writing on their own and without any knowledge of what others were writing, said the exact same things. Like so many of us, fans and actors alike struggled with the nagging suspicion that they weren’t good enough, that they were different. That sense of difference had kept them quiet their whole lives, until Supernatural and the acceptance of the SPNFamily gave them the courage to confront that insecurity. Fans Karen Cooke and Laurena Aker and actors Osric Chau, Kim Rhodes, Briana Buckmaster, and Ruth Connell all found their voices and dared to speak up and try new things, even if they weren’t perfect. As Kim Rhodes writes, “The truth is, I showed a bunch of strangers the broken, fragile, cussing, awkward, overly energetic creature that is my heart, and they said ‘Yes!’ and quit being strangers. I found the identity I had been searching for.”

Supernatural’s message that it’s okay to be different, reinforced within the fan community, has helped many fans figure out who they are—or who they want to be. Kim Prior and Sabrina Greenwood-Briggs confronted their identity crises head-on within the safe space of fandom, and with the inspiration of Supernatural’s characters, they found the courage to reinvent themselves and rediscover their passions. Actors Matt Cohen and Gil McKinney also found encouragement within the fandom to be themselves. As Matt writes to the fandom, “I am so grateful you have allowed me to find me.”

Fan Lucy Schneider and Supernatural special effects supervisor Adam Williams also discovered who they really were—and discovered each other. The two found love across two continents through their shared association with Supernatural, and dared to pursue it despite the odds.

The international support system that is the SPNFamily has been, for both fans and cast, a source of strength. A photo op at a con helped fan Stacey Anderson come to terms with her grief after losing her mother. Fan Sheri Chen’s life was turned upside down with a cancer diagnosis; she found healing within the Supernatural fandom and inspiration to keep going in the show’s story. After actor Rachel Miner’s multiple sclerosis diagnosis, the Supernatural fandom helped her rediscover a sense of purpose.

One of the best ways to heal ourselves is to help others, and Supernatural has frequently been an inspiration to do just that. Fan Karla Truxall, devastated by her nephew’s suicide, was inspired by Supernatural’s message of never giving up to start SPN Survivors, which helps others who are overwhelmed by anxiety and depression. Actor Jim Beaver calls the opportunity to give back “the Supernatural effect,” and considers it the greatest gift of his public life.

The richly drawn characters on Supernatural, who have fought demons both literal and figurative, are an inspiration to fans to fight their own demons. Fan Lydia Cyrus was inspired by the character Bobby Singer (played by Jim Beaver), a fellow survivor of abuse, whose refusal to stay silent convinced Lydia to confront her own demons—just as powerful a “Supernatural effect” as Jim Beaver himself experienced. Claudine Hummel was inspired by the character Castiel, an angel who is a misfit both in heaven and on earth, and by the actor who plays Castiel, Misha Collins. Following his lead in celebrating “death to normal” and the importance of random acts of kindness, Claudine discovered the power of making a difference through giving to others.

Many fans have found inspiration in the character of Sam Winchester, played by Jared Padalecki. Sam never felt like he fit in, with his family or with friends, as the Winchesters constantly moved from town to town. His identity struggles and subsequent fall into addiction, rage, and depression are things many fans grapple with as well. Fan Hallie Bingaman was so inspired that she became “sober for Sam.” As she struggled to hang onto sobriety, Hallie reminded herself that Sam had also been an addict. If he could get through detox and stay clean, she told herself, she could, too. Fan Kristin Ludwig also related to Sam. Like him, she struggled with self-doubt, along with crippling anxiety. Her world had narrowed down to four walls she found difficult to leave . . . until a Supernatural convention came to town. The desire to meet Jared trumped the panic, and Kristin ventured out despite her fear.

Not only can a television show change lives, but it can also save them. Both fans and actors credit the show and the fandom for literally helping them stay alive. After a traumatic childhood in a repressive cult, Breda Waite found the Winchesters’ story gave her the courage to think of herself as an individual. Breda and her sister credit Supernatural and the SPNFamily with saving their lives. Actor Rob Benedict suffered a stroke while at a convention, surviving only because of his relationships with his fellow cast members. And, like many fans, Rob turned to the SPNFamily for support on his road to recovery. Fan Burner Cade credits Supernatural and Sam Winchester with bringing her back from the brink of hopelessness and convincing her to keep going. Planning to end her life, she went to a Supernatural convention as a last hurrah. There, Jared Padalecki saw something in her face that others had missed, asking her the question no one else had: “Are you okay?” She answered honestly, and with his encouragement, began to fight for herself.

Fan Laurena Aker also found inspiration in Jared’s portrayal of Sam, and had written to tell him so. Months later, when Jared himself was having a hard time, reading Laurena’s letter helped him rediscover a sense of purpose. Padalecki, whom so many fans credit for changing—or saving—their lives, has been just as affected by the show and the fandom. He shares his battles with depression and his fight for self-acceptance. And when Jared was at his lowest point, it was his friends and the support of the fandom that saved him.

So much for that one-way parasocial relationship. So much for the idea that television can offer nothing to viewers and fans but a fleeting escape from reality. So much for the idea that being a fan is something negative and dangerous. The personal stories shared in this book, by both fans and actors, make clear television and fandom’s potential for positive change through inspiration, support, hope, and belonging.

Improbable as it sounds, a television show really can change lives.


SITTING SHOTGUN WITH

JENSEN ACKLES

[image: ]

How much has my experience on Supernatural and with the Supernatural fandom changed me? A lot.

I’ll give you just one example. Before Supernatural, the idea of doing a “meet and greet”—something I do all the time at conventions, where a small group of twenty or so fans ask me questions—would have freaked me out. Before this experience, even at family events, I was anxious. I remember at my brother’s wedding, when I had to give a toast, I was so nervous it was like I had cottonmouth. I couldn’t even speak! I remember thinking, What’s wrong with me? I was already a professional actor by that time, so I couldn’t understand why I couldn’t just get up and give a toast. It was like Bizarro Jensen!

The thing is, on television you have a script. You don’t have to be your real self when you’re acting. Unlike at that wedding. So that was bad enough. And then came the first awards ceremony that I had to do. I was so nervous I felt like I was just going to pass out right on the stage. Even though I knew the lines—and they were on a teleprompter! It didn’t matter. I felt like I was about to faint just trying to do that.

Fast-forward to ten years later. Supernatural, and my experience with fans and doing conventions, has changed that for me. And it’s because of the interaction between us. I think Jared—and everyone else—would say the same thing. It’s because of the flow of love between us. We get so much energy from you. It’s fuel. That back and forth of emotion between us is fuel for me. And that emotion is genuine; it’s real. That makes all the difference.

Recently Jared and I presented at the Saturn Awards, and it was a completely different experience than my first awards ceremony. It was comfortable, like we were at a convention with all of you. We were so comfortable that we went off script and started joking around—even with William Shatner himself right there! What we have with you, the fandom, has transferred over to the rest of my life. That comfort has carried over. You see, you’re not strangers anymore. You’re not strange to me. Of course, we’re all a little strange—and we take the little bit of strange in each of us and mix those little bits all up together, all of us, and that’s why we love the relationship we have.

You’re family. And you’ve changed me.


I FOUND MY TRIBE

KAREN COOKE
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One of my all-time favorite quotes is from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, by Roald Dahl: “A little nonsense now and then, is relished by the wisest men.” Prior to discovering this little show called Supernatural, the Joker’s question, “Why so serious?” would have been a more apt description of me.

I credit the people behind and in Supernatural with inspiring me to reinvent my whole perspective on work and on play and on friendships. I struggle to explain to my family and non-Supernatural friends just what this show means to me. My current coworkers kind of get it. Some of them watch the show and really enjoy it. None of them is into it to the extent I am, but they get it. And that is another gift this show gave me: a workplace and coworkers who celebrate and encourage idiosyncrasies and passion.

My story is not extraordinary. I know many others have had more intense experiences. However, it was through this show that I discovered my community and I rediscovered my passions. I found a way to turn a miserable work life into a supporting and life-affirming environment. I learned what true leadership was like. I learned that having fun was not just for children and was an essential part of life. I learned that it was okay to be silly. My involvement with this show helped me save my sanity and find my happiness.

I have been working in IT for most of my professional life. I found my way into IT because I was a geek. I grew up with computers in our home, in the years before home computers were commonplace. I was a girl during a time when girls weren’t supposed to like technology or science fiction, but I loved both. I also loved to draw and to take photographs. While most of that fit in with my parents and two brothers, I was the only girl in that family and all of the girls I knew were more interested in playing with Barbies than Star Trek. And when older, they were more interested in makeup, school dances, and boys than in computers and theater/movies/TV and art. I adjusted and didn’t share my inner passions with very many people. After school, I found my professional niche in IT and thrived. I married and had kids. Gradually I moved into management positions and adopted a stereotypical professional business persona.

Over twenty years, I had slowly convinced myself that I was someone I was not. I had fooled myself into thinking that my childhood and young-adult love of sci-fi, and my other interests in live theater, movies, TV, photography, and art, were a phase I had outgrown. Art and photography were fun ways to spend an hour here or there, but life was serious and I had responsibilities to my workplace and to my family. Notice the order there? That was the life I had formed for myself. Work then family—and nothing else.

Like a frog in a pot of slowly heating water, I didn’t notice how unhealthy my life had become until the years 2006 to 2008. My workplace, in which I had overinvested time and my own self-worth, had become toxic. I had been with the company for more than twenty years and it had been a marvelous, people-oriented place to work. However, due to changes in executive leadership, changes in the industry, and the looming recession, the work environment had become focused more on the bottom line than on people. We were expected to work extreme hours, for no extra money (we were salaried), and through illness. The environment became punitive. Mistakes were not tolerated and successes were under-recognized. It seemed people were operating out of fear or out of competitiveness. We learned not to trust our coworkers. We learned not to trust our leaders. I think we even learned not to trust ourselves. The toxicity was pervasive and infected even the best of us in a way that we all perpetuated. I learned to put on an even more fake face in order to survive. I started each morning battling inner thoughts of hating myself and dreading going in to work.

I am an introvert. I prefer to have a few very close friends rather than a large group of acquaintances. As I invested more time and more of myself in work, I lost touch with those friends. My husband and kids, and my small extended family, were my only support back then. They are wonderful. My husband is my rock and my foundation. But my perceived responsibilities to this toxic workplace were draining my life force as I continued to buy in to the workplace being serious and not a place for friendships. I was having trouble trusting anyone in the workplace, getting closer and closer to a breaking point. I was not being authentic to myself or to others, and I didn’t even realize it at the time. The toxicity was threatening my belief in myself, and I no longer had any idea who I was.

Each morning when I woke up, I would envision the Joe Gideon character from All That Jazz, who would get ready for the day by standing in front of his mirror and exclaiming in an ironic voice with undertones of sadness, “It’s showtime!” I literally said that out loud to myself each morning. Every day I felt more and more trapped in a job that was becoming a nightmare. I had followed all the business rulebooks, but it felt more and more alien to me. The dissonance in my soul was killing me. I was constantly sick. I lost count of the number of times I had monthlong bouts of chronic bronchitis. I put on weight. I developed arthritis.

Then, during this dark time at work, I stumbled into the Supernatural fandom. One day in 2006, I came across this statement on someone’s blog: “I watched Jensen Ackles’s lips last night. There appears to be some sort of show built around them. Huh.”

I laughed out loud. I had no idea who Jensen Ackles was, or which TV show this was, but that short post tickled me so much that I had to go find out. I had stopped watching a lot of TV shows. I saw maybe one movie a year. I was busy. Too much to do in my serious world. But that online quip had made me laugh out loud, and I rarely laughed out loud in those days. I Googled “Jensen Ackles” and discovered he was on a show called Supernatural. I ended up getting DVDs of season 1, and my husband and I went through the season in a matter of days. I was still in my miserable, workaholic mode and pulling sixty-hour workweeks, while also going to school to get my long-delayed college diploma. I accepted all this as being a responsible grown-up. But I enjoyed spending evenings with my husband watching this sometimes campy, but very engaging show. My husband loved the classic rock, classic cars, and Dean’s attitude. I loved the brothers’ devotion and their messed-up relationship. And the chemistry between the two actors was mesmerizing.

I can still vividly remember the night we watched the episode “Faith.” Blue Oyster Cult’s “Don’t Fear the Reaper” fantastically woven into the reaper story line. Sam doing everything to save his brother. Dean angsting about someone losing his life so Dean could live. I went online directly after watching to download “Don’t Fear the Reaper,” and played it repeatedly over the next several days—always reliving (and often rewatching) that scene from “Faith.” By the time we watched the season 1 finale, I was hooked.

I went looking for more information about the show online. At the time I wasn’t looking for community; I had no inkling that I had a huge hole in my life. What I found was fandom. I found and read fanfic. There were fantastic fan-made videos that I saved like gold nuggets. The artwork was astounding. I spent hours deciphering and learning the special language and phrases used within the fandom. I read about the history of fandom. In those days, online fandom was still a sheltered environment. Most normal people didn’t know it existed. Fanfic, which had been around for decades, was still very much on the fringe and was not talked about outside of fandom. Fandom was not talked about outside of fandom. People used pseudonyms. “Outing” someone as a fan was a crime that brought the fandom down on anyone who crossed that line.

I turned a close friend on to the show, and together we obsessed over episodes and read fan reactions online. Mostly we didn’t talk about fandom with our families or real-life friends. But we started to interact with other fans in this sheltered and safe environment.

We learned there were others just like us. People who had always felt on the fringe. Like they didn’t belong. Like they were other. Like us, some of them had adopted normal real-life personas. Some flew their other flag loud and proud. Still others suffered in silence, being neither able to adapt to the real world nor to flaunt their otherness. My friend and I began to feel safe expressing a part of ourselves we had hidden down deep—in my case, so deeply that I truly thought it was a childish phase I had long ago outgrown. After an episode aired, we would laugh and/or angst online with fandom. We spent hours on the phone together, at lunches, at family gatherings, talking about the show and the fandom. Slowly we began to let our families in on our secret.

As I peeled back the layers on this show and its fandom, I began to sense something special about it. I’ve been a lifelong fan of storytelling, but there was something about the convergence of the story of Sam and Dean; of Jared and Jensen (individually and, even more special, together); of Eric Kripke, Kim Manners, and Bob Singer; of the away-from-Hollywood shooting location; of the crew, the writers, and the rest of the cast; and of the fandom. All of it melded together in the fertile Internet environment, to create this perfect storm of a show.

My friend and I considered flying to Dallas in the summer of 2007 to see Jensen appear in A Few Good Men. But, we sighed, there was no way we could justify the time and money to go to Dallas to see a community-theater play just because an actor we enjoyed was performing in it. Imagine telling our families that we were “going to Dallas to see Jensen Ackles in a play.” Their response would no doubt be a confused “Who? What? . . . Why?!” So not going to happen.

Then we read fan reports of the first Chicago Supernatural convention in late 2007. We watched the few smuggled-out videos. Oh, what fun that looked to be! But not for us. We were mature grown-ups with responsibilities. Then a convention was announced for LA, to occur in the spring of 2008. We excitedly talked over the phone. Should we? Dare we? It’s so close. Hell, why not? We’ll do this just once and get it out of our system.

Going to that first Supernatural convention was like a shot of pure happiness.

I generally dislike crowds. In my profession I have to network and speak in front of groups and lead complex meetings with many participants. And I am good at it. But as an introvert, it’s draining. My first Supernatural con, instead of draining me, left me so energized and giddy that when my daughter picked my friend and me up at the airport after that first convention, she was dumbfounded. We sat in the back seat laughing and giggling like we were high. I doubt my daughter had ever seen me like that. And when I returned to my workplace, my coworkers wanted to know what drug I was on.

At that first convention we could turn to anyone there and feel connected. We came from different countries, different backgrounds, different age groups, different personal situations, but we connected. With everyone. I had never experienced anything like it. The positive energy was through the roof. A group of fellow fans whom we’d just met got together in a hotel room and talked about the show. We laughed. We angsted. We shared information about the show and about ourselves. During the convention panels, photo ops, autographs, and other events, we met some of the cast. In the early years of the conventions, sometimes the cast and fan interactions were awkward. We still didn’t know how to cross that line that we all had been operating within. The line that says fandom is separate. Fandom and the source do not mix. But we did mix. And slowly we got to know, trust, and enjoy one another.

My friend and I knew we were going to another convention. Perhaps just one more. After all, how much longer could the show go on? It probably wouldn’t last more than two or three years. That was in 2008. Now eight years and many conventions later, the show and the fandom are going stronger than ever. And I’ve been to so many conventions that I’ve lost track of the number.

As my fandom involvement increased, I learned more about the work environment that Supernatural executive producer and director Kim Manners fostered. I learned that Kim would say, “We spend too much time together to not enjoy each other’s company.” I read about the easy camaraderie on set. How they worked long, hard hours and did quality work, while still supporting one another and having fun. That was everything I didn’t have at work. Well, I had the long hours, but not the connection, fun, or support.

I left my toxic workplace at the end of 2008. We parted with the unstated agreement that we were incompatible. I was fortunate then in that I was able to take a year off from working to focus on healing my body and my spirit. I also started to build a vision of what I wanted in my next workplace. I had become convinced that work environments that cared about the people who worked there no longer existed. But as I learned more about the people who made Supernatural, I began to understand that healthy and happy work environments could and did exist. I started to think about what I wanted in a work environment. I wanted what the people who worked on Supernatural had: a supportive, connected, and fun work environment. I learned what true leadership was from the people who make this show. I wanted to be a leader like Kim Manners. And like Jensen and Jared, who, as I was learning, were clearly key players in setting the tone for their workplace.

When I found my new workplace in late 2009, I made a card showing Kim Manners and members of the cast and crew with the captions, “What would Kim do?” and “Kick it in the ass.”

[image: ]

That card is still on the wall in my office. I look at it whenever I struggle with how to foster a positive work environment, when I want to remember how to lead people to work hard while supporting them and enjoying ourselves. I cannot express how grateful I am to this show and all the people who make it, for teaching me it was possible to have and create a supportive work environment.

Changing my ideas of leadership and what a work environment could be wasn’t the only thing Supernatural did for me. It also changed my ideas of what I was capable of professionally. As I continued to attend conventions, I saw the photos taken by fans. I had loved photography my entire life. But photography was expensive and frivolous. When my kids were young, I had the excuse of taking photos of them as they grew. But my camera days were more or less over by the time I attended my first convention. As I experienced that convention, I was itching to capture on film what I was experiencing. It was like a physical thing. I needed to photograph it. I had taken a small camera with me and
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