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That Day Last Spring

MORNING


I was on my third cup of coffee when the telephone began to ring. I let it ring. You wait three years for a phone call, you can wait thirty seconds more.

I refilled the coffee cup. I checked the angle of the sun, the window of the blonde who lived in the house just below me on the hill, the traffic on the Strip.

The sun hadn’t crested the hill, the blonde was still asleep, her shades drawn, and the only car on the Strip was a lonely police car crawling along. Then I reached for the phone.

“Good morning, Sam,” I said.

There was a moment’s silence. I could hear the sound of his harsh breathing in the phone. “How’d you know it was me?”

“This is a late-morning town,” I said. “Nobody gets up before ten o’clock.”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he grumbled. “I got in last night but I don’t know it yet. I’m still on New York time.”

“I know.”

“‘What are you doin’?” he asked.

“Sitting. Drinking coffee.”

“How about coming over and having breakfast with me?”

“I don’t eat breakfast, Sam. You know that.”

“Neither do I,” he said. “You know that too. But I can’t sleep. And I want to talk to you.”

“I’m on the phone.”

“I spend half my life on the phone. I want to talk to your face.” He paused. Again I could hear the harsh sound of his breath in the phone. “Tell you what. Come on over and we’ll take a ride someplace. I’ll even risk my neck in that new car I read you got that goes two-twenty miles per.”

“Why don’t you just take a drive by yourself?”

“Two reasons. One, California drivers are all crazy and I’m afraid of them. Two, I said I want to see you.”

I hesitated a moment, “Okay. I’ll pick you up in front of the hotel.”

“Fifteen minutes,” he said. “I got one call to make to New York.”

I put down the phone and went upstairs to the bedroom. I opened the door softly and stepped inside. The drapes were drawn tightly and in the dim spill of light I could see Chinese Girl was still asleep. She was naked on top of the sheets, her hands stretched out over her head as if she were about to dive from the high board, her long hair cascading down her back covering her like a blanket.

I walked over to the bed and looked down at her. She was absolutely motionless, I could scarcely see her breathe. The room was filled with the smell of last night’s love that hung in the air like old wine. I cupped my hand gently across her small ivory-tinted marble-hard buttocks. She dug herself into the mattress and I could feel the heat of her coming into my fingers.

She spoke into the pillow without turning her head, her voice muffled and heavy. “What is it that you do to me, Steve? The minute you touch me I drown in my own juices.”

I took back my hand and went into the bathroom. When I came out fifteen minutes later, she was sitting up in bed, her fingers playing between her legs.

“You’re dressed,” she said. “That’s not fair. I was keeping it warm for you.”

“Sorry, Chinese Girl,” I answered. “I have an appointment.”

“You can be late,” she said. “Come back to bed and fuck me.”

I didn’t answer. I crossed the room and took a sweater from the closet and slipped into it.

“There’s an old Chinese proverb,” she said. “Any day that starts with a fuck can’t be all bad.”

I laughed.

“I’m not being funny. That’s the first time you’ve said ‘No’ to me.”

“It had to happen sometime, Chinese Girl,” I said.

“And stop calling me ‘Chinese Girl.’ I have a name and you know it.”

I looked at her. There was a hint of anger in her face that wasn’t there a moment ago. “Cool it, Chinese Girl,” I said. “Even I don’t believe a name like Mary Applegate.”

“But that’s my name.”

“Maybe so. But you look like Chinese Girl to me.”

She pulled the sheet up over her. “I think it’s time for me to go.”

I didn’t answer.

“How long will you be?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe a couple hours.”

“I’ll be gone by then.”

I looked at her. “You got enough bread?”

“I can manage.”

I nodded. “Good-bye, then. I’ll miss you.” I closed the door behind me and went downstairs.

Outside the sun had already climbed the hill and the white glare made me blink. I put on the shades and went around back of the house to the carport.

The Iso reflected the light like a black pearl in Cartier’s window. Her little Volks stood next to it looking like the ridiculous bug that it was. There was something almost forlorn and lost about it.

Maybe it was just the way I felt whenever I saw one of them. All the little skivvies had them. It was wheels, it was cheap, and it took them back and forth on their little affairs. And in between times it was parked in somebody’s garage while their owners rode around in Lincoln Continentals. But sooner or later, big-car time came to an end and they were back in business. Like this morning.

I went back into the house and found some Scotch tape in the kitchen. Then I taped two one-hundred-dollar bills to the Volks dashboard where she couldn’t miss them. I pulled up in front of the hotel thirty minutes late and he wasn’t downstairs yet.

I sat in the car and cursed myself for being a fool. Chinese Girl was right. I blew a perfectly good fuck.

Fifteen minutes later he came out. The doorman opened the car and he climbed in puffing. The door slammed shut and we looked at each other.

Like for a long moment. Then he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “I’ve missed you.”

I put the car into gear and went down the driveway. I didn’t speak until we stopped for the light at Sunset Boulevard. “I didn’t think you cared.”

He took it more seriously than I meant it. “You know I do. I had to do what I did.”

The light turned and I headed out toward Santa Monica. “It doesn’t matter now. That’s three years old.” I glanced at him. “Anyplace in particular?”

He shrugged. “Anyplace you say. It’s your town.”

I kept on going.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I called,” he continued.

I didn’t answer.

“I felt I owed you.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” I said quickly. “I have the stock. Yours. Sinclair’s.”

“You don’t have to tell me you’re rich,” he said. “Everybody knows that. But money isn’t everything.”

I turned and looked at him. “Now he tells me,” I smiled. “Then why did you do it?”

His dark eyes shone behind the highly polished, black-rimmed glasses. “The pressure was on. I was afraid everything was going to go.”

I laughed bitterly. “And there I was. Wide open and trusting. A perfect setup.”

“Remember what I told you then? Someday you would thank me for it.”

I kept my eyes on the road and my mouth shut. There were a lot of things I could thank him for. But there was only one thing wrong with them. They were nothing that I wanted.

“You know the old song?” he asked. “You always hurt the one you love.”

“Don’t sing it. It’s too early in the morning.”

“It’s true,” he said earnestly. “Of all people, I thought you would be the one to know that.”

“Okay. You told me. Now I know.”

He was suddenly angry. “No, you don’t. You don’t know nothin’. I helped make you rich, don’t you ever forget it.”

“Turn off the rockets, Sam,” I said dryly. “You just finished telling me money isn’t everything.”

He was silent for a moment. “Give me a cigarette.”

“What for? You don’t smoke.” I grinned at him. “Besides I’ve seen you do that trick before. Maybe a thousand times.”

He knew what I was talking about. “I want a cigarette.”

I flipped open the glove compartment behind the gear box that ran between our seats. “Help yourself.”

His fingers were trembling as he lit it clumsily. We began to descend the curving road past Will Rogers Memorial Park to the coast road.

The sun was up by the time I turned the car north on the coast road. He started to throw the cigarette out the window, but I stopped him by gesturing to the ashtray.

“There’s got to be something crazy about a country where it don’t rain for a hundred days and everything burns up, and then when it does rain, it floods and everything washes away.”

I smiled. “You can’t have everything. How far do you want to go?”

“Pull over. I want to stretch my legs.”

I cut across the road into a parking area. We got out of the car and walked over to the edge and looked down at the beach.

The sand was white and the water was blue and sparkling, the waves coming in on long white-capped rollers. The surfers were out already, huddling over a small fire on the beach, some of them in their wet suits. The girls were there too, but the surfers weren’t looking at them. They were watching the water with calculating eyes, searching out the swells and eddies.

“It’s crazy,” Sam said. “Those kids are going swimming in the middle of the winter.”

I grinned, lighting a cigarette. I cupped my hands to shield the flame from the breeze. He tapped me on the shoulder. I turned to look at him and lost the light.

“Do you know how old I am?”

“Sure. Sixty-two.”

“I’m sixty-seven,” he said, staring at me.

“So, you’re sixty-seven.”

“I lied about my age a long time ago. I was too old even then. I took off five years.”

I shrugged. “What difference does it make?”

“I’m getting tired.”

“If you don’t say anything, nobody’ll notice it.”

“My heart notices it.”

I looked at him.

“I can’t run like I used to.”

I was silent for a moment. “Cut down on your fucking.”

He grinned. “I gave that up a long time ago. I even stopped going down to give a little head. I get dizzy.”

“If you’re trying to tell me that you’re going to die, don’t bother. I never thought you were immortal.”

He stared at me. His voice was genuinely shocked. “I always did.”

I lit the cigarette and turned away. The surfers were already testing the water. I could hear the sounds of their voices floating back on the wind.

“I’m selling out, Steve. I wanted you to be the first to know it.”

“Why me?”

“In a kind of way it’s like it was three years ago. And when I turn around, you’re the only one there. Only this time the shoe is on the other foot. I can’t hurt you, you can hurt me.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“I want you to come back.”

“No.” My answer hung flatly in the breeze. “I’m never going back.”

He put his hand on my arm. “You have to listen to me. Hear what I have to say.”

I didn’t answer.

“I can get thirty-two million dollars from Palomar Plate for my share of the company.”

“Take it and run,” I said.

“I would if I could. But that’s not all of it. They want a guarantee of continuity. And I can’t give it to them. But they said they’ll accept you instead of me.”

I stared at him for a long silent moment. “I’m not interested.”

“You got to come back,” he said intensely. “You know what I been through the last few years while you been sittin’ up there on the hill, countin’ your money and fucking your head off?

“I been sweatin’ out disaster. Three years of it. Nothing went right. Everything I tried went right into the shithouse. Right before my eyes I watched it all turn to ashes. Then I got lucky. I hit a big one. And suddenly everybody says Sam Benjamin’s got his touch back.

“But I know better an’ you do too. You set that one up for me an’ the only reason I went through with it was because it was the only deal where I still had credit. It wasn’t my touch, it was yours. I also know now that I can’t do it myself any more than I can stand on my head and piss straight up.”

He took a package of gum out of his pocket, pulled the wrapper off and popped a stick into his mouth. He held it out to me. “Diet gum. No sugar.”

I shook my head.

He took a couple of chews. “Nothin’ works anymore. Once I thought maybe the kids were the answer. Now I know better. We put too big a load on them. We expect them to give us our answers when they don’t even have the answers for themselves.”

“You know where Junior is?”

He didn’t wait for my answer. “Haight-Ashbury. Yesterday before we came here, his mother and I go up there to look for him.

“‘Denise,’ I say. ‘You stay right here in the hotel. I’ll find him and bring him here. Besides it’s raining.’

“So I take the limo and the driver takes me up an’ down the streets. Finally I get out and begin to walk. I walk up and down. I never seen so many kids. After a while I begin to feel like they’re all mine. I’m getting mixed up. So I lay a yard on a big black cop and in twenty minutes I’m up four flights of stairs, out of breath and in this freezin’ cold flat.

“Junior’s in there with about a dozen other kids. He’s got a Jesus beard, an’ paper showin’ through the holes in his shoes. He’s sittin’ on the floor, his back against the wall. He don’t say nothin’ when I come in, just looks up at me.

“‘Ain’t you cold?’ I ask him.

“‘No,’ he says.

“‘You look blue to me,’ I say. ‘Your mother’s over in the hotel. I want you to come over an’ see her.’

“‘No,’ he says.

“‘Why not?’ I ask.

“He don’t answer.

“‘I could get the cops and roust you outta here. You’re nineteen a’ you gotta do what I say.’

“‘Maybe,’ he says. ‘But you can’t watch me all the time. I won’t stay.’

“‘What you got here? Freezin’ your ass off in this icebox when you got a warm clean room at home?’

“He stares at me a minute, then calls out, ‘Jenny!’

“This kid comes in from the next room. You know, with the long stringy hair an’ white face an’ large eyes. If she’s more’n fifteen I’ll go off my diet an’ she’s got a belly way out to here. ‘Yes, Samuel?’ she asks.

“‘Getting any action today?’ he asks her.

“‘Wild.’ She’s smiling happily. ‘The baby’s kicking field goals.’

“‘That’s the oldest trap in the world,’ I said. ‘I thought you were smarter than that. It’s not yours, you ain’t been out here long enough.’

“He stares at me for a minute, then shakes his head sadlike. ‘You still don’t get it.’

“‘Get what?’

“‘What difference does it make whose baby it is? It’s a baby, isn’t it? It’s like every other baby in this world when it’s born, it’s whoever’s baby it is who loves it. And this one’s our baby. All of us here. Because we all love it already.’

“I look at him and I know it’s another world and I can’t make it. I take a couple of hundred out of my pocket and lay the two bills on the floor in front of him.

“A couple of kids go over and look. Pretty soon they’re all standin’ around in a circle, starin’ down at the money. They haven’t spoken a word.

“Junior picks it up finally and gets to his feet. He holds it out to me. ‘Can you change this for two fives?’

“I shake my head. ‘You know I never carry anything less than hundreds.’

“‘Keep it then,’ he says. ‘We don’t need that kind of bread.’

“Suddenly it was like all of them found their voices. In a minute there was a racket goin’ on like you ain’t never heard. Some wanted him to keep it, others wanted it returned.

“‘Shut up!’ Junior finally roared. They all fell silent, looking at him, then one by one went to wherever they had been in the room and it was quiet again.

“He came over and pushed the bills into my hand. I could feel the tightness and trembling in him. ‘Get off my back, don’t ever come here again. See what one little touch of your poison does. It’s tough enough for us to make out without having to fight that too.’

“For a second I thought of belting him. Then I looked into his eyes and saw the tears. I took the money. ‘Okay. I’ll send the chauffeur back upstairs with two fives.’

“I left without lookin’ back and sat outside in the car while the chauffeur went up with the money. All the way to the hotel, I was wonderin’ what to tell Denise.”

I looked at him. “What did you tell her?”

“The only thing I could. I told her I didn’t find him.”

He stuck another piece of gum in his mouth. “Denise wants me to get out. She says we got enough time left to put things back together. That somehow being Mrs. Big Shot don’t have the kicks for her no more.”

He looked me right in the eyes. “Don’t make me tell her I couldn’t find you neither.”

I turned away from him and stared out at the blue water for a long time. I wish I knew what I was thinking or what went through my head but like everything was a blank and there was nothing but the blue water.

“No,” I heard myself saying. “It’s too big.”

“What’s too big?” he asked.

I gestured to the ocean. “It’s too big to filter, too expensive to heat and I’d never be able to get it all into my swimming pool. And even if I did it all and could, somehow the water would never taste as if it came out of a well. No. Sam. This time I pass.”

We walked back to the car. Twice I started to speak to him, but when I looked over, I saw that he was crying.

By the time we got to the hotel, he was in charge again. He got out of the car. “Thanks for the fresh air. We’ll talk some more.”

“Sure.”

I watched him start into the lobby, his short arms and legs pumping him along in that peculiarly aggressive walk little fat men always have. Then I put the car in gear and went home.

The Volks was gone and the telephone began to ring almost as soon as I walked into the kitchen. There was a note taped to the wall next to the phone when I went to pick it up. I let it ring while I read the note.



Dear Steve Gaunt,

Go fuck yourself.

Very truly yours,

Mary Applegate.





It was written in a small, neat, respectful hand. I read it again and suddenly began to laugh as I picked up the telephone. I glanced out the window.

The drapes in the blonde’s room were open. “Hello,” I said.

It was a girl. “Steve?”

“Yes,” I didn’t recognize the voice.

The blonde came to the window. She was wearing a telephone in her hand and very little else. “I happened to be looking out when I got up and saw the Volks driving off.”

“So?”

“So how about coming over to your friendly neighbor for a little coffee and consolation?”

“I’ll be right there,” I said, putting down the phone.

And that was the morning.


New York, 1955–1960

BOOK ONE

STEPHEN GAUNT


CHAPTER ONE

It was only sixty-five cents on the meter from Central Park West to Madison Avenue but it was like a thousand light-years from one end of town to the other. I felt it as soon as I walked into the building.

The cool, high, white marble foyer, the semicircular onyx reception desk with two girls and two uniformed guards behind it, and the words in bold block gold lettering on the wall behind them.

Sinclair Broadcasting Company

I stepped up to the first girl. “Spencer Sinclair, please.”

The girl looked up. “Your name, please?”

“Stephen Gaunt.”

She flipped a page in her book and ran her eyes down a list of names. “Mr. Gaunt, that’s right. You’re down for ten thirty.”

Involuntarily my eyes went to the clock on the wall behind her. Ten twenty-five.

She turned to one of the guards. “Mr. Johnson, will you escort Mr. Gaunt to Mr. Sinclair’s office, please?”

The guard nodded, smiling pleasantly, but all the while his eyes were coolly appraising me. Without waiting I turned toward the main bank of elevators.

“Mr. Gaunt.”

I stopped, turning toward him.

He was still smiling. “This way, please.”

I followed him across the corridor to a small group of elevators almost hidden in the rear of the foyer. He took a key from his pocket and placed it in a lock and turned it. The elevator doors opened.

He let me walk into the elevator in front of him, then pulling the key, followed me. As soon as the doors closed, a bell began to ring.

His voice was still pleasant. “Do you have anything metal in your pockets?”

“Only some change.”

He made no move to start the elevator. “Anything else?” He saw the bewildered look on my face. “The bell you hear is an electronic metals warning system. Pocket change is not enough to set it off. You must have something else you’ve forgotten.”

Then I remembered. “Only this. A silver cigarette case a girlfriend gave me.” I took it out.

He looked at it for a moment, then took it from me. He opened a small door in the panel in front of him and placed it inside. The bell stopped ringing immediately.

He took it out and returned it with an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Gaunt, to have to disillusion you, but it’s only silverplate over metal with a nickel base.”

I put it back in my pocket with a grin. “It doesn’t surprise me.”

He turned back to the panel and punched a button. The elevator rose swiftly. I looked up over the door at the blinking lights. There were no numbers, only X’s.

“How does Mr. Sinclair know what floor he is on?”

The guard’s expression was serious. “He has a key.”

The elevator slowed and stopped, the doors opened. I stepped out into an all-white reception room. The doors closed as a young woman came toward me.

She was cool and blonde and dressed in basic black. “Mr. Gaunt, this way, please.”

I followed her to a small waiting room. “Mr. Sinclair will be with you in a few moments. There are papers and magazines here. Would you like me to bring you a cup of coffee?”

“Thank you,” I said. “Black, with one sugar.”

She left and I sat down, picking up the Wall Street Journal. I flipped to yesterday’s closings. Greater World Broadcasting was at 18 off an eighth, Sinclair Broadcasting, SBC, was 142 up a quarter. It wasn’t only a thousand light-years from Central Park West, it was seventy-two TV stations, a hundred markets, and five hundred million dollars.

She came back with the coffee. It was not only hot and black but it was also cool, served in Coalport china that Aunt Prue would have been proud to keep in her cabinet. “Only a few minutes more,” she smiled.

“That’s all right,” I said. “I’ve got time.”

I watched her walk away again. She had good movement, it was all there, but like everything else in this office, very contained. I wondered what she would do if I grabbed her ass.

She was back just as I finished my coffee. “Mr. Sinclair will see you now.”

I followed her out of the waiting room, through the reception hall to a door. There was nothing on it, not even PRIVATE. She opened it and I walked through.

Spencer Sinclair III looked exactly like the pictures I had seen of him. Tall, slim, beautifully turned-out, thin nose, thin mouth, square chin, cold, intelligent, gray eyes. Altogether he didn’t much show his years.

“Mr. Gaunt.” He rose from behind his desk and we shook hands. His grip was firm and polite. Nothing more, nothing less. “Please sit down.”

I took a chair in front of his desk. He pressed a button down on his intercom. “Please hold all calls, Miss Cassidy.”

He returned to his seat and we looked at each other for a few moments. Then he spoke. “We finally meet. I’ve been hearing so many things about you. It seems you have a talent for making people talk about you.”

I waited.

“Are you curious about what they’re saying?”

“Not really,” I answered. “It’s enough that they talk.”

“You’re supposed to be a comer,” he said.

I smiled at that. If he only knew just how right he was. I had a date to take his daughter Barbara to an abortionist right after lunch.

He picked up a sheet of paper from his desk and glanced at it. “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I’ve had personnel do a little rundown on you.”

I shrugged. “Seems only fair. I did the same on you. Only I did it in The New York Times files.”

“Stephen Gaunt, age twenty-eight, born New Bedford, Mass. Father, John Gaunt, bank president. Mother, former Anne Raleigh, both deceased. Attended good New England schools. Employment, Kenyon and Eckhardt, advertising one year, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, films, administration and advertising two years, Greater World Broadcasting, radio and television, assistant to the president, Harry Moscowitz, for the past three years. Bachelor. Active socially.”

He put down the paper and looked at me. “There’s only one thing I don’t understand.”

“What’s that?” I asked. “Maybe I can help you.”

“What’s a nice Gentile boy like you doing in a place like that?”

I knew just what he meant. “It’s really quite simple,” I said, “I’m their Shabbos goy.”

I could see from his face he didn’t know what I was talking about. I made the explanation simple and to the point. “Saturday is the Jewish Sabbath. They won’t work. So they turned Saturday over to me. And, according to the Nielsens, so did you, and CBS and NBC and ABC.”

“You’re pretty cocky, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I said flatly.

“What makes you think we can’t stop you if we want to?”

I grinned. “Mr. Sinclair, all of you have been trying for almost a year and a half now and got nowhere. You’re just lucky we’re in only eleven of the hundred markets or you would have been completely wiped out.”

He stared at me. “I don’t know whether I like you or not.”

I got to my feet. “You’re a busy man, Mr. Sinclair, so I won’t take any more of your time than I have to. Do I get the job or not?”

“What job?” he asked. “I wasn’t aware—”

“Mr. Sinclair, if you brought me over here just to see who was kissing your daughter good night, you’re wasting your time and mine. I’ve got a network to run and I’ve been away from my desk long enough.”

“Sit down, Mr. Gaunt,” he said sharply.

I remained standing.

“I was thinking of offering you the position of vice-president in charge of programming, but now I’m not sure that I will.”

I grinned at him. “Don’t bother. I’m not interested. I’ve been there for three years now.”

He stared up at me. “Exactly what job are you interested in? Mine?”

“Not quite,” I smiled. “President, Sinclair Television.”

“You must be joking!” He was shocked.

“I never joke about business.”

“Dan Ritchie has been president of STV for ten years now and before that Sinclair Radio for fifteen years. He’s one of the best executives in the industry. Do you think you can fill the shoes of a man like that?”

“I don’t want to,” I replied. “They’re old shoes and ready to be thrown out. They’re radio, not television. You haven’t got a single major executive under fifty-two, but the bulk of your audience is under thirty and growing younger every year. How do you expect to reach them when they stopped listening to their parents a long time ago?

“And I don’t intend to beat my brains out trying to convince a bunch of ancients that the things I want to do are right. I want to be the word, the authority. Nothing else interests me.”

He was silent for a moment. “How do I know you will listen to me?”

“You don’t,” I smiled. “But you can be sure I’ll be listening to someone.”

“Who?”

“The Nielsens,” I said. “Right now, STV is number four behind the other three networks. In two years we’ll be number one or damn close to it.”

“And if we’re not?”

“You can tie a can to me. At least you won’t be any worse off. You can’t go below four.”

He looked down at the papers on his desk for a long while. When he spoke again, it was in another voice. He was Barbara’s father. “Are you going to marry my daughter?”

“Is that one of the conditions of the job?”

He hesitated. “No.”

I didn’t hesitate. “Then I’m not going to marry her.”

His next words were forced and painful. “But what about the baby?”

I looked at him. He just went up ten points in my book. “We’re taking care of that this afternoon.”

“Is he a good doctor?”

“The best,” I said. “It’s being done in a private clinic in Scarsdale.”

“You’ll call me as soon as it’s over?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “I will.”

“Poor Barbara,” he said. “She’s really a good girl.”

How do you tell a father that his daughter is a ding-dong and stoned out of her mind on pot half the time?

“Is it—the baby—yours?”

I looked into his eyes. “We don’t know.”

His eyes fell. “If the doctor thinks there will be any problem, you won’t let him do it?”

“I won’t,” I said. “It may sound strange to you, sir, but in my own way I care for Barbara and I don’t want to see her hurt.”

He took a deep breath and got to his feet. He held out his hand. “You’ve got the job. When can you start?”

“Tomorrow, if it’s okay with you. I quit there last week and just finished cleaning out my desk this morning.”

He smiled for the first time. “Tomorrow’s okay.”

We shook hands and I started for the door. I stopped with it half open. “By the way, what floor is this?”

“Fifty-one.”

“Where’s Ritchie’s office?”

“On forty-nine.”

“I want mine on fifty,” I said and closed the door behind me.


CHAPTER TWO

I pressed the doorbell again. I could hear the sound of the record player blaring away. She still did not answer.

I tried the door. It opened. The heavy sweetly acrid fumes hit me as soon as I stepped inside. All you needed for a high was to cross the room. I threw open the windows leading to the terrace and turned off the stereo. My ears tingled with the sudden silence.

“Barbara!” I called out.

There was no answer. Then I could hear her giggling. I walked toward the bedroom and stopped in the open doorway.

She was sitting, naked, in the middle of the floor, the reefer hanging between her lips. Standing over her, balancing a toy pail filled with water on his erect penis, was a tall young Negro boy.

He saw me before she did. He grabbed frantically at the pail as he lost his erection. He caught it, but not before some of the water spilled over her. His face began to pale.

She turned toward me. “Steve!” There was reproach in her voice. “You frightened him.”

“I’m sorry.” I stepped into the room.

The boy shrank back. His voice trembled. “You her husband?”

I shook my head.

“Her boyfriend?”

“Don’t be silly, Raoul,” she said sharply. “He’s just a friend.” She turned back to me and began to giggle again. “You just saved me fifty dollars. Raoul said that if he lost his hard before an hour I wouldn’t have to give him anything.”

I took two bills out of my pocket and gave them to the boy. “Beat it.”

I don’t think it took him more than a minute to dress and get out of the apartment. I closed the door behind him and went back to the bedroom.

She was stretched out on her bed. “Fuck me, Steve,” she said in a husky voice. “He got me all excited. He had such a beautiful big prick.”

“Get dressed,” I said harshly. “We’ve got a date.”

Suddenly she was crying. She turned her face into the pillow, smothering her sobs.

I sat down on the bed and lifted her head against my shoulder. She was trembling.

“I’m frightened, Steve,” she whispered. “I’m so scared I’m going out of my skull. If they hurt me, I’ll die. I know it. I can’t take pain.”

“Nobody’s going to hurt you, baby.” I soothed her gently.

“I sat here all morning thinking about it and if Raoul hadn’t come I would have gone out the window.” She caught her breath. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

I pulled her off the bed into the bathroom and held her head while she threw up into the toilet bowl. After a moment there was nothing left in her. She began to shiver. I threw a robe around her and held her until she stopped.

“I’ll be all right now,” she said.

I looked at her. She was pale but her eyes were clear. “You shower and get dressed. I’ll have some hot coffee ready for you by the time you come out.”

She stopped me in the bathroom door before I could leave. “Did you get the job, Steve?”

I nodded.

“I’m glad,” she said.

I stood outside the bathroom until I heard the water running in the shower. Then I went into the kitchen, found the coffeepot and plugged it in.

***

Hospital waiting rooms are the same all over the world. By the time the doctor came down I had the sign on the wall memorized.


THIS IS AN ACCREDITED BLUE CROSS HOSPITAL.



He came into the room, still in his surgical greens. He glanced around, noting the other people waiting, and nodded to me. “Come on down to my office, Steve.”

I followed him into the small oak-paneled room. He closed the door carefully and turned to me. “You can lose the worried look, Steve. She’s fine.”

I felt the weight lift from my shoulders. “No problems?”

“None at all,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “We even put it on the books. A simple D and C for fibroids. We’ll keep her overnight. She can go home in the morning.”

“Can I use your phone?” He nodded and I made the call I promised.

He looked at me when I put down the phone. “Her father?”

I nodded.

“She’s afraid of him,” he said. “But then, she’s a very frightened girl. You seem to be the only one she has any confidence in at all.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You hear a lot of things up there,” he said. “The Pentothal loosens them up. She said at first it made her a little high like marijuana, then she said she wasn’t afraid anymore and that the only other times she wasn’t afraid was when she was high or with you.

I said nothing.

“I know a good psychiatrist in town. If you can persuade her to see him, he might be able to help her.”

I stared at him. I knew Bill ever since I was a kid. But this was the first time I thought of him as a doctor. I wondered what there was about doctors that made all of them think they could play God.

“The one reason she probably trusts me,” I said, “is because I mind my own business. I never try to tell her what she should do.”

He shrugged. “I’m sorry. I thought you were her friend.”

“I am. And my idea of being a friend is to be there. No matter what. Not to carp, not criticize, not to direct. Just be there.”

“But she’s just a child.”

“She’s twenty-two,” I said. “And her mind was made up long before I knew her. And like everyone else, she has the right to choose her own road.”

“Even if it’s the road to self-destruction?”

“Even that.” I hesitated a moment. “Don’t you see, Bill, that the only way I can help her is if she asked me? Otherwise I’ll be just like everyone else she’s known in her life.”

He was silent while he thought that one over. Then he nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”

“Can I see her?”

“Of course. She’s in room twenty on the second floor. But don’t stay too long, she needs rest.”

“I won’t.”

“By the way,” he added. “Now that we’re legitimate, does she have Blue Cross?”

I laughed. “I don’t know, but I doubt it. Just send the bill to me. I’ll see that you get paid.”

He laughed too.

“Thank you, Bill,” I said and went upstairs.

She seemed to be sleeping when I entered the semi-darkened room. Her jet-black hair framed her pale thin face. I could see the childlike shadows under her closed eyes. I stood there looking down at her.

Her eyes opened and the blue of them was startling in the white face. She moved her hand gently toward me. “Hello, Steve. You waited. I’m glad.”

I took her hand. It was cool and fragile. “I said I would.” I sat down in the chair next to the bed. “How do you feel?”

“I hurt a little bit,” she said. “But it’s not too bad. They gave me something and I’m just beginning to come down.” She turned her lips to my hand. “Do you think I’ll ever be able to fuck again—after this?”

“Do you want an appointment?” I laughed. “I think I’ll be able to fit you in next week.”

“I’m not joking, Steve,” she said intensely.

“Neither am I,” I said.

Suddenly I felt the hot tears against my hand. “I want a baby the next time, Steve. This is such a terrible waste. I don’t want to go through it again, ever.”

I was silent.

Her voice was almost muffled by the pillow. “Will you marry me, Steve? I’ll be a good wife to you, I promise.”

I put both hands on her face and turned it to me. Her eyes were wide and a little bit frightened. “This is no time to talk about it,” I said gently. “You’ve just been through a bad scene. Let’s talk about it when you’re better.”

Her eyes searched mine. “I won’t change my mind.”

I smiled at her. “I hope not,” I said. Then I bent and kissed her lips. “Now try to get some rest.”


CHAPTER THREE

I went down the steps between the jockeys and into Twenty-One. Chuck was waiting at the door for me. He put an arm around my shoulder. “I got your table set up in the back corner of the bar,” he said. “Jack Savitt’s there waiting. He’s two martinis up on you.”

“Thanks, Chuck,” I said.

“Anytime, buddy,” he smiled, his eyes already going over my shoulder to the new people coming in behind me.

I walked through the bar, which was packed three deep. The captain came rushing up to pull out the table.

Jack looked up, his gray crew cut somehow matching his tweed jacket. His voice was edgy. “Well?”

I sat down. “Relax,” I said. “We did it.”

“The whole thing?” His voice was soft and had a kind of wonder. “The way we talked about it?”

I nodded. “President, Sinclair TV.”

“My God!” he said. “Just like that?”

The waiter put two martinis down on the table in front of us. Jack held up his hand. “Double it,” he said. He grinned at me. “Was I right about how to handle him?”

I held the martini toward him. “You were right.” Let him feel good about it. He didn’t have to know I had an extra ace up my sleeve. But I was under no illusions. Barbara got me that job as much as anything else. I swallowed the drink. It felt good going down.

“You talk money, contract, terms?”

I shook my head. “What for? That’s your job.”

“Good boy,” he smiled. “Don’t you worry. We’ll make a good deal for you.”

“I’m sure you will,” I smiled back at him. More than anything else he was an agent. And like every agent once you got the job, he was going to get it for you.

“Where the hell were you all afternoon?” he asked. “All I got was the message to meet you here and then you dropped out of sight. This was no time to shack up with a broad. My ulcers were developing ulcers.”

I laughed. “No broad. I had some personal business that couldn’t keep.” Another martini appeared in front of me as if by magic. I picked it up and looked at him. “Now I want you to turn your staff loose and put some information together for me. I want a complete rundown on network personnel. Programming, sales, research, advertising and engineering, both coasts. Then the same thing station by station across the country. After that, I want a program breakdown, production and rating, program by program nationally and by market. On top of that I want a list of all pilots, planned and in work, and I want it complete, Sinclair and all other networks.”

It was his turn to crow. He reached down to the seat beside him and came up with a black leather-bound loose-leaf book almost three inches thick. I looked down at the gold lettering on the cover. It was the first time I saw it in print and it was a real charge.

Confidential for
MR. STEPHEN GAUNT
President, Sinclair Television

“I’m way ahead of you, boy,” he grinned. “It’s all there, everything you asked for. That’s the kind of service you get from World Artists Management. I’ve had our whole research department on it ever since you told me last week about the appointment with Sinclair. Now I’ve got all my boys standing by and we’re ready to spend the night with you going over the whole thing, point by point.”

I smiled at him. “I should’ve known better than to think you wouldn’t be ready.”

“Not only that,” he said. “I’ve red-flagged the shows that I think will be big winners that we can get on for next season.”

“Good,” I said. “But what about the rest of this season?”

His voice took on a pontifical tone. “Come on now, it’s October. There’s not enough time to get anything good ready before next season. You can’t do anything about it.”

“Why not?”

“You’re putting me on,” he said. “You know as well as I do that the season has been all locked up for months.”

“I don’t know nothing,” I said. “All I know is that I’m going in there and I’ll be on the firing line, a target for every guy that resents my walking in. And you know Sinclair better than I do. He expects me to do something.”

“He doesn’t expect miracles.”

“What do you want to bet?”

He said nothing.

“Why do you think I got the job?” I asked. “I’m supposed to be a miracle man. Look what I did for Greater World.”

He swallowed his martini, still silent.

“Which movie company is in trouble right now?” I asked.

He stared glumly down into his drink. “They’re all in trouble. Not one of them has a smell of real profits this year. They’re all going crazy trying to figure out a way to rearrange their bookkeeping so they don’t look sick.”

“Okay,” I said. “I want you to go out tomorrow morning and buy as many top features for me as you can get your hands on. The only condition is that they’re all post-48’s.”

“You’re joking,” he said flatly.

I knew what he meant. Up to now the film companies had not released to television any movies produced after 1948. I let my voice grow cool. It was time he learned who was boss. “The one thing I don’t joke about is my business.”

It worked as well for him as it had for Sinclair. There was a subtle change in his voice. “It’ll take a fortune.”

“That’s unimportant. Have you seen Sinclair’s latest statement? Over one hundred million in cash.”

“Then what will you do with them when you get them?”

“I’ll blow Saturday night from nine to eleven and put them in.” I noticed he said “when,” not “if.”

His voice was shocked. “But that’s going back on everything TV has done up to now. They’ve been creaming the picture business on their own.”

“You mean the other networks have,” I pointed out. “Sinclair is in the shithouse. The only thing they got is money and I intend to use a little of it to get them a share of the market.”

“But it’s all wrong,” he protested. “We can develop our own shows.”

I knew what was bugging him. Pictures didn’t deliver a ten percent packaging fee and he didn’t like to give up that juicy money coming in every week. “That’s right,” I said. “But next year. You said yourself there’s no time this year.”

“The whole industry will be laughing at you.”

“Let them. I couldn’t care less. The name of the game is ratings. They won’t be laughing when the Nielsens come in.”

“When do you want to go with them?” he asked.

I could see his mind ticking over. The greater the pressure, the bigger the price, and he was going to get his cut on the other end. That was his business and it didn’t matter to me as long as he delivered. “January,” I said.

“That’s not much time. It’ll be expensive.”

“You said that before.” I picked up my martini. “You know that slogan the movie companies use? ‘Movies are your best entertainment.’ Well, I believe them.”

“I hope you’re right,” he said glumly, swallowing his drink.

“I know I’m right. Now let’s order dinner and you call your boys and tell them to meet us over at my apartment at eleven o’clock.”

He reached for the telephone on the table. “What’s that address again? Twenty-five Central Park West?”

“No,” I said. “Penthouse B, Waldorf Towers.”

I almost laughed at the look of surprise on his face. “I didn’t know you moved,” he said.

“That’s just one of the things I did this afternoon. I like to be within walking distance of the office.”


CHAPTER FOUR

This time when I came into the lobby, they knew me. The two girls at the desk looked up and smiled. “Good morning, Mr. Gaunt,” they said, almost in chorus.

“Good morning,” I replied.

The guard who took me upstairs yesterday came out from behind the desk. “Good morning, Mr. Gaunt,” he said. “I have the key to your elevator. I’ll show you how it works.”

“Thank you, Mr. Johnson,” I said.

He smiled, pleased that I remembered his name. I followed him to the back of the corridor. There was another elevator next to the one we had used. He took the key from his pocket and placed it in a lock where the call button usually was. He turned it. The doors opened. I followed him inside.

“All you have to do is press the Up button,” he said. “There are no stops between the lobby and your floor. You do the same in reverse when you come down.”

I nodded, then I smiled. “No bells on this one?”

“No, sir,” he said straight-faced. “That’s only in Mr. Sinclair’s elevator. He had it installed last year after a crank came in with a gun.”

I waited for a moment, but he didn’t continue. I wondered what it was that Sinclair did that almost led to his getting shot. He handed me the key.

“Your visitors will be directed to the executive reception area on the forty-seventh floor,” he said. “From there, they take another elevator that runs only between the five floors to fifty-one. That elevator is always attended, all the others in the building are self-operated. There are only three keys to this elevator, one for yourself, one for Miss Fogarty, your executive secretary, and the last one is always at Main Lobby reception.” He pressed a button and the doors opened again. “Is there anything else I can tell you?”

“One thing,” I said. “On what floor is my office?”

A look of faint surprise came onto his face. “Fifty, of course, sir.”

“Thank you, Mr. Johnson,” I said and punched the Up button.

Miss Fogarty was waiting for me as the elevator doors opened. She was in her late twenties, tall, slim, brown-eyed with darkly burnished auburn hair tied neatly with a black ribbon behind her head, a simple Dior dress in basic black with one unobtrusive gold pin on her shoulder. “Good morning, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “I’m Sheila Fogarty, your number one.”

I held out my hand. “Good morning, Miss Fogarty,” I said.

Her hand was cool and slightly damp. I suddenly realized that she had to be as nervous as I was. I began to feel better. I smiled at her and she returned my smile. “Let me show you around,” she said.

She turned and I noticed she had a good ass and that the seams of her stockings were straight on good legs and slim ankles. “The layout on this floor is exactly like Mr. Sinclair’s on the floor above. Yours is the only suite of offices.”

I followed her down the corridor. Everything was white, highlighted only by paintings. Someone with taste had evidently gone to a great deal of expense to select them. If I wasn’t wrong there were some genuine Miros and Picassos.

She caught my gaze. “All the paintings are from Mr. Sinclair’s private collection.” She opened the first door. “This is the projection room.”

I glanced inside. It was neat and luxurious, holding about twenty-two people in armchair comfort. I nodded and she closed the door and led me to the next room.

“This is the large conference room,” she said. The table inside seated twenty people. “Between this and the small conference room, there is a private kitchen, and a permanent chef is on standby everyday for lunch if you should want to have it in.”

The small conference room seated ten people and was a miniaturized version of the other. We walked back toward the elevator.

“Off the reception area,” she said, “there are three private waiting rooms so that your visitors need never run into each other.” She opened a door. “They’re all very much alike.”

They were also like the one I had been in on the floor above. A cool blonde was now sitting at the desk in the reception area. She got to her feet as we came near.

“This is Miss Swensen, your receptionist,” Miss Fogarty said. “Miss Swensen, Mr. Gaunt.”

The blonde smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Gaunt.”

I returned her smile. She, too, was a carbon of the girl in Sinclair’s office. “My pleasure, Miss Swensen.”

We crossed the reception area. She opened another door. “This is my office,” she said.

There was another girl in the office. She looked up as we came in. She rose to her feet as we approached. “This is Ginny Daniels, my assistant, your number two. Miss Daniels, Mr. Gaunt.”

“Happy to meet you, Mr. Gaunt,” she smiled. She was in the mold, only with dark hair. For a moment I wondered whether Sinclair had them manufactured especially for their own use.

“Miss Daniels,” I said. We shook hands. Her hands weren’t as damp as Fogarty’s had been. But then she had much less to lose. She was only number two.

“There are two entrances to your office,” Miss Fogarty said. She indicated a door near her desk. “This one from our office and one directly from the reception area. Your visitors will be shown in from there unless you instruct otherwise.”

I didn’t say anything.

She opened the door to my office and let me walk in ahead of her. I stood there for a moment. It was almost a duplicate of Sinclair’s office. The same ten windows on each side, the same view. There was only one thing that was different. The office looked new, untouched and unused.

“Who was in this office before?” I asked. Whoever it had been had disappeared without a trace.

“No one,” she said. “For some reason, I don’t know why, this office has been vacant ever since we moved in four years ago.”

I glanced at her briefly, then walked over to my desk and sat down behind it. Sinclair had to be a strange man. No one sets up offices like these and then doesn’t use them.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked.

“Thank you,” I said. “Black with one sugar.”

She left and returned in a moment, placing the coffee tray on my desk. I looked at it while she poured the coffee. At least he did things in style. The china was Wedgewood. She used silver tongs to drop one lump of sugar in my cup. “Like that?” she asked.

I raised the coffee to my lips. “It’s fine,” I said.

She smiled again. “In the center drawer of your desk,” she said, “you will find two folders. One has the personnel records of Miss Swensen, Miss Daniels, and myself. You understand, of course, that we are provisionally assigned to your office. If you have other personnel or preferences we shall understand.”

“No problem,” I said. “I like what I see so far and I have no ties.”

She smiled. “In the other folder is a list of the names and positions of certain key executives. Mr. Sinclair especially asked me to remind you to review that list as there will be a meeting at ten thirty in his conference room to introduce them to you.”

“Thank you,” I said. Fogarty would do all right. She had tact and style. She didn’t say introduce me to them.

“Now, if I may, let me explain some things about the mechanics of the office.” She came around the desk and stood beside me. I was aware of the faint, gentle perfume.

“The telephone is a conventional call director with ten lines. Outside lines are available by dialing eight or nine first. Of course we are available to get all numbers for you. There are also two direct lines that bypass the switchboard for your personal use, and direct intercoms to each of our desks.

“On the wall opposite you you will see three television screens. The first is tied into our own network and will always project the current network program. The other two are conventional sets and show all channels. All are controlled from this set of buttons next to your telephone.

“On the inside wall of the office there is a built-in bar which is revealed by this button.” She pressed it and the bar opened.

It was stocked and ready for action. I nodded approvingly.

“To the right of the bar, you will notice a door. That is the entrance from the reception area. It is electrically controlled and locked from our desks or yours. To the left of the bar is a private bathroom. It is complete with a dressing room, shower, and sauna or wet steam; there is also a small bedroom should you desire to rest.”

I got up and walked over to the bathroom and opened the door. I went inside. It was everything she said it was and more. With a setup like this there was never a reason to go home. I went back into the office.

The telephone buzzed. She picked it up. “Mr. Gaunt’s office.” She looked at me. “Mr. Sinclair for you.”

I took the telephone from her hand and walked around the desk. She left. “Mr. Sinclair.”

“Just a moment, I’ll put him on,” his secretary’s voice said. There was a click.

“Are you comfortable, Mr. Gaunt?”

“I am, thank you.”

He chuckled. “Just keep that in mind whenever you think of complaining because the neighbors upstairs are making too much noise. Remember you asked for that office.”

I laughed. “I’ll remember, Mr. Sinclair.”

“I’d appreciate it if you could come up to my office a few minutes before the ten thirty meeting,” he said. “I would like you to meet Dan Ritchie before we go in.”

“I’ll be there at ten twenty.”

***

Dan Ritchie was a pro. He took being kicked upstairs without rancor. His grip was firm. “Glad to meet you, Steve,” he boomed. He studied me for a minute, a puzzled expression in his eyes. He turned to Sinclair. “I had the impression somehow that he was much younger.”

Sinclair had the same puzzled expression on his face. I smiled at them. “You age quickly in this business.”

Suddenly Sinclair caught on. A glint of amusement came into his eyes. Also a curious kind of respect. “You sure do,” he said. “Sometimes it happens overnight.”

He didn’t know it. But it happened about eight o’clock that morning. I had had my shower and finished buttoning up my shirt as I walked back into the living room.

“Okay, fellas,” I said brightly. “Any of you think of ordering breakfast?”

“Christ! Look at him,” Jack groaned from where he was stretched out on the couch. “He stays up all night wearing us out with his questions, then showers and comes out looking bright as a new penny. How did you do it? With benny tabs?”

I grinned at him. “Just live right, I guess.”

“It’s youth,” Joe Griffin, his chief research man said. “He almost doesn’t look old enough to vote, much less be president of a major network.”

I turned to look at him. He put his finger right on it. My big problem would come not from what I wanted to do but from the grayheads who would look at me and think I was nothing but a loudmouthed kid. I turned and picked up the telephone. The only way to lick them was to join them.

The barbershop had no one who could do what I wanted, but the beauty parlor did. The promise of fifty dollars sent the girl up real quick.

She was a cute little brunette in a pink smock. She carried a little black cosmetic case and chewed gum. She came into the room with a bewildered expression. “They got some kind of cuckoo word down there that a lady up here wants to put gray in her hair.”

“They got it right,” I said. “Except it isn’t a lady. It’s me.”

She almost swallowed her gum. “Now I’ve heard everything,” she said. “You nuts or somethin’? I’m leavin’. You’re all cuckoo.”

I pulled out the fifty and waved it in front of her face. “I mean it. Don’t go.”

She looked up at me. “What you wanna go an’ do that for? You look like such a nice kid with your wavy brown hair.”

“I’m up for a very big job,” I said seriously. “And they think I look too young to get it. Now you wouldn’t want me to lose my big chance, would you?”

“No,” she said, hesitantly, her eyes going around the room. “I wouldn’t want to do a thing like that.”

“All you have to do is to shade some gray into it. Not too much, just enough to age me a little.”

“Sure,” she said. “I guess I can do that.”

“Come on then,” I said and led the way into the bathroom. When I came back into the living room forty minutes later, I was dressed and ready to leave for the office.

“I don’t believe it!” Jack sat bolt upright on the couch.

They clustered around me. “What do you think?” I asked.

Jack shook his head. “It’s got to be the greatest,” he said. “It really doesn’t make you look older, but it gives you a kind of solid authority. You know that I mean?”

I knew what he meant. The edging of gray she combed into my hair somehow worked out just right with my eyes. I still looked young but not that young anymore.

“Okay,” I said, going to the door. “Time to go down to the mines.”

“Wait a minute,” Jack said. He picked up the loose-leaf book. “Don’t you want to take this with you?”

I grinned. “Come on, teacher. Since when do they let you take the books into the examination room?”

***

I was wrong about one thing. The offices weren’t duplicates. Sinclair’s conference room was bigger than mine. There were twenty-eight people at the table. I walked slowly around the table and shook hands with every one of them and tried to tie their names to what I had read last night. It worked pretty good. My memory was better than I thought.

They were all very pro about it. I could see them studying me but not one of them cracked. They weren’t about to give me anything, they were going to sit it out until they could figure the drift.

After ten minutes, Sinclair left with a casual remark about leaving the team to get acquainted. Ritchie left with him.

There was a silence in the room now that you could really cut. I sat alone at the head of the table. And that’s just what I was. Alone.

I glanced around the table. Strange how a little thing like gray hair helped even up the score. I kept my voice deliberately low so that they would have to strain to hear me.

“You’re wondering about me and I’m wondering about you. None of us knows each other.

“But in the next few months we’re going to find out. Some of you will like me, some of you will not. That’s unimportant.

“What is important is that Sinclair Television is going to climb out of the cellar of broadcasting. What is important is the ratings. That’s the standard by which I will measure you and by which you will measure me.”

I paused. They were still watching me. “In Washington, when a new president takes office, he is allowed a cabinet of his own choosing. I like that. It’s real democracy.”

I could feel them tightening up. This was bottom-line talk. “I will expect each of you to submit his resignation effective thirty-one January and have it on my desk by tomorrow morning.”

There was a collective explosive sigh. I waited a moment until they swallowed that. Then I threw out the lifeline.

I got to my feet. “My secretary is preparing a schedule of appointments. Sometime within the next few days, I will meet individually with each of you and review the problems of your departments. Thank you, gentlemen.”

I went downstairs to my own office. Within ten minutes all hell broke loose. Sinclair stormed up and down my office, raging.

“You fired everybody! How the hell do you expect to run the network? All by yourself? Even you can’t do that!”

I smiled up at him. “The gods descend from Olympus.”

That stopped him. He looked down at me. “What do you mean?”

“They told me you never came down from your floor.” He began to smile. I continued. “Let me set the record straight. I didn’t fire them. I asked for their resignations effective in January. I didn’t say I would accept those resignations.”

He chuckled. “You really shook them up.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

“You play rough.”

“This isn’t touch tackle. I meant it when I said I was going to move this network.”

“Okay,” he said after a moment. “It’s your ballgame.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve booked the private room at Twenty-One for lunch. I want you to meet the board of directors. And I’ve asked PR to set a press conference for you on Friday.”

“Lunch is all right,” I said. “But Friday is out. I won’t be here” I gave him time to swallow that. “Time enough for a press conference when I have something to say. Right now I have nothing to tell them.”

“Where will you be?” he asked.

“In Los Angeles.”

“What the hell have you got to do out there that’s more important than staying right here?”

I met his eyes straight on. “I’m going to try to steal Saturday nights back for us.”


CHAPTER FIVE

“Is my father with you?” she asked as soon as I came into the room.

I shook my head.

“That was his car you came up in,” she accused.

I looked at her; she was dressed and ready to leave, her small valise packed and standing in the middle of the room. She made no move toward it.

“He loaned me the limo,” I said. “He thought it would be more comfortable than a taxi.”

“He knows?”

“Yes,” I said.

She seemed to deflate. She crossed the room and took a package of cigarettes from her purse. “How did he find out? Did you tell him?”

“You know better than that, Barbara,” I said. “He already knew. He even knew that I was taking you to the doctor.”

“Damn!” she said. “He never lets go.” She looked up at me. “I’ll fire that damn maid. Now I’m sure she told him. She was the only other one that knew. She’s always listening at keyholes.”

“He’s your father,” I said. “It’s only natural that he should care—”

“What the hell do you know?” she snapped. Her voice turned savage. “He doesn’t care about me or anybody. All he wants to do is to control everything. That’s why my mother ran away from him. But even that didn’t stop him. He hounded her until she killed herself. And that’s just what he wants to do to me.”

“Easy, girl,” I said.

She laughed bitterly. “You don’t know. But wait until he gets his hands into you. Then he’ll own you. And you’ll understand. I remember what he told my mother.

“‘Nobody leaves Spencer Sinclair,’ he said. ‘Unless I want them to.’”

She ground her cigarette out. “I don’t want to go back to my apartment.”

“That’s up to you. You’re a big girl. I just came up to get you out of here.”

She came toward me, her eyes wide. “Let me stay with you, Steve.”

“Forget it.”

“Please, Steve.” She reached for my hand. “Only for a few days until I get my head unscrambled. I don’t want to be alone in that apartment.”

“You’re out of your mind,” I said. “My place is going to be like Grand Central Station the next few days.”

“I’ll be good. I won’t be in your way.”

“Why me?” I asked. “You have other friends.”

She looked up at me, a hurt coming to her eyes. She let go of my hand and went back to her valise. “Okay, Steve,” she said quietly. “I’m ready to go now.”

I picked up the valise and we went down to the car. I don’t think we spoke two words on the way to town. The chauffeur kept glancing curiously at us in the mirror. It was obvious that she knew him, but she ignored him too.

The car stopped in front of her apartment on Park Avenue and the doorman came rushing up to get her valise. I got out with her.

“You okay now?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Take care and get some rest,” I said. “I’ll give you a call later to see how you’re doing.”

“Sure,” she said.

I kissed her cheek and she went into the building. It was almost five o’clock by the time I got back to my office and the memos and phone calls were stacked up to the ceiling. I got involved and before I knew it, it was eight o’clock and Jack Savitt was on the phone.

“Still at your desk?” he laughed. “You’re setting a bad example.”

I glanced over at the pile of papers still to be gone through. “Yeah.”

“I’ve been on the horn,” he said. “I think I can put your package together for you.”

“Good.”

“Shall I come over and talk about it?”

I glanced at my watch. “No. Meet me over at McCarthy’s Steak House on Second Avenue in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll be there.”

I put down the telephone and hit the buzzer. Fogarty came into the office. “Pack up the rest of this stuff,” I told her. “I’ll go over it at home.”

She nodded and I went into the bathroom and washed up. I looked at my face in the mirror. It was tired and there were lines on it that hadn’t been there in the morning. I grinned. It all went with my gray hair. I wondered how long it would be before I wouldn’t need the treatment.

I held a hot towel to my face and it felt good. When I put it down, some of the lines were gone. My eyes were still a little bloodshot. Maybe I needed glasses.

Fogarty had an attaché case ready for me. I looked at it. It was brand new and had my name discreetly engraved on its side. She snapped it shut, locked it and gave me the key. “Everything is in order,” she said. “And I red-flagged the things that were urgent.”

Joe Berger was standing at the door as I came in. “Congratulations, Steve,” he said.

“Thank you, Joe.” We shook hands. I followed him to a booth along the wall.

His pretty wife Claire smiled and called her congratulations from the cash register as we walked by. I smiled and waved to her. “What’ll be your pleasure?” he asked.

“Jack Savitt is joining me.”

“I know. He called, he’ll be about five minutes late.”

That was about normal for Jack. There should be at least two more calls like that before he showed up.

“I’ll have about four martinis,” I said. “Then a salad with blue cheese dressing, roast beef rare with the bone, baked potato with sour cream, and that’s it.”

“Take some advice from an expert, Steve?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Develop a taste for Scotch. It’s easier on your stomach. Every ulcer case I know lives on martinis.”

I laughed. “How about Coca-Cola?”

“That’s even better. When my son was a baby the doctor told me to give him Coke syrup to settle his stomach.”

“Okay, Joe,” I laughed. “Now send over the martinis.”

He went away shaking his head. Jack was right on schedule. Two phone calls and three martinis later, he came bustling in.

He dropped into the seat opposite me and looked at the table. “What number is that?”

“The third,” I said, tapping the glass.

He looked up at the waiter. “Bring two doubles quick.” He turned back to me. “It isn’t that I need it. It’s just that I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

I grinned. “That’ll be nice for a change.”

The waiter came back with the doubles. I began to speak but Jack held up his hand. Quickly, he drained one glass and was halfway into the other before he put it down. “Okay, now you can talk,” he said.

“What about my package?”

“It wasn’t easy,” he said.

I was silent. That meant exactly nothing. It was agent talk for expensive.

“I got about thirty-six for you. About five from each of the majors, the rest from independents.”

“How many good ones?”

“Average four out of six and the other two aren’t too bad. At least they’re not real dogs.” He finished his drink. “I wanted one for one, but they wouldn’t go for it.”

I nodded. He had done well. Usually the picture companies hung you up for four lemons for each really good feature they gave you.

“Now, hold on to your seat,” he said. “They’ll cost you four hundred thousand dollars each and you’ve got exactly twenty-four hours to commit or there’s no deal. And they want the money now because they want to take it into this year’s figures.”

I stared at him. The price was exactly double the going rate for films up to now, but I knew that was the only reason they would let them go. They were in a bind too. They had to make this year’s figures look good or there would be screams from the stockholders. And they were more afraid of their stockholders just now than they were of the theater owners who had forced them into an agreement to withhold the post-1948 pictures from television. Their stockholders could cost them their jobs, while the exhibitors still had to come to them for product.

“Okay,” I said. “Buy them.”

He stared at me. “You know what you’re doing? That’s over fourteen million dollars.”

“I said buy them.”

“Don’t you even want to know what pictures they are, what stars are in them—”

My tone was abrupt. “You’re the expert, Jack. I trust your judgment. You said you didn’t want to take advantage of me.”

“But it’s your job. If the pictures are no good—”

I broke in again. This time my voice was cold. “That’s where you’re wrong, Jack. It’s not my job. If the pictures are bombs, it’s your agency that’s on the line. My job allows for mistakes but if you stiff me, WAM never sells another show to Sinclair. And there goes your agency because all the business you get from the other networks isn’t enough to pay the rent on one floor of your offices.”

His face was pale, and faint beads of perspiration came out on his forehead. He finished his second drink, sipping it slowly without taking his eyes off me. After a moment he spoke. “They’re good pictures.”

I let up on him. “Then what are you worried about?” I smiled. “Relax and let’s get our dinner. I’m starved.”

But, oddly enough, he didn’t seem to have much of an appetite.

***

It was after eleven o’clock when I let myself into the apartment. I wasn’t at all tired. I opened the attaché case and spread the papers on the dining room table.

By the time I finished with them and fell into bed, it was after one o’clock. My eyes burned and they smarted when I closed them, but in less than a moment I spun out. I couldn’t have been sleeping more than a half hour when the door chime began to ring.

At first it seemed an echo in my head and I tried to turn it off. At last I opened my eyes. It took me a moment to get used to the darkness. The chime sounded louder now that I was awake. I struggled out of bed and went through the apartment to the front door and opened it.

She wore a fur coat wrapped tightly around her. She clutched a small purse in her hand and her blue eyes looked up at me, wide, dark and afraid.

I stood there for a moment, then I stepped back and she threw herself into my arms. She was shivering and crying. I closed the door.

“You didn’t tell me you moved,” she sobbed.

I held her.

“I went to your old apartment first. The doorman told me where you had gone.” She looked up into my face, her eyes wet with tears. “Are you very angry with me, Steve?”

I shook my head.

The words tumbled out of her. “I couldn’t stand it there anymore. I was alone. So alone. I kept thinking about what you said. About other friends. For the first time I knew something. I don’t have any other friends. Not really. Just fun and games friends. That’s all.

“I drank half a bottle of whiskey. It just tasted lousy. I tried turning on. I smoked three sticks. Nothing happened. Then I decided to go to sleep. I took a Nembutal. By the time I got out of bed to take the fourth pill, I knew I wasn’t going to sleep.

“I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror and all I could see was my mother. I was going to wind up just like her. They would come in in the morning and I would be lying there. Then I got frightened.

“I tried calling you, but they kept telling me that the number was disconnected. By that time I was in a panic. I had no place else to go, so I came looking for you.”

She brushed at her eyes with her hand. Her coat opened and I saw she had nothing on but her nightgown. “Let me stay here just for tonight. I’ll leave in the morning. Please.”

“You’re here,” I said. “Let’s go to bed.”

I took her into the bedroom. “Go wash your face. Your eye makeup’s all over it.”

Obediently she went into the bathroom; I killed the lights and climbed into bed. I could hear the sound of the water splashing in the sink. A moment later the bathroom door opened and the light spilled into the room from the doorway behind her.

“Do I look all right now?” she asked.

I couldn’t see her face, it was in the shadow, but I could see her silhouette through the gown. I laughed to myself. What I could see looked all right. “You’re fine.”

She hit the light and came into bed. I made room for her. “No, Steve,” she said. “I want you to hold me.”

I put out an arm and drew her head down to my shoulder. She was quiet for a minute, then she sat up suddenly. With a quick motion, she pulled the nightgown over her head, then she snuggled back against me.

“That’s better,” she murmured. “I want to feel your flesh against me.” She turned again and drew my hand to her breasts.

I could feel the firm strength in them and hard nipples puckering gently in my fingers. The heat began to rise in me. Now it was I who could not sleep. I moved restlessly.

She took my penis in her hand and soothed it gently. “I’m sorry, Steve,” she whispered. “We can’t fuck for a week.”

“I know,” I said gruffly. “Let’s try to sleep.”

Her hand was still. I closed my eyes. After a few minutes she spoke again. “Kiss me good-night, Steve.”

I kissed her gently, her lips pressed back lightly. She closed her eyes and her voice was barely a whisper. “Steve.”

“Yes?”

“Promise me something.”

“What?”

“First promise.” She was like a child.

I lay back on the pillow. “Okay. I promise.”

“In the morning you won’t look at my cunt. They shaved it and it looks funny.”

I laughed quietly. “For Christ’s sake, go to sleep.”

I could have saved my breath. She was already asleep. Her hand relaxed and fell away from me. I looked at her. She seemed so young and vulnerable in the dark. I closed my eyes.

But the warmth and smell of her was of a woman and there was no rest for me. Finally I got out of bed. She didn’t even stir. I went into the living room.

When I did fall asleep it was in front of the late show on television.


CHAPTER SIX

I was sixteen years old and in my junior year at prep school when my parents died. It was one of those senseless accidents that happened during the war. Because of the blackout regulations along the eastern seaboard, all automobile headlights had the upper half painted black so their beams would not be seen from the sky. When the other automobile crested the hill and the headlights shone right into my father’s eyes, he turned to the right just a little to avoid crashing into him. That was just enough.

The big Packard went off the road, down a sheer drop of three hundred feet, bounced twice on the rocks, turning over, and settled under twenty-eight feet of water.

“You’ve got to be brave,” Mr. Blake, the attorney, said to me as I sat dry-eyed in his office after the funeral. “It was quick and merciful. They never even knew what happened.”

I glanced over at my Aunt Prudence who sat in front of the desk on the opposite corner. She was nothing like her name. A long time ago she had moved from New Bedford to Cape Ann. My father rarely spoke about his younger sister, but I had heard all the stories.

About how she had fallen in love with an artist and had followed him to Paris only to be deserted by him when he went back to his wife. Then other affairs, each whispered about, until one day she returned to New Bedford.

My father didn’t know she was in town until she came into his office at the bank. She had a little five-year-old boy with her. He clung to her skirts nervously.

“Hello, John,” she said.

“Prudence,” my father said stiffly.

She looked down at the little boy. “Dit bon jour au monsieur, Pierre,” she said.

“Bon jour,” the little boy said shyly.

“He speaks only French,” Aunt Prudence said.

“Who is he?” my father asked, staring at him.

“He’s my son,” she said. “I adopted him.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?” my father asked.

“I don’t give a damn what you believe,” she said. “I only came for my money.”

My father knew what she was talking about. But there was still that New England streak in him. Women were not to be trusted, even with their own inheritance. “The money is supposed to remain with the bank until you are thirty years old, according to the terms of Father’s will.”

“I was thirty last month,” she said.

He finally looked from the boy to her. “So you are,” he said, a note of surprise in his voice. “So you are.”

He picked up the telephone and asked for the trust-account records. “Times have been difficult,” he said. “But I have managed to keep your estate intact, even increase it a little despite the fact you kept taking out all the earnings as fast as they accrued.”

“That was the one thing I was sure you would do, John.”

He began to feel slightly more confident with her. “The wise thing to do would be to leave it here. The earnings come to about thirty-five hundred a year. You could live very nicely on that.”

“I suppose I could,” she said. “But I have no intention of doing that.”

“What are you going to do with the money?”

“I’ve already done it,” she said. “I’ve bought a small inn on Cape Ann. I’ve got it all figured out. The inn runs itself and I can continue painting. Pierre and I can have a very nice life there.”

My father tried to talk her out of it. She shut him up.

“I want to make a home for Pierre,” she said. “Do you think I can do that here?”

Aunt Prudence went to Cape Ann. A few years later we heard from a mutual friend who had seen her that the little boy had died.

“It’s just as well,” my father nodded. “He didn’t look very strong to me. Anyway he spoke nothing but French.”

“Was he my cousin?” I asked. I was about six years old at the time.

“No,” my father said sharply.

“But if he was Auntie Prue’s little boy—”

“He wasn’t her little boy,” my father snapped. “She just adopted him because he had no home and no parents. Your Aunt Prue felt sorry for him, that’s all.”

That conversation must have made more of an impression on me than I had realized. I remembered it as I sat looking at her at the other end of Mr. Blake’s desk. Now it was my turn. I wondered if she was sorry for me.

“Stephen.” I turned from her to Mr. Blake.

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re no longer a child, but you’re not yet a man, legally that is,” he said. “But I think you should have something to say about yourself. Your father was not a rich man; he left you well provided for. There’s enough money left to see you through school and college, even get you started in a profession should you choose. But there is the problem of where you will live.

“Your parents appointed me the executor of their estate, but did not provide a legal guardian for you. Under the law, the court must appoint one until you are of age.”

My aunt and I turned to look at each other at exactly that moment. I could feel myself being drawn into her. I didn’t wonder any longer how she felt about me. I knew.

“Mr. Blake,” I said, still looking at her. “Couldn’t my Aunt Prue—I mean, isn’t it all right for Aunt Prue to be—”

There was a moment’s silence, then we both turned to look at him. He was smiling. “I was hoping you would say that, Stephen. There shouldn’t be any problem at all. Your aunt is your closest living relative.”

Aunt Prue got out of her chair and came over to me. She took my hand and I could see the tears in her eyes. “I, too, was hoping that was what you would say, Stephen.”

Then, suddenly, I was in her arms and I was crying and her hand was stroking my hair gently. “There, Stephen, there. It will be all right now.”

A month later when I came down from school for summer vacation, I went straight to Aunt Prue. It was late in the afternoon and the warmth of the day was still hovering over the station. A few other passengers got off, but they soon left the platform and I was standing alone. I picked up my valise and trudged toward the small wooden station, wondering if my aunt had received my telegram.

Just as I reached the station door a battered Plymouth coupe pulled up and a young girl got out. She looked up at me for a moment; puzzled, then she spoke. “Stephen Gaunt?”

I stared down at her. There were smudges of paint on her face and her long sun-bleached brown hair hung down over the blue denim work shirt she tucked carelessly into a faded pair of men’s levis. “Yes,” I said.

She smiled in relief. “I’m Nancy Vickers,” she said. “Your aunt sent me down to pick you up. She couldn’t come because she’s right in the middle of a class. Throw your bag in the backseat.”

She got into the car and I followed her. Expertly she shifted gears. She looked at me and smiled again. “You surprised me,” she said.

“How?”

“‘Go down to the station and pick up my nephew,’ your aunt said. I thought you would be a kid, I guess.”

I laughed a little flattered.

“How was the trip down?” she asked.

“It was a train. Dull. Stopped every twenty minutes or so to let some express go through.” I took out a package of cigarettes and held it out to her. She took one. I lit her cigarette first, then mine. “Do you work for my aunt?”

She shook her head, the smoke curling up around her eyes. “No. I’m one of her pupils. I also model.”

“Oh,” I said. I hadn’t known that Aunt Prue taught art.

She took my word for something else. “It’s not so bad,” she said. “Modeling helps me pay for my own lessons.”

“What are you studying?”

“Painting mostly. But I take sculpture twice a week. Your aunt says it helps with form.”

I glanced at her and grinned. “You look like you need help.”

She caught my glance and laughed. “How old did you say you were?”

“I didn’t,” I said. “Seventeen, if you want to know.” I added a year.

“You look older,” she said. “You’re big for your age. I’m not that much older than you. I’m nineteen.”

We were out just past the edge of the small town and turned left on a road that seemed to lead to the beach. We were almost there when she made a sharp right turn into a hidden driveway.

The house was on a small knoll overlooking the water. It was sheltered from the road by a row of northern pines. She stopped the car in front of the house. “This is it,” she said.

I looked out. The building was a typical Cape Cod cottage, but of course much bigger. There were two small painted wooden signs on either side of the picket gate.

The one on the left read, CAPE VIEW INN AND COTTAGES FOR SELECTED GUESTS. Later I was to learn that it was local snobbery that led to the use of the word, selected, instead of selective.

The one on the right read, PRUDENCE GAUNT. CLASSES IN PAINTING AND SCULPTURE FOR QUALIFIED STUDENTS. But in the end I learned that “selected” and “qualified” meant exactly the same thing to my Aunt Prue. There was still enough of New England left in her to select her guests and qualify her pupils on their ability to pay.

Nancy leaned across me and pushed open the door on my side. I felt the firm press of her breast against my arm. She looked up into my face just at that moment and smiled. She made no move to straighten up. I could feel the flush crawl up my neck into my face.

“You’re in the main building,” she said, straightening up finally. “Your aunt said you’re to take your bags right in.”

I got out of the car and pulled my valise after me. “Thank you,” I said.

“It was nothing,” she said. She put the car into gear again, but held the clutch before she started off. “The students live in the cottages behind the main house. I’m in number five if there’s anything you want.” Then she released the clutch and drove off around the house.

I waited until the car disappeared and then went up the steps and into the house. The foyer was empty. I put the valise down and wondered where to go next. I heard the sound of voices coming from behind a closed door. I opened it and stepped in.

The voice stopped suddenly and so did I. Four or five girls, standing in smocks behind easels, turned to look at me. I don’t remember even seeing them.

The only thing I did see was a nude model standing on a small platform at the front of the class. I stood there with my jaw hanging. It was the first time I had ever seen a naked girl. I didn’t know whether to go or stay and if I did know I doubt that I would have been able to do either; I was frozen to the spot.

“Close the door and sit down, Stephen, you’re creating a draft,” my Aunt Prue’s voice came sarcastically from the front of the room next to the model. “Class will be over in a few minutes.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

The night was warm and filled with good things. I rolled over on my back and looked up at Nancy. She was sitting against the headboard of the bed, her knees drawn up against her chest. In the dim light I could see the light and dark of her flesh where the bikini had covered her from the sun. The reefer glowed for a moment and I could see the somber introspection on her face.

“Don’t be greedy,” I said. “Share the wealth.” I took the reefer from her fingers and dragged on it. The good things came even better.

She took it back from me. I held the smoke inside me as long as I could, then I let it out slowly and rolled over, burying my face in her soft fur. I breathed deeply of the woman smell of her.

“That does it for me,” I said. “More than all the pot put together.”

She twisted my hair in her hands and turned my face up to her. She looked at me for a long time. I don’t know what she tried to see there, but when she let me go, the same somber look was still on her face.

“You’re not there, Nancy,” I said. “What’s wrong?”

For a moment, she was still, then she got out of bed. I could see her tiny brown nipples puckering as the cool air from the open window hit her breasts. “I never told you I was married, did I?” she asked hesitantly.

“No,” I answered, sitting up in bed.

“I should have.”

“Why?”

“Then things would have been different,” she said.

“How?”

“This might not have happened.”

I thought that over for a moment. I didn’t understand her. The good things were still there. “Then I’m glad you didn’t tell me.”

“He’s coming back tomorrow,” she said.

“Who?” I asked.

“My husband. His ship’s putting in at New London and I’m going down there to meet him.”

“Oh,” I said. Then, “When are you coming back?”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “I’m not coming back. He’s been transferred to shore duty. We’re going to Pensacola.”

I was silent.

She misunderstood my silence. “I didn’t want to tell you like this,” she said. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I was going to leave without saying anything, but I couldn’t do that either. I’m sorry, Steve.”

I took the cigarette from her and puffed at it. It was down close to my lips and I could feel the heat from its glowing tip against my lips. She took it from my mouth and ground it out in an ashtray. She drew my head between her breasts. I put up my hands and squeezed them close to my cheeks. Slowly I moved my head from side to side, running my tongue from nipple to nipple.

“I’m sorry, Steve,” she said again, holding me tightly.

“Don’t be,” I said. “Everything is good.”

“It is good, isn’t it?” she said, a strange note in her voice. She pushed me backward on the bed and I climbed up into her.

I could feel the moist heat of her pouring over me as she went wild. She bucked frantically, making sounds like an animal in the night. I had all I could do to stay inside her. She climaxed suddenly. She screamed, “Don!”

She froze.

“I don’t care what you call me,” I said, fiercely thrusting myself into her. “Just don’t stop fucking!”

“You son of a bitch!” she said, sucking me into her. “That’s all you want.”

I rolled over on top of her and jammed her until this time her climax carried me with her, the marrow from my bones pouring into her like the roaring surf of the ocean outside. “Steve! Steve!” Her fingernails raked my back.

I caught her hands and held them down. We lay there gasping for breath. “You got the name right this time.”

She stared at me balefully. A moment later we were both roaring with laughter.

***

There was a light coming from Aunt Prue’s office when I came into the main house. I glanced at my wristwatch. It was after midnight. I started quietly up the stairs.

“Stephen.”

I turned on the stairway and looked down at her. “Yes, Aunt Prue?”

She looked up at me. “Are you all right?”

I nodded. “Yes, Aunt Prue.”

She stood there hesitantly a moment, then she turned back into the room. “Good night, Steve.”

“Good night, Aunt Prue,” I said and went on up to my room.

A few minutes later there was a soft knock at my door. “Yes?” I asked.

“It’s Aunt Prue. May I come in?”

“It’s open,” I said. “Come in.”

“I don’t know how to talk to you about—” Her voice trailed away as she looked at me.

I looked down at myself to see what she was staring at. There were long red scratches down my shoulders and chest. I grabbed my shirt from the chair and put it on.

“She did that?” Her voice was angry.

“Before I answer, Aunt Prue, tell me who you’re mad at?”

She looked at me for a moment, then she smiled ruefully. “Myself, I guess. I kept thinking of you as a little boy. I didn’t realize you were almost grown up.” She sat down on the edge of my bed. “I hope I didn’t make a mistake in bringing you here.”

“I knew about girls before I came here, Aunt Prue.”

“There’s all kinds of knowledge,” she said. “Not all girls are like Nancy.”

I didn’t answer.

“I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you,” she said awkwardly. “But I didn’t know quite how to begin.”

I sat down on the chair opposite her. “Yes, Aunt Prue.”

“You know there are things you have to look out for,” she said, her eyes not quite meeting mine. “Girls can have babies and there are diseases that—” She stopped when she saw the glint of laughter in my eyes. “What am I talking about?” she said confusedly. “You know all about those things.”

“Yes, Aunt Prue,” I said solemnly.

“Then why didn’t you stop me?”

“I didn’t know how,” I confessed. I smiled. “Nobody ever spoke to me about things like that before.”

She looked at me steadily. “I think you ought to get a summer job. It’s not good for you to be hanging around here all the time with nothing to do.”

“That’s an idea,” I said. It was dull lying around on the beach all day.

“I spoke to Mr. Lefferts. He said he can use you down at the radio station afternoons. It won’t pay much, but it’s something to do.”

And that was how it all began. Before the summer was over I was running programming and sales for Lefferts. And by the time I went back to school I knew what I wanted to be.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The television set came on with a blast of sound and woke me up. I stared at it stupidly. Channel 7. I got up and turned it to Sinclair. I called downstairs for orange juice and coffee, then got under a hot shower until the aches in my bones went away. When I came out, the orange juice, coffee, and morning paper were on the breakfast table. Barbara was still sound asleep when I left for work. Those three sleeping pills had finally caught up with her.

I was in early, but Fogarty was there before me. I dumped the papers I had taken home on her desk. She gave me the appointment schedule for the day. I made only one change. I moved Winant of engineering up to nine o’clock and made him the first appointment of the morning.

He was a tall, pipe-smoking man whose eyes looked out at me from behind steel-rimmed glasses. “Good morning, Mr. Gaunt,” he said, placing a paper on my desk.

I picked it up. It was his resignation just as I had asked the day before. I looked at him.

“I thought since I was coming up here,” he said easily, “I would deliver it in person.”

I grinned at him. “Thank you.”

Fogarty came in with my coffee. There was a cup on the tray for him.

“Hold all calls,” I said as she left. I sipped my coffee and looked at him. “Mr. Winant, how do we stand in relation to color?”

“We’ve made all the surveys,” he said.

“And?”

“We’re waiting.”

“For what?” I asked.

“To see how it’s accepted,” he said, uncomfortably. “NBC—”

“I’m not interested in NBC,” I snapped. “I’m interested in Sinclair. Why are we waiting?”

“I’m an engineer,” he said finally. “I don’t make policy.”

I smiled at him. “Now we’re beginning to understand each other.”

He was bewildered.

I made it easy for him. “If I tell you the policy is color now, how fast can we get it on the air?”

He began to look interested. “I can have the whole network in color by next September.”

“Can you give me New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles by New Year’s?”

“That’s not much time.”

“I know that.”

He thought for a moment, tapping his pipe with his finger. He looked up at me. “If I get the go-ahead now, I can do it.”

“Do it,” I said. “You got the go-ahead.”

He rose to his feet, relieved. “You’ve got yourself color. Do you want to know what it will cost?”

“If I wanted to know I would have asked,” I said. “You just send up the estimate. I’ll okay it.”

He started for the door. I called him back, holding up his resignation. “Just one thing, Mr. Winant.”

“Yes, Mr. Gaunt?”

“You said I would have it by New Year’s, right?”

“New York, Chicago, L.A., right?”

“Okay. You deliver. I tear this up.”

He stood there a moment, then he smiled. “It’s as good as torn up right now, Mr. Gaunt.”

I watched the door close behind him. I had a feeling he would deliver. Slowly I tore it in half, then put the two pieces in an envelope and wrote his name across it. I called Fogarty into the office and had her send it down to him.

It was time I began to build my own team. And he was as good a man to start with as any.

It was almost one o’clock when Jack called. “I just put down the phone to my coast office. They got the deal wrapped up. When can you get out there to sign?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Great.” He laughed. “How’s that for service? WAM!”

“Yeah, WAM,” I said.

“World Artists Management,” he said with satisfaction.

“Stop bragging,” I said. “Now I’m looking for insurance.”

“Come on, Steve. You got to be joking. With those pictures all you need is—”

I cut him off. “A lead-in show. Something that will hook them before they get trapped by the other nets.” I thought for a moment. “Any big star around that’s willing to do an hour a week?”

“You’re out of your skull,” he said. “Anybody good is already signed.”

“WAM! Go find me one.” I put down the telephone.

Almost immediately, the phone signaled again. “Miss Sinclair on the wire,” Fogarty said.

I hit the button. “Barbara.”

“I love you,” she said.

“You’re nuts,” I laughed.

“No, I mean it. I love you,” she said earnestly. “You’re there. Like you’re solid. Always there.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Great!” she answered. “I’m having a ball.”

“What are you doing?”

“Right now I’m having breakfast in your bed. I hope you don’t mind crumbs. And I had them roll in the TV and I’m watching it.”

I was curious. “What are you watching?”

“An old Jana Reynolds movie. God, she could really sing.”

“Yeah,” I said. Absently I hit the remote on my desk. Sinclair TV came on. A quiz show. I hit the other button. The next set came on. The Lone Ranger. Par for midday. “What channel?”

“Don’t tell Daddy,” she laughed. “ABC.”

I hit the button twice and Jana Reynolds came on just in time to be cut by the commercial. I turned off the sound.

“I like it here,” she said. “One of the waiters even called me Mrs. Gaunt. I may never go home.”

“Sure,” I said, watching the screen.

“What time are you coming home?”

“Why?”

“I ordered a special dinner for us,” she said. “Caviar, Chateaubriand, pommes soufflés, Dom Perignon, candlelight, the works.” She giggled. “I even ordered a fantastic negligee from one of the shops in the hotel.”

“You sound very domestic,” I said, my eyes still on the screen. The commercial went on, forever. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”

“None at all. As a matter of fact, I think I boosted your prestige a hundred percent in this place.”

“At room service prices, baby, I could live without it.”

“Put it on your expense account,” she said. “Tell Daddy that you’re entertaining someone very special to the network. A big stockholder. After all, mother left me fifteen percent of Sinclair Broadcasting.”

“You twisted my arm. Now get off the line, I’ve got to get back to work.”

“I love you,” she said, and the phone clicked off.

I put down the receiver as Jana Reynolds came back on. The movie was about fifteen years old and she was in her prime then, about twenty-five years old but still playing nineteen and making you believe it. Too bad she couldn’t go on playing nineteen forever.

But time caught up with her. Time, and three bad marriages, and booze, and drugs, and near suicides. It’s like at a certain point someone turned off the juice. You got too much talent, baby, now take some of the shit. And she got it all.

Films were out. They passed her by. There were other nineteen-year-olds now. But somehow in spite of everything, her voice held up. Occasionally, she did concerts and nightclubs. The public still loved her and would come out in droves to see her in person, but then something would happen and the whole thing would blow in a front-page blast of headlines. She was bombed and wouldn’t show up or if she did, she was falling down and in no condition to perform. But the headlines were there. They were always there. She was still a star. Even her discharge in bankruptcy was front page.

I stared up at the screen. She was still a star. I was reaching for the phone even before the thought crystallized in my head. A star. Wasn’t that just what I was asking Jack to find for me?

“Now I know you’re crazy!” he yelled.

“Who’s her agent?”

“She hasn’t any,” he answered. “There isn’t one that would touch her. She’s involved in lawsuits with everyone she’s ever had.”

“What’s the packaging fee on a hundred-thousand-dollar show every week?”

“Ten grand per,” he answered promptly.

“For ten thousand dollars a week you won’t handle her?”

There was a pause. “I’m your boy,” he said. “For ten thousand a week I’d handle Adolf Hitler.”

Spoken like a true agent. If nothing else, he was dependable. I never got to that dinner Barbara had planned for us. Instead, that night, I was on a plane to the coast.


CHAPTER NINE

It was three months later when I ducked into the alley behind the theater on Vine Street where the show would be broadcast. It was five minutes to five, Pacific Standard Time. In five minutes it would be eight o’clock in New York and we would be on the air.

Inside was a madhouse. Tension was crackling like the whip in a jockey’s hand on the home stretch. I cut behind several men who were moving scenery and made my way to the wings. There were men and wires and cameras everywhere. The stage manager was whispering into his chest mike to the director up in the booth.

I peeked out into the theater. It was jammed. The curtain was still down, but they watched the stage with an air of expectancy.

The call came while I was still peering at the house. “Three minutes to airtime. Places everybody.” I turned back.

The stagehands who had been adjusting the set came running off. The wing cameras rolled into place and set.

The director came out of the booth for a final check. He nodded, but I don’t think he even saw me.

He came to a dead stop. “Where’s Jana?”

The stage manager stared at him. He half turned, then turned back to him. “She was here a minute ago.”

“You fool!” the director screamed in a shrill voice. “She’s not here now. Get her!”

A stagehand stopped. “I just saw her go back into her dressing room.”

“Get her! Get her!” The director was hysterical now.

“Two minutes to airtime,” the overhead speakers blared.

The stage manager pulled off his headset, dropping it on the floor, ran toward her dressing room. Several of the grips followed him. I was right behind them.

The stage manager was knocking on the door. “Two minutes to airtime, Miss Reynolds.”

There was no answer.

He knocked again. “Two minutes—”

I pushed my way through the crowd in front of the door. “Open it,” I snapped.

He tried the door. He turned toward me, a sick look on his face. “I—I can’t. It’s locked.”

I pushed him out of the way. I put my foot against the door and kicked it off its lock. I followed the door into the room.

She stood there, staring at me, a bottle in one hand, a glassful of liquor in the other. “Get out!” she screamed. “I’m not going on!”

I knocked the glass from her hand as she raised it toward her lips and the bottle from the other as she tried to put it behind her. I caught her hand as it came wildly at me with an outstretched claw and pulled her to me.

“Let me go, you son of a bitch!” she screamed, twisting viciously, kicking at me. “I want a drink!”

I held on to her. “No booze. That was our deal. You’re going on!”

“I will not, you cocksucker!” she spit into my face. “I’m not going out there. You tricked me! They didn’t come to hear me sing, they came to eat me alive! They came to see a freak.”

I let her have it. Open palm, right across the face. It made a crack like thunder in the small room and she spun across it and wound up half on and half off the couch against the wall.

The overhead speakers blared, “One minute to air time!”

I crossed the room and pulled her off the couch. She stared up at me, naked fear in her eyes. “You’re going on, you cunt! I didn’t pull you out of the gutter to go to black at airtime. You stand me up you don’t talk to lawyers, you talk to your undertaker!”

I slapped her again just to let her know I meant it. Then I turned and dragged her after me toward the stage. The crowd in the doorway parted silently to let us pass.

The crawl was already on the monitors when we reached the wings, the announcer’s voice came from the speakers. “STV proudly presents… JANA REYNOLDS… LIVE!”

She twisted toward me. Her voice was shaking. “I can’t… I can’t… I’m frightened!”

“That makes two of us,” I said, turning her toward the stage. I put my foot on her ass and shot her out over the wires and cables to the center stage.

It was a miracle she didn’t fall. She just had time to straighten up and glance at me. I grinned and gestured a “thumbs up” at her. She turned toward the audience as the curtain arced open and up.

The orchestra went into her theme song and for almost a minute you couldn’t hear her voice because of the thunderous applause. They all knew the song. “Sing from the Heart.” It had been her very own since she was fifteen years old.

I stood there watching her. It was like not to be believed. Whatever else was wrong and crooked inside her it wasn’t her voice. Maybe not as young as it once was, maybe not as strong. But there was a magic there. A beauty, a sadness, a pain and a kind of joy too. For fourteen minutes until the first commercial, she just stood there and sang.

When she came off, she was sopping wet and half fell into my arms. I could feel her shaking. The audience was roaring. “They liked me,” she whispered almost as if she couldn’t believe it.

“They loved you.” I turned her back to the stage. “Go back out there and take a bow.”

She looked up at me. “But it will throw the timing of the show off.”

“To hell with it,” I said, pushing her toward the stage. “The name of the show is ‘Jana Reynolds… Live.’”

She went back out and took her bow. When she came back, she was glowing.

“Now get back to your dressing room for your change,” I said.

She kissed me quickly on the cheek and hurried off. I looked after her. I never told her that her bow didn’t get on the air. The only thing that television never interrupts is the commercial.

Then I went looking for the couple we had hired to keep an eye on her. I finally found them alone in a small viewing room at the rear of the stage. She was jumping up and down in his lap. They were too engrossed to hear me enter.

I crossed the room swiftly, put a hand under each arm, and lifted her.

“What the hell—” the man said.

The girl sprawled on the floor.

I looked at him as he tried to zip up his pants. “Where were you when the lights went out?” I asked.

“We got her to the theater,” he said sullenly.

The girl was on her feet now. “You weren’t supposed to leave her alone. Not for a minute,” I said.

“She was all right when we put her in her dressing room,” she said.

“That’s just it. You weren’t supposed to leave her,” I said. “You’re both fired.”

Twenty minutes later I had a new pair of watchdogs. Carefully I laid it out for them. They nodded. They knew the score. This wasn’t the first time they had a job like this. This was Hollywood.

“After the second show, you take her right back to the spa,” I said. The first show was beamed to the eastern and central time zones, there was still a second show to do for the coast. “You bring her back here on Tuesday for rehearsals and you stay with her. She does nothing alone. Eat, sleep, or sex without one of you there, understand?”

I looked at my watch. It was a quarter to six. I’d have to get moving if I wanted to make the seven o’clock flight back to New York.

I stopped and looked up at one of the monitors as I was leaving. She was singing again and she looked absolutely beautiful.

Suddenly I was tired. I didn’t know how many more of these miracles I could take. I could sleep for a week. But there wasn’t time.

I wanted to be in New York tomorrow morning for the flash Nielsens.


CHAPTER TEN

I took a pill to sleep on the plane, but it did no good. I couldn’t turn off my head. There was still so much to do. One show, one night even if it did turn out a big winner didn’t make a network. And in the back of my head a trouble was ticking.

It was nothing I could put my finger on. It was all too easy. Maybe that was it. The hostess came up. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Gaunt?”

I turned on a smile. “You can get me another double martini.”

“But you already had one double, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “Regulations allow only two drinks per.”

“I know that,” I said. “But the way I look at it, we’re not breaking any rules. I still had only one drink.”

She hesitated a moment, then nodded. I watched her walk away and giving up the thought of sleep, I opened the attaché case. I placed the papers on the table in front of me.

The drink was cold and dry. I lit a cigarette and dragged on it. If only I could lose the feeling I had that something was wrong. I stared at the papers without really seeing them.

On the top, everything seemed okay. The fall schedule was shaping up. It would be the best that Sinclair had ever put on. Maybe not the best, but the most commercial. I had kept all the solid shows, the good ratings, but the problem had been there were not enough of them. About seventy percent of the fall programming would have to be new.

It had meant a complete change of direction for the network. It also meant a change of thinking for most of the executive personnel and more than half of them couldn’t cut it. That meant in addition to everything else I would have to find replacements for them if I wanted to take advantage of the resignations locked in my desk.

To this point, Sinclair had been proud of the fact that their programming won the most kudos and critical acclaim. They boasted of more Peabody Awards than any other network. What they didn’t brag about was the fact that they also had the lowest ratings and billings. The new fall schedule was designed to change all that. I never knew any Peabody Award that sold an extra cake of soap.

From now on, the critics could cry in their beer because there would no longer be such shows as “Great Adventures in American History.” How many times could Washington cross the Delaware and who cared? Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms, all three of them together if they came down from heaven or wherever they were and conducted the weekly “Sinclair Philharmonic Hour” couldn’t entice a single viewer from “Gunsmoke” or “77 Sunset Strip.” “The Classic Repertory Theater” didn’t stand a chance against Red Skelton or Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca.

The critics would have to be satisfied with such programs as Chic Renfrew in the “Park Avenue Squatters” (a story of a Kentucky moonshining family who inherited a fortune); “The Flyboys” (a new kind of private-eye story involving jet pilots who fly their plane to adventure); and “The Sandman,” a story of a western bounty hunter.

There were other goodies in store for them too. An hour-long country and western music program, originating in Nashville beamed right at the heartlands; “White Fang,” a dog story designed to yap at the heels of Lassie and Rin Tin Tin; and last but not least, “Sally Starr’s Family,” America’s favorite daytime soap opera now moving to prime time, three nights a week in color.

It was commercial all right. That was the one thing I was sure of. As each program was carefully leaked to the advertising agencies on Madison Avenue, the interest mounted. Already we had more unofficial commitments for billings than we had ever had before in our history. All that remained to firm it up was to have the pilots ready in time for the buying season. And that began next month. February.

Sometime in those weeks, each network would publicly announce its schedule for the coming fall and begin the rat race after sales. From then through April, the pilots would be shown and the juggling would go on as each of the networks played chess with its programs, moving one to one day, then to the other, to counter the opposition moves. Usually Sinclair was the last to announce its schedules.

This time was going to be different. This time we would be first. I was going to announce our schedule at the end of January. By the time the others should be set, they would have to chase after us. We should be all sold out. I hoped.

If I proved out wrong, thirty million dollars would go down the drain. And so would I. The only job I could get after that would be back at Mr. Lefferts’s radio station in Rockport and I doubted if even he would want me.

Even the second double martini couldn’t loosen the tightness in my gut. It was gray morning by the time we landed in New York and I still hadn’t slept.

Jack Savitt was at the gate when I came off the plane. “We got trouble,” he said, even before we shook hands.

I looked at him. He didn’t have to tell me. It couldn’t be anything good that got him out of bed to be at the airport six o’clock of a Sunday morning. Inexplicably the tightness in my gut disappeared. Whatever it was would be in the open now.

It was two words. Dan Ritchie. I had made one bad mistake. I had left his team intact. I should have canned all of them that first day. Silently I vowed never to make that one again.

“When did it start?” I asked.

“Wednesday morning. After you left for the coast. Joe Doyle called and said to hold everything. All deals were to be finalized out of Dan Ritchie’s office.”

Joe Doyle was business affairs VP for the network. I had found him extremely capable and he was one of those I planned to keep. “Why didn’t you call me?” I asked.

“At first I thought you knew about it,” he answered. “I knew you were up to your ears and I thought you pulled Ritchie in to help you out. After all, he had the experience. It wasn’t until Friday that I managed to get him on the phone and get the scam.”

“What did he say?”

“He was using his holier-than-thou voice. He said the board of directors was very concerned over the financial commitments you were making and that they wanted everything held up until there was time to study them.”

“That’s a crock of shit!” I exploded. “The board does what Sinclair tells them.”

“I know it and you know it,” Jack said. “But what good does that do us when I have to firm up all the contracts for the shows or I blow them and my clients? He must have put a bug in Sinclair’s ear.”

I was silent. None of it made sense. Sinclair wouldn’t have let me go this far if he had intended to pull the rug. He had to know it would cost him a fortune to buy out of some of those commitments.

It was eight o’clock when I walked into my apartment and the phone was ringing. It was Winant. His voice was shaking with anger.

“I thought I was doing a job for you,” he said.

“You are,” I said. New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles were on in color last night.

“So how come I got fired Friday night?” Winant asked.

I couldn’t keep the surprise out of my voice. “What?”

“I got fired,” he repeated. “Dan Ritchie called and told me I was through. He said something about my having acted improperly. That I did not get approval for the color program. I told him that you had approved it. He said that wasn’t enough. That I had been with the company long enough to know that board of directors’ approval was necessary for every capital outlay.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Now what do I do?” he asked.

“Nothing. You report to your office tomorrow morning and do your work as usual. I’ll take care of it.”

I looked over at Jack as I put down the telephone. “You heard?”

He nodded, the worry deepening on his face. “What are you going to do?”

For an answer I picked up the phone again and got Fogarty on the wire. “Can you get your girls together and meet me in the office in an hour?”

“Of course,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone as if it were commonplace to come in on Sunday.

“Good.”

“Mr. Gaunt.” Her voice was excited.

“Yes?”

“I saw the Jana Reynolds show last night. She was wonderful. Congratulations. And the movie afterward with Clark Gable was fantastic.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

I took a hot shower and got into fresh clothes. When I came out, Jack was drinking coffee liberally laced with brandy.

“Try some,” he said. “Best thing in the world to get you moving in the morning.” He held out a cup.

I took a swallow and it went right down to my toes. I could feel the zing. He was right. “Come on,” I said.

“What’s the script?” he asked, following me out of the apartment into the elevator.

I grinned at him. “What is it they say is the only way to fight fire?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I took a pill and slept late on Monday morning. Deliberately, I didn’t get to the office until almost eleven o’clock. By that time all hell had broken loose.

Fogarty had an unexpected sense of humor. “The explosion had to reach eight on the Richter scale,” she said as she brought in my coffee and the messages. “Mr. Sinclair wants you to call him.”

I glanced out the windows. “It looks like snow,” I said.

She knew what I meant. “If he calls again I’ll tell him you couldn’t find the dogsled.”

“The Nielsens come in yet?” I asked.

“Any minute. I have the first ARI reports. They look good.”

They were on top of the stack of papers. I looked at them. They were more than good. If they were anywhere near correct we had stolen forty-four percent of the audience with the Jana Reynolds show, forty-one percent for the first hour of the movie, and thirty-eight percent for the second hour. It had to be something of a record. Sinclair had never bettered seventeen percent of any Saturday night hour.

I began to breathe a little easier. It wasn’t over yet, but it was improving. I was glad now I had made personal calls to the presidents of the four major advertising companies. It was soft sell but hard truths. It was late yesterday afternoon when I began the calls.

“I’m sending you an advance copy of our fall schedule,” I said. “You’re getting it twelve hours before the papers have it and twelve hours before the rest of the street. I’m making the same call to each of the other three biggest agencies and the same offer to each of them. I’m holding twelve and a half percent of primetime across the board per week at a ten percent discount from the rate list for each of you. This offer is good until four o’clock tomorrow afternoon, after that it’s straight rates. You study the schedule and I think you’ll agree with me that Sinclair is the money network for next fall.”

Each came back with the same question. “What makes you so sure?”

To each I gave the same answer. “Check your Nielsens on Monday. If we don’t sweep Saturday night you can forget my offer. If you don’t buy Sinclair big for next year, you’re going to find it tough to explain to your clients.”

The first call came before I finished studying the ARI reports. It was John Bartlett, president of Standard-Cassell, one of the four men I had telephoned. “Steve,” he said jovially, “I decided not to even wait for the Nielsens. I got faith.”

He sure had. And it probably came from the same reports that I had. “Thanks, John.”

“One thing,” he said. “I want first pick on programs.”

“You got it,” I said. “On any program you buy fifty percent or better.”

“That’s a holdup,” he said. “But I’ll take it if you can fit me in now on Jana Reynolds and the movie.”

“I can place you on Reynolds and first-hour movie beginning next month. Second-hour movie I can do now.”

“You have a deal,” he said.

“Thanks, John. I’ll have Gilligan call your man to firm it up.” I put down the telephone. My hands were shaking. I never had sold thirty million dollars of television time in one deal before.

The phone buzzed again. “Mr. Sinclair wants to see you,” Fogarty said dryly.

“Tell him I’m in a meeting,” I said. “And have Gilligan of sales up here right away.”

The phone buzzed almost before I put it down. “Mr. Sinclair hopes that you won’t be too busy to attend a special board of directors meeting at two thirty this afternoon.”

“Tell him I’ll be there,” I said. I reached across the desk and poured myself some more coffee. It was flat and lifeless. I hit the signal and Fogarty came in.

“See if that bottle of Hennessy’s X O is still behind the bar.”

The brandy helped. I could feel myself lifting. It was snowing. I walked over to the window and looked out. The big soft flakes floated gently down. Gilligan came in. “You wanted me, Steve?”

“Yes,” I said. “Come over here and look out.”

He came over to the window and stood beside me.

“Somewhere down there, the snow is falling on people,” I said. “And from up here we can’t even see them.”

He had a puzzled expression on his face.

“Did you ever think that someday, Bob, you’d be above the snow? Somewhere where you could see it falling below you and it couldn’t touch you?”

I looked at him. He didn’t know what I was talking about. But the man upstairs knew, Sinclair knew the snow could never fall on him. That’s why we were all kept on the floors below. Nothing could touch him. We fought and scratched and scrambled and when it was all over, he walked away arm and arm with whomever was the winner.

Fogarty came into the office. She was smiling as she gave me the flash report. I looked at it. We owned Saturday night. We were eight points ahead of the next nearest network on the Nielsen. I gave the report silently to Gilligan and went back to my desk.

Almost before I sat down the phones got hot. We didn’t get out to lunch. By the time I walked into the directors’ meeting, all the advertising agencies had bought their quotas.

***

I was a few minutes late and Dan Ritchie was already seated in the chair next to Sinclair that I usually occupied. The only vacant seat was at the foot of the table. I walked over to it and sat down.

“Sorry to be late, gentlemen,” I apologized. “But I’ve been jammed.”

“So we gathered,” Sinclair said, his face expressionless.

Dan Ritchie couldn’t wait. “Are you familiar with the press release in front of you?”

I looked down at it, then back at him. “I should be,” I answered. “I issued it.”

“You realize, of course, you issued it without authorization, not having cleared it with the board of directors?” His voice was dry and cold.

I looked at Sinclair. “My understanding with Mr. Sinclair was that as president of Sinclair Television I had complete autonomy and authority to run the network as I thought best.”

“But you did know that all your actions to date had been approved by the board?”

I nodded. “I knew that. And I had been given no indication that there had been any change in procedure. Since previous actions were approved post facto, I assumed the same would apply to anything I did.”

Ritchie was silent for a moment while he picked up some papers and went through them. I tried to read something into Sinclair, but his face was an impenetrable as a block of granite.

“I have here a cost breakdown on the schedule you so precipitously announced,” Ritchie said. “Do you realize it will involve an expenditure on our part of better than forty million dollars?”

I nodded.

“And added to that will be another eleven million dollars to convert the network to color?”

“That’s correct,” I said.

“Do you feel the expenditure of so much money is economically sound for our company?”

“Yes,” I said. “If I did not think so, I would not have committed the company.”

“Do you also think it a proper action on your part to announce the resignation of certain officers of the company without prior consultation with them?”

“Yes. I have had their resignations in my desk ever since I came here.”

“You did not have mine,” he said. “But you announced it nevertheless.”

“An oversight,” I said.

“What do you mean, an oversight?” He was angry now.

I looked at him and kept my voice down. “I’m sure that before this meeting is adjourned, I will have your resignation.”

His face began to flush, but I didn’t give him a chance. I looked around at the table.

“I know you’re busy, gentlemen, so I will be as brief as I can. The estimated billings for primetime in the current season is one hundred sixty million, of which thirty percent or forty-eight millions were advance sales. I have at this moment confirmed sales for fifty percent of next season’s primetime amounting to one hundred twenty millions against projected total sales of two hundred forty millions. I could bore you with a percentage of increase over last year but I won’t bother. The changes in programming initiated this last week by the movie and the Jana Reynolds show will increase the current year by a projected twenty-five million. So much for sales and programming.

“As for color, gentlemen, it is here and we may as well face it. If we waited five years when we would have to do it it would cost us better than fifty percent more than now. Meanwhile, we get an advantage of twenty percent increase in rates.”

I looked around the table. “The increased costs will only result in greater billings and profits. Concerning personnel, I believe I have eliminated none but supernumeraries whose value to the company has long since disappeared.”

They were all silent.

Sinclair spoke quietly. “The chair will entertain a motion for a vote of confidence in Mr. Gaunt and full ratification of his policies and schedule.”

The motion was made and carried unanimously with two votes abstaining. Ritchie’s and mine.

Sinclair’s voice was dry and cold. “The chair will entertain a motion for adjournment.”

In less than two minutes the meeting was over and there were only the two of us left in the boardroom. Ritchie and myself.

I gathered up my papers and looked down the long table. Ritchie sat there, hunched over as if he were in physical pain, his hands clasped tightly together on the table.

I stopped next to him on my way to the door. “I’m sorry, Dan,” I said.

He looked up at me. His face was scrunched and gray. “The son of a bitch!” he said heavily. “He didn’t even stop to say good-bye.”

I didn’t speak.

“He set me up for it,” he said.

“He set us both up.”

He nodded. His eyes blinked rapidly. “All he had to do was ask me to leave. It didn’t have to be like this.”

He walked over to the window and looked out at the snow. “Now I know why the windows in the new building can’t be opened. They knew there would be days like this.” He turned to look at me. “I saw him do things like this before. I even used to admire him for it. He could never do a thing like that to me, I thought.”

A wry grin didn’t make it to his eyes. “I thought,” he repeated. He came back to me, his hand outstretched. “Good luck, Steve.”

His handshake meant it. “Thank you, Dan.”

“Protect yourself at all times, like they say. And never take your eyes off the referee.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

I kept lacing my coffee with brandy all afternoon. It kept me going. It also kept me from thinking too much. About myself, about Dan Ritchie, about Sinclair, about everything except the network. Finally it was nine o’clock and we were finished.

“That wraps it,” I said, looking over at Fogarty.

“Yes, sir,” she said in that quiet way she had. She began to gather up her papers.

“Fogarty, fix me a drink.”

“Yes, sir.” She went over to the bar. “What would you like?”

“Very dry martini. Double.”

In a few minutes I had it. It was very good. “Was bartending one of the courses you took at Katherine Gibbs?”

She laughed. “No. That was on-the-job training.”

I laughed. “Fix yourself a drink, Fogarty. You deserve one.”

She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll just get my things together and get going. The trains will be running late in this snow.”

I had forgotten she lived in Darien. The way the New Haven was run she would be lucky to get home at all. “If there’s any problem, Fogarty, you go to a hotel and charge it to the company.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “Is there anything else I can do?”

“Yes. Make me another one of those delicious martinis before you go.” I finished the rest of my drink.

I took the new drink from her hand. “Miss Fogarty,” I said. “A martini like this is a good enough reason for a raise.” I sipped the drink. “Tomorrow morning tell payroll that you get twenty-five dollars more a week.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gaunt.”

“You won’t do it, Miss Fogarty, will you? You think I don’t mean it. That I’m smashed.”

“I think no such thing, Mr. Gaunt,” she protested.

“That’s a loyal secretary,” I said. “Miss Fogarty, I’ve come to a decision.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“We’ve got to stop being so formal with each other. You call me Steve and I’ll call you Sheila.”

“Yes, Mr. Gaunt.”

“Steve.”

“Yes, Steve.”

“That’s better, Sheila. Now we can get down to the really important things. Am I or am I not the president of this network?”

“You are, Mr.—er—Steve.”

“Then that makes everything very simple. Let’s fuck.” I took another sip of the martini.

A strange note came into her voice. “I think I’d better get you home.”

I drew myself up proudly. “You’re turning me down.”

She didn’t answer.

“You’re fired,” I said. “As president of this network, I’m firing you for refusing to perform your duties.”

She watched me without speaking.

I sat down. The liquor left me suddenly. “You’re not fired,” I said. “I apologize, Fogarty.”

“That’s all right, Mr. Gaunt. I understand.” She smiled. “Good night.”

“Good night, Fogarty,” I said.

***

The first fall of snow in New York is one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen. White and clean and crisp and clinging to shapes that nature never intended. I walked home through a white cubistic world that Braque would have given his left nut to paint, stopping only for an occasional traffic light. The snow formed a white peaked cap on each red and green traffic light, making them look like single-eyed cyclops going complacently about their business in the storm.

I was covered with snow by the time I reached home.

“It’s rough,” the doorman said, leaning on his shovel.

“Yeah.” I didn’t think it was bad at all. But then I didn’t have to clear the walks.

The first thing I saw when I let myself into the apartment was the candles glowing on the table. I stopped. I had the strange thought that I had entered the wrong apartment. But then I saw the giant can of Malossol and the Dom Perignon in the ice bucket. It was all there.

“Barbara,” I called out.

She came from the bedroom, carrying a single rose in a crystal vase. She looked at me for a moment, then placed the rose in the center of the table. “That does it, don’t you think?”

I was still in the doorway. “What’s the occasion?”

“It’s snowing,” she said.

“I know that,” I replied.

“The first snow of the new year,” she said. “I thought we should celebrate.”

I looked at her. “Sure.” I turned and put my hat and coat in the closet. When I turned back to the room, she was standing next to me.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “You sound strange.”

“Nothing. I’m tired,” I said. “I need a drink.”

“I have an almost frozen bottle of vodka,” she said.

“That should do it.” I followed her to the bar. The bottle was encrusted with ice. She poured the drink. I waited for her.

She shook her head. “You go ahead.”

It went down like beautiful liquid fire. I held the empty glass to her. She refilled it. This time I sipped.

She watched me. “It’s been three months.”

I nodded.

“Did you wonder what happened to me?”

I shook my head. “I figured you could find your way.”

“But you knew I was lost.”

“Aren’t we all?” I said.

She poured herself a drink. She held her glass toward me. “Not you,” she said. “You know exactly where you are. All the time.” She swallowed her drink quickly and poured herself another. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.”

“It was a fine idea.”

“I know how hard you’ve been working. That’s why I kept out of your way. I thought this would be a surprise.”

“I was surprised.”

A wall of tears suddenly masked the blue of her eyes. “I think I’d better go.”

“Don’t go,” I said. “I can’t eat all this by myself.”

She stood there. “Is that the only reason you want me to stay?”

“The snow outside is up to your ass. And there aren’t any cabs.”

She was silent for a moment, her eyes searching my face. “I love you,” she said. “Aren’t you even going to kiss me?”

I took her in my arms. Her mouth was soft and wet with the salt of her tears. I’m sorry, Steve,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

I pressed her head against my chest. “There’s nothing to be sorry about.”

She twisted in my arms. Her voice was strained. “I tried to warn you,” she cried. “I tried to tell you what he was like. But you wouldn’t listen, you wouldn’t believe me.”

I was bewildered. “What—who?”

“Daddy!” She spit the name out. “I was at his house for dinner last night and I heard him. He was on the phone to somebody.

“‘We’ll fix that cocky little bastard,’ he said. ‘He’ll find out who’s running Sinclair Television.’”

She clung tightly to me. “Don’t feel too badly, Steve,” she whispered against my chest. “You’ll find another job and show him.”

I turned her face up to me. “Is that why you came here tonight?”

She nodded. “I didn’t want you to be alone.”

“You’re beautiful,” I said. I smiled at her. “I didn’t get fired. But I did find out who’s running Sinclair TV. And so did your father. Me.”

She threw her arms excitedly around me. “You did it, Steve? You really did it?”

I nodded, picking up the bottle of Dom Perignon. “Let’s get this open. We’ve really got something to celebrate.”

She kissed me quickly. “You open the wine.”

I smiled as I watched her walking around the room turning off the lamps. Finally they were out and she came toward me in the golden light of the candles. I gave her a glass of champagne.

“There, isn’t that better?” she asked.

“Much better,” I said. We clinked our glasses. The bubbles tingled in my nostrils.

But it didn’t help. I fell asleep at the table sometime between the Chateaubriand and dessert.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Somewhere the telephone was ringing. I pushed my way up through the black, reaching for it. It stopped ringing before I could get to it. I heard a soft voice whispering into it. I opened my eyes.

She turned back to me, putting down the telephone. “Go back to sleep,” she said gently.

“Who was it?” I asked.

“Your office,” she said. “I told them you were still asleep.”

“My office?” I snapped awake. “What the hell time is it?”

“Noon,” she said.

I stared at her. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You were tired.” She smiled. “You know you sleep like a baby. Soft and gentle.”

I got out of bed. “What kind of a dressing did you use on that salad? Seconal?”

She sat up. “You didn’t need it. You knocked off a bottle of vodka and two bottles of champagne all by yourself.”

“I don’t remember.”

“You passed out at the table. I had to call room service to help get you to bed.”

“Is there any coffee?” I asked.

“There’s some on the dining room table. I’ll get it for you.”

I went into the bathroom. When I came out she had a steaming cup on the tray. I took it from her hand and sipped it. “That’s a help,” I said. “But I’ll need more than that to get started. You’ll find a bottle of cognac on the bar.”

She watched me lace the coffee. “You’re drinking more than you used to.”

I looked at her silently.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m not the one to talk.”

“That’s right,” I said. “Stay loose.”

“Good advice. Why don’t you take it yourself?” She came close to me. “You’re uptight.”

“I got a lot of things on my head.”

“You were wrong,” she said. “You didn’t get him. He got you.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re drinking more and fucking less. That’s the true sign of a big executive.”

I didn’t speak.

“I could have saved myself the bother,” she said. “I wore the new nightgown. I saved it from the last time I was here. But it didn’t work that time either.”

I watched her walk into the bathroom and close the door. I looked down at the coffee cup in my hand. She was right. It had been three months now. Ever since I got the job. I put the cup down on the dresser. When she came out of the bathroom I was back in bed.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, a quick concern in her voice. “Don’t you feel well?”

“I never felt better.”

Suddenly she was kneeling by the side of the bed, holding my face in her two hands, covering it with quick tiny kisses. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she said in between them.

“Don’t get personal,” I said, pulling her up on the bed beside me. “You’ll blow your cool.”

***

It was two thirty in the morning when I stopped the car in front of Aunt Prue’s house. The bright, full, winter moon bouncing from the snow turned the night into day.

“The house is dark,” Barbara said as we crunched our way through the snow to the front door. “You’ll frighten the hell out of her, waking her up at this hour.”

I reached up and took the key from its hiding place over the doorframe. “Chances are she won’t even know we’re here until we come down in the morning.”

Light spilled into the foyer from her small office. “Chances are that you’re wrong as usual,” Aunt Prue said from the doorway.

She came into my arms and for a moment I had that surprise I always had when I realized she was never as tall as I thought she was. Somehow you always think of your elders as bigger than you. I kissed her.

“How did you get up here?”

“Drove from New York.”

“In this storm?” she asked.

“The snow stopped a long time ago. The turnpike’s all cleared.”

She turned to Barbara and held out her hand. “I’m Prudence Gaunt,” she said. “And my nephew hasn’t changed a bit since he was a boy. He still forgets his manners.”

Barbara took her hand. “Barbara Sinclair. And I’m very pleased to meet you. Steve’s been talking about you all the way up.”

“Lies probably.” But I could see that she was pleased. “You must be frozen. Let me fix some tea for you.”

“With rum, Aunt Prue,” I said. “If you haven’t forgotten your own recipe.”

In the morning we went walking in the snow on the beach. The sun was bright and danced like diamonds on the snow. We got back to the house, our faces red and shining, in time for lunch.

Aunt Prue was at the door. “There’ve been five calls from New York for you.”

I looked at her. “What did you tell them?”

“You weren’t here,” she said.

“Good. If they call again, tell them you haven’t seen or heard from me.”

“Is there anything wrong, Stephen?” she asked.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I said. “I wanted to get away for a while. I needed a vacation.”

“What about your job?”

“It will keep.”

After three days we had enough of the snow, so we went up to Boston and caught a plane for Bermuda. We spent a long weekend in the sun and the water. For the first time in three months I was able to fall asleep without wheels in my head. I went back to the office on a Monday morning.

Fogarty followed me into the office, almost staggering under the pile of papers. She put them down on my desk. “You’ve got great color, Mr. Gaunt.”

“Thank you. I’ve been in the sun. How’s everything going?”

She made a face. “Panicsville. Nobody knew where you were and everybody believed that I knew and wasn’t talking.”

“Sorry if it made it rough on you.”

“That’s my job. I told them I was your secretary, not your keeper.”

“Good girl.”

She gestured toward the papers. “Where do you want to begin?”

I looked at the small mountain, then I picked them up and dropped them into the wastebasket. I looked at her. “How’s that for a beginning?”

“Fine,” she said, unflustered. She glanced at her notebook. “Now, about the telephone calls. Mr. Savitt wants you to call him as soon as you arrive; Mr. Gilligan—”

“Never mind the phone calls.” I got to my feet and went to the door.

In spite of myself, the question popped to her lips. “Where are you going?”

“Upstairs,” I said.

There was a look of surprise on his face as I came into his office. I had walked right past his secretaries. “I was just about to call you,” he said. He held a sheet of paper toward me. “Congratulations.”

I didn’t look at the paper in my hand.

“Saturday night held up,” he continued. “We averaged a better than thirty-eight percent audience share the second week. I think you’ve made your point.”

I put the paper back on his desk without looking at it. “No, Mr. Sinclair,” I said. “You’ve made your point.”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“I didn’t either at first, but now I do,” I said. “And I don’t like any of it. I quit.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

He stared at me for a long silent moment. Then he nodded slowly. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I replied.

“Am I entitled to ask why?”

“You are,” I said. “But I don’t think you’ll understand.”

“Try me,” he said.

“I don’t like being used,” I said. “I came here to do a job. Not to be dropped in a ring and aimed at someone’s throat so that you could turn on.”

He was silent.

“That business with Dan Ritchie need never have happened,” I went on. “You could have let him out with his dignity. There was no reason to destroy him.”

His voice was soft. “You believe that?”

I nodded.

“Dan Ritchie had to be destroyed,” he said in the same tone. “I thought you, more than anyone else, could see that. You said he was too old when you came here.”

“I didn’t advocate euthanasia,” I said.

He turned cold. “There’s only one way to deal with a cancer. Cut it out. If you don’t, you die. It’s as simple as that. Dan Ritchie was a cancer. He had been with this company twenty-five years and he went sour. You knew that. I knew that. But the board of directors did not. They thought he was the same as he had always been. And more than one of them were quite willing to believe him when he said that you were wasting the company’s money and assets.

“Sure, I could have let him go. But that wouldn’t have convinced them that he was wrong. There was only one way to do it and only one person who could. You.”

“And if I had lost?” I asked. “What would have happened then?”

“You couldn’t lose. I stacked the deck when I let you spend the money.”

He hit the buttons on his desk and all the television screens leaped into life on the wall behind me. “Look at that,” he said.

I turned and he pressed the buttons again and the channels began flipping like a kaleidoscope. “There it is,” he said. “The greatest medium of influence the world will ever know. And we’re just beginning to learn about it.

“Five years from now it will determine who the next President of the United States will be, ten years from now it will put the world in our backyard, fifteen years from now it may take us to the moon.” He jammed all the buttons angrily and the screens went to black.

“And that’s what you want to walk away from,” he said. “All because the game is too rough. And you’re too sensitive, you don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings.

“The rating game you play is a children’s game. When you run a network, you’re helping to shape and make the lives of people the world over. It can be for good, it can be for evil. But it has to be your choice. Only you can be the judge. You’re alone at the top. And the more viewers you have, the more effective you can be. I thought you saw that, maybe I was wrong.”

He was still for a moment. “I hadn’t intended to make a speech,” he said. “A long time ago in Phrygia there was something called the Gordian knot, and legend held that the man who untied it would be king. Alexander came and cut it with his sword. It was as simple as that.

“I made the fiftieth floor our Gordian knot. It remained empty four years. I intended it for the man who would succeed me. And all you did to get it was to ask. For only one reason. No one had ever thought of asking before. I thought you would be Alexander. He, too, was very young.”

He went from his desk to the window. He didn’t look at me. “I’ll accept our resignation,” he said over his shoulder. “But first I want you to read that memo I gave you when you came in.”

Silently I picked up the sheet of paper from the desk. It was a rough draft of a press release.



SPENCER SINCLAIR III ANNOUNCED TODAY THAT HE IS ASSUMING THE POSITION OF CHAIRMAN OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS OF SINCLAIR BROADCASTING COMPANY. HE ALSO ANNOUNCED THE APPOINTMENT OF STEPHEN GAUNT AS PRESIDENT OF SINCLAIR BROADCASTING COMPANY AND ITS CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER. MR. GAUNT WILL ALSO RETAIN THE PRESIDENCY OF SINCLAIR TELEVISION. MR. SINCLAIR STATED THAT…





I didn’t bother reading the rest of it. “You could have told me.”

He turned to look at me. His lips twisted in a wry smile. “You didn’t give me much of a chance.”

“Are you still willing to do this after the way I spoke?”

“I gave you the memo, didn’t I?”

I looked down at it again. President of Sinclair Broadcasting Company. Like being on top of the world. I put the memo back on his desk. “No,” I said. “Thank you, but no.”

Surprise edged into his voice. “Why?”

“I’m too young to die,” I said and went back downstairs to my office.

***

It was eight o’clock and we still hadn’t gone out to dinner. We were in bed. I ran my finger down the curve of her spine and cupped my hand over her buttock. I squeezed it. Solid.

“Like that?” she asked.

“What’s not to like? I’m an ass man. I thought you knew that.”

“You’re a lot of things,” she said. She dragged on the stick.

I took it from her mouth and rolled over on my back. I dragged on the reefer and let the smoke stay deep in my lungs. “Is there any more champagne left in that bottle?” I asked.

“I’ll see.” She sat up and reached for the champagne in the bucket. She refilled my glass, gave it to me, then refilled her own. “Clear sailing,” she said.

I could feel the tiny bubbles doing their thing all the way down to my toes. Everything was working fine. Champagne and pot. Dom Perignon and Acapulco Gold. Unbeatable.

I put the glass and the reefer on the end table and reached for her. She came into my arms as if she had been born there. I drained her mouth. “You’re warm,” I said. “Inside and out.”

“I love you,” she said.

I fed on her breasts. The telephone began to ring and I moved down to her belly.

“The telephone’s ringing,” she said.

“To hell with it,” I said, moving down to her fur. But she had already picked it up. “Tell them I’m out to dinner.”

A strange expression came over her face. “My father’s downstairs. He wants to come up.”

I took the telephone from her hand. “Yes.”

“A Mr. Sinclair for you, sir,” the doorman said. “Shall I send him up?”

I looked at her. “Yes.” I put down the phone and got out of bed. I went into the bathroom and rinsed my mouth. I splashed some water on my face and brushed at my hair. I slipped into a robe and went back into the bedroom.

She had pulled a negligee around her shoulders and was sitting up in bed. I bent over and kissed her. “Don’t go away,” I said. “I’ll get rid of him quick and be right back.”

He had style and good instincts and both were working for him. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Not at all,” I said. I led the way to the bar. “Would you like a drink?”

“Whiskey and water, no ice.”

“Scotch whiskey?”

“Of course,” he said.

I fixed his drink and poured myself a brandy. We drank. He came right to the point.

“What went wrong this morning? I thought I made everything very clear.”

“You did,” I said. “Nothing went wrong. I just realized that it was too much, too soon. Especially after listening to you. There’s still a great deal I have to learn.”

“You’ll do all right,” he said. “You learn fast.”

“Sure. But no matter how fast I learn, it will be at least two years before I can take on the things you want to throw at me.”

“Do you still want to leave?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “Not now.”

He smiled suddenly. “Thank you,” he said. “The last thing in the world I wanted to do was to drive you out.”

“I know that,” I said.

“Then what do we do?” he asked. “Ritchie left a hole in the company structure.”

“I’ll fill that hole,” I said. “With one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You stay on as president and chief executive officer of Sinclair Broadcasting. I’ll need you to keep me from going off the deep end. And if your offer is still good two years from now and you haven’t changed your mind, I’ll take you up on it.”

He looked at me. “Okay. You’re exec VP of the broadcasting company and president of the TV, is that it?”

I nodded. “That’s it.”

“Done.” He held out his hand. “Tell me something, I’m curious.”

“About what?”

“What would you have done if we hadn’t worked out a deal?”

“I wasn’t worried,” I said casually. “I really don’t have to work for a living.” Behind him Barbara had come into the room. I couldn’t resist it. “I forgot to mention I was married last week. To a very wealthy girl whose father wants to take me into the family business.”

He looked at me as if I had suddenly gone mad.

“Hello, Father,” Barbara said.

He didn’t have just style, he had great style. The shock was gone in a fraction of a second and he held his arms open to her. She went into them and he turned to me with a big smile on his face. “Congratulations, son. You’re a very lucky man.”

“I know that, sir.”

His smile broadened. “You don’t have to be so formal now that you’re in the family. Call me Dad.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Damn it!” she exploded. “Now I can’t even fasten this brassiere!” She flung it angrily across the room and turned back to the mirror. “Look at me. Christ!”

I came up behind her and putting my arms around her waist, I cupped a breast in each hand. “Let me be your brassiere.”

She stared at my face in the mirror. “You like it,” she accused. “You’d be proud if they asked me to do Elsie the cow commercials.”

“There’s nothing wrong with liking big tits. It’s the most popular American fixation.”

She twisted out of my arms and pulled a dresser drawer open violently. The drawer came out in her hands and spilled its contents over the floor. She sat down in the middle of the pile of underthings and began to cry.

I knelt beside her and pulled her head down to my chest. “I feel such a slug,” she sobbed. “I can’t do anything right.”

“Relax,” I said. “The worst is over. It’s only another few months now.”

“It’s like forever,” she said. “Why didn’t you talk me out of it?”

I did. The first year we were married. But by the second year, her mind was made up and there was no stopping her. “Every woman is entitled to her child,” she had said. “That’s where it’s at.”

I knew better than to remind her of that just now. Instead I pulled her to her feet. I sat her down in a chair. “I’ll fix you a drink.”

I made it a good one. She took one taste of it, made a face and put it down. “It tastes awful,” she said. “Give me a cigarette.”

I lit one and handed it to her. “I’m down,” she said. “I’ve never been so down in my life.”

“Drink your drink. It’ll make you feel better.”

“You wouldn’t have a reefer around, would you?”

“You know better than that. Bill said it might not be good for the baby. You wouldn’t want the baby born stoned, would you?”

“Just because he’s a doctor he thinks he knows everything,” she snapped. “I suppose it’s better if the baby’s born bombed? Whiskey’s okay?”

I didn’t answer.

She picked up the drink. “You finish dressing and go ahead. I’m not going out.”

“But they’re expecting both of us.”

“Make excuses then, for Christ’s sake. Tell them I’m nauseous or something. God knows you’re good enough at making excuses for not coming home to dinner. Think one up for them.” She swallowed some of her drink. “Besides I can’t stand that fat little Jew anyway. He reminds me of a pig.”

I stared at her. “Your stinger is showing.”

“I wouldn’t like him if he stood in the pulpit of St. Thomas’s Episcopal every Sunday,” she said. “He only wants to use you.”

“Doesn’t everybody?” I turned back to the mirror and finished knotting my tie. “But that’s my job. To be used by people.”

“Christ, aren’t you noble?” she sneered. “You’re beginning to believe that crap my father hands out that the president of a network is a servant of the people.”

“It could be worse,” I said, slipping into my jacket. “Are you getting dressed or are you going to sit there all night with your tits hanging out?”

There were eight of us at the round table at Twenty-One. Sam Benjamin and his wife, Denise; Jack Savitt and an actress client he was showing off, Jennifer Brace; Sam’s brother-in-law, Roger Cohen and his wife, whose name I didn’t catch until three weeks later; and Barbara and myself.

I looked across the table. Sam was enjoying himself. He was doing one of his tricks. Making a hundred dollar bill disappear, then finding it, first in the actress’s décolletage, then in Barbara’s cigarette case. Barbara seemed to be enjoying herself. At least she laughed more than anyone else at the table. But then, maybe she hadn’t seen his tricks before.

I smiled to myself. Sam loved table magic. Sometimes I wondered whether he was a frustrated performer, actor, or publicity man, or maybe a combination of all three. In a kind of way, that was how I came to meet him.

***

Jack and I had just finished lunch at the Norse Room in the Waldorf and were walking back to the Park Avenue entrance when we saw the crowd in front of the Empire Room. Then I saw the four Brinks men with drawn revolvers. Behind them were two more guards, carrying a big aluminum trunk that was fastened with two giant gold padlocks. Four more guards brought up the rear.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“I’ll find out,” Jack said quickly. He charged up the steps to the Empire Room and stopped to talk to a man at the door. A moment later he was back.

“It’s a publicity stunt,” he said. “Some new producer invited the press and every important exhibitor in the country to show how a picture should be sold.”

I looked at the crowd and recognized some of them. They were among the toughest and most cynical men in the business. “It’s got to be a pretty good stunt to get them out.”

“It is,” Jack said. “My friend told me there’s a million dollars in cash in that trunk.”

“This I gotta see.” No one at the door stopped us. Everyone had his eyes on the trunk, now standing on a table.

I looked around the room. It was plastered with signs and buntings. They all said the same thing.

SAMUEL BENJAMIN PRESENTS
Icarus
THE EXHIBITOR’S MILLION-DOLLAR MOVIE

I grinned to myself. At least here was a motion picture distributor who wasn’t lying down for television. He was fighting back with their own language. He was also fighting with more than that. There were giant blowups in color: a magnificent half-nude male, whose muscles shimmered under his skin, holding an almost naked girl in one arm while with the other he fought off armies. Other blowups had the same figure soaring over the massed warriors in a curious harness of feathered wings but never without the naked girl.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the PA system boomed.

All eyes turned to the stage. This was the first time I saw him. He was small and seemed almost as broad as he was tall. He wore a black suit and a white shirt. He had black hair and a ruddy face that seemed to be sweating.

“Most of you don’t know me,” he said. “My name is Sam Benjamin. And most of you don’t know my picture. Its name is Icarus. But I promise you just one thing.” He paused to wipe his face with a white handkerchief that was already sopping wet. “After today, you won’t forget either of us.”

He gestured and the guards picked up the trunk and turned it toward him. He took an immense gold key from his pocket and opened the locks, then stepped back.

The guards knew what they were supposed to do. They picked up the trunk and turned it over. Bundles and stacks of bills tumbled out onto the table, overflowing the edges and spilling to the floor. It seemed as if it would never stop. A deep collective sigh rose from the crowd.

I looked at them. There was an expression of rapt absorption on their faces. They could not take their eyes from the pile of money.

I looked back at the little man on the platform. Suddenly he was not that small anymore. He had been right. They would never forget him.

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

Jack turned to me when we reached the lobby. “The guy’s nuts. To take a chance with a million bucks like that. What if—”

I cut him off. “Get me a rundown on him.”

“You’re serious?”

I nodded. “I’ve never been more serious in my life.” There was only one kind of person who would pull a stunt like that. He had to be either a man who had everything, or a man who had nothing and was gambling everything. And it didn’t matter how it turned up. The man had guts.

What I learned made me ever more curious, and the next morning I went over to his office to see what he was really like. It was a small four-room office in one of the Rockefeller Center buildings. There were people running around, desks everywhere, even in the corridors, papers on the floor.

I stood there in the middle of what passed for the reception room and watched the confusion. After a moment, a man came up to me. He wore a worried expression. I didn’t know it then but he was Roger Cohen, Sam’s brother-in-law and principal source of finance.

“Are you an exhibitor or a salesman?” he asked.

“In a kind of way, I’m both.”

“What I want to know,” he said hoarsely, “is—are you buying, selling, or collecting?”

“Buying,” I said.

A smile came over his face. “In that case, come right in. Mr. Benjamin will see you right away.”

Sam was on the telephone when we came in. He looked up and waved me to a seat. There were papers on it. Roger hurriedly took them off.

“You got it,” Sam said into the phone. “Fifty percent rentals on the film, I pay all the co-op ads up to one grand per week.”

He put down the telephone and reached his hand over the desk. “Sam Benjamin’s the name.”

I took his hand. It was a fooler. There was nothing soft and fat about his grip. “Stephen Gaunt.”

He looked at me. “That Stephen Gaunt?”

I nodded.

“Why?” he asked.

“You need money,” I said. “We have it.”

“I don’t know where you got your information,” he said quickly. “But it’s all wrong. We’re doing fine.”

I got to my feet. “Then I’m wasting your time.”

“Wait a minute,” he said. “Not so fast. What have you got on your mind?”

“Two hundred thousand for your picture for TV.”

“Can’t do it. If the word gets out, the exhibitors will boycott me.”

“Money now,” I said. “We’ll announce the deal in two years. Your picture will have played off by then.”

“Did you bring the check?” he grinned. “I gotta pay the rent today or they’ll throw me out of here.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

We turned down the offers of a lift and walked home through the warm summer night. We crossed Fifth Avenue and looked in the windows of Saks. They were bright and filled with color and featured sport and cruise clothes. I looked at her. “It wasn’t so bad, was it?” I asked.

“No,” she answered shortly. She seemed lost in her own thoughts and we walked on. She didn’t speak again until we turned the corner on Forty-ninth Street. “What makes him so important to you?”

“Film,” I said. “He may be a way for us to get feature movies.”

“What’s so difficult about that?” she asked. “There’s plenty to be had.”

“Sure,” I answered. “But how long do you think the supply will hold up? Television uses more feature film in one week than Hollywood’s average annual production over the last twenty years.”

“Why don’t you just make them yourselves?”

“We will, in time. But the economics aren’t right just yet. Until then, we’re in an open market and I would like to protect myself against higher prices.”

“What makes you think you’ll get bargains from him? He’s not the type.”

I looked at her with respect. She wasn’t her father’s daughter for nothing. “Right,” I said. “But he needs us. He’s ambitious. He wants his own picture company. And we can help him get it. It works both ways.”

By this time we were at the Towers. We went into the building and got on the elevator. She began to say something, but then glanced at the elevator operator and held it until we had entered the apartment.

She sank exhausted into a chair. “Thank God for air conditioning. You can’t imagine how that heat beats me with all the weight I’m carrying.”

“You were going to say something in the elevator but you didn’t.”

“Oh.” She lit a cigarette. “I still wouldn’t trust him if I were you.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Little things. The way he acts.” She ground the cigarette out. “Nothing tastes right.”

“You started something, finish it.”

“He has no sense of loyalty, for one thing,” she said, almost defiantly. “Take the way he acted toward his brother-in-law, Roger, tonight.

“The first time we went out with him, he treated Roger as if he were his partner. It was Roger this, Roger that, Roger what do you think. I didn’t understand that until you told me that it was Roger who financed him all these years.”

“So?” I asked.

“You saw the way he acted tonight,” she said. “As if Roger were his lackey and didn’t exist at all. One tiny little bit of success and he treated Roger with contempt. Every time Roger opened his mouth, Sam shut him up, until Roger just sat there like a poor stupid idiot.”

“Sam was just feeling good,” I said. “He’s entitled to crow a little. It’s not every picture that grabs a three-million-dollar gross in twelve weeks.”

“Sure,” she said. “But not at the expense of the man who’s been carrying him for half his life.”

“I’m positive he means nothing by it,” I said. “Did you see the new Lincoln convertible he bought Roger?”

“I saw it. But I wonder if he’s paid Roger back the money he owed him?” She got heavily to her feet. “I feel all sticky and sweaty. I’m going to shower and go to bed.”

I thought that was the end of it, but she was still awake watching television when I got into bed beside her two hours later.

“I still don’t like him,” she said.

By that time he had long gone from my mind. I had spent the evening in the living room jumping channels. Tuesday night was still a problem for us. “Who?” I asked.

“Sam,” she said. She turned on her side away from me still watching the TV screen. “Rub my back.”

I moved my hand in a circular motion over the middle of her back. “How’s that?”

“Just a little bit lower.” I did what she wanted. “That’s better.” She was silent for a moment. “Did you see the way he took that hundred-dollar bill from that actress? He stuck his hand so far down her dress I thought he was going to pull her tits out along with the money. Not that she didn’t have them right up there for everybody to look at.”

I laughed. “If it’s tits he was interested in, he went after the wrong girl.”

“You were looking at them too. I saw the expression on your face. On all your faces. You all wanted to fuck her. I could tell.”

“You’re jealous,” I said.

“You’re damn right I am! If you think I like looking like this while cunts like her push their titties at you, practically begging you to fuck them, you’re crazy.”

“I wasn’t interested,” I said. “Anyway, it wasn’t me she was after, it was Sam.”

“Yes.” She giggled suddenly. “It was really funny. He’s so crass and vulgar. At one point when he thought no one could see him, he took her hand and put it under the tablecloth on his cock. From the expression on his face I thought he was going to come.”

I laughed, continuing to rub her back. “Good for him.”

She was quiet for a moment. I started to remove my hand. “Don’t stop. You’re making me deliciously horny.”

“How do you think I feel?” I asked.

She reached behind her and found me. “Hey!” she exclaimed. She began to turn toward me.

“Don’t move,” I said, putting my hands under her hips and moving her back toward me. She was wide open for me and I drove all the way in.

I heard her gasp. “I can’t breathe!” she cried. “I feel you up in my throat!”

I laughed and moved my hands up to hold each breast. I leaned over her shoulder and ran my tongue down the side of her cheek to her throat. Her buttocks were hard and grinding against my groin. A blare of sound came from the television set. Involuntarily I glanced at it.

She turned her face back toward me just at that moment. “Damn! I knew it had to happen sometimes,” she said. But her voice was warm and pleased and she didn’t stop trying to take more of me into her. “I knew you would find a way to fuck and work at the same time.”

***

I got out of bed and turned off the television set. She put her head against my shoulder when I came back.

“It was good, wasn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“It didn’t make any difference that I’m bigger now, did it?”

“No.”

She raised her head and looked at me. “My cunt is still the same? I mean—it isn’t stretched or—”

“It’s better,” I said. “It’s tighter, and wetter, and hotter.”

“I’m glad,” she said. She put her head back on my shoulders. “I’m sorry I was such a drag. But the last few weeks everything seemed to get to me. Your working late, my not being able to move around, the heat of the city and the noise. I’m even tired of the air conditioning. If only once I could get some fresh air to breathe—”

“That’s easy,” I interrupted.

“In this city?” she asked. “Where can you go? Central Park?”

“How about the Cape?” I asked. “Aunt Prue would be glad to have you. And you wouldn’t be bored. There is always something going on up there.”

“But what about you?”

“I can come up on weekends.” Suddenly I wanted her to go. It would make things easier all around. “During the week I have to work and I’m not much use to you. At least, this way, we’ll both get some time in the sun.”

But I was wrong. The first weekend she was away, I was in California, the second weekend I spent in the office going over the annual report to the stockholders, which had to be at the printers by Monday.

And the third weekend was too late.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I had just begun a meeting with the sales managers when Fogarty came into the office. “I know you said hold all calls, Mr. Gaunt,” she apologized. “But your aunt is calling from Rockport. She says it’s very important.”

I picked up the telephone. Aunt Prue spoke before I had a chance to utter a word. “Barbara is ill, Stephen. I think you had better come up here right away.”

My stomach began to tighten. “What happened?”

“We don’t know yet,” she answered. “I brought her breakfast as usual and found her on the floor in a pool of blood.”

“Is she all right?”

“She’s on her way to the hospital in an ambulance,” she answered. Her voice began to crack. “You come up here as quick as you can.”

The phone went dead in my hand. I looked over at Fogarty. I didn’t have to say a word, she could read the news on my face. She picked up the telephone. I was there in less than two hours by chartered plane.

Aunt Prue was in the waiting room of the hospital when I got there. “How is she?” I asked.

“She lost the baby,” said Aunt Prue in a dull voice.

“I don’t give a damn about the baby!” I almost shouted. “How is she?”

“I don’t know. She’s been in the operating room since she got here.”

I went down the corridor to the nurses’ post. “I’m Mr. Gaunt,” I said. “I’d like to get some information about my wife. She was just brought in here a few hours ago.”

“Just a moment, Mr. Gaunt, I’ll find out.” She picked up a phone and dialed a number. “Info on a new admission. Mrs. Gaunt.” She listened for a moment, then nodded. She depressed the bar and dialed again. She looked over at me. “I’m calling operation status.”

After a moment, someone answered. “Check on Mrs. Gaunt,” she said into the phone. “Her husband is here.” She listened for a minute, then put down the telephone and came over to me.

“She’s on her way down to her room,” she said in a professionally soothing voice that did nothing for me at all. “If you’ll go back to the waiting room, Mr. Gaunt, Dr. Ryan will be with you in a moment.”

“Thank you,” I said and went back to Aunt Prue.

It was fifteen minutes before he came into the waiting room. He knew Aunt Prue. He was a young man, but his face was gray and tired and his eyes were bloodshot with strain. He didn’t waste words. “If you’ll come with me, Mr. Gaunt, I’ll fill you in while we’re on our way.”

We went out into the hall and into an elevator. He pressed a button and it began to climb slowly, as only a hospital elevator can.

“Your wife is very low,” he said in his quiet voice. “By the time she was discovered she had lost a great deal of blood. Apparently she began to bleed in the night while asleep, but did not wake up until she actually began to abort. Then she tried to get out of bed for help, but she was already too weak and collapsed. My guess is that it was almost three hours before she was discovered. It’s a miracle that she was alive when she was found.”

The elevator door opened and we followed him down the hall to her room. We paused outside the door. “What’s her chances?” I asked, my words strangely impersonal in my own ears.

“We’re doing the best we can. We had to replace almost all her blood.” He looked right into my eyes. “I took the liberty of calling a priest in case she was Catholic.”

“She’s not,” I said. “She’s Episcopalian.” And I went into the room.

A nurse looked over her shoulder and saw us and moved away from the side of the bed. I looked down at her. There was a tube running into her arm, another into her nostril. She was white, whiter than I had ever seen anyone. I moved over to the bed and took her hand.

After a moment she seemed to become aware of me. Her eyelids fluttered and opened. Her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear her.

I put my face very close to her. “Don’t try to speak, Barbara,” I said. “Everything will be all right.”

Her eyes looked into mine. Again I felt the wonder of their blueness. “Steve,” her voice was the barest whisper. “I’m sorry about the baby.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’ll have others.”

Her eyes searched mine. “You mean that?”

“You’ll know I do,” I said. “As soon as you get out of here.”

A faint smile came to her eyes. “I love you,” she said.

“I love you,” I said. She seemed to give a small sigh of happiness and her lips parted. “I’ve always loved you. You know that,” I said.

But she didn’t and she never would. I didn’t even know she was dead until the doctor came over and gently took my hand away from her.

***

After the funeral I went back to the apartment and locked the door and turned off. I didn’t want to see or speak to anyone.

For the first few days people tried telephoning, but I wouldn’t answer and anyone who came was turned away downstairs. By the third day no one called, not even the office. They had all gotten the message.

I wandered through the apartment like a disembodied ghost. She was still there. Everywhere. The perfume of her was in the bed, her clothes were in the closet, her makeup was still spread over the bathroom.

The television set was on, but I didn’t even look at it. It was just on and after the third day of never being off, the tube burned out and I never bothered having it replaced. Now it was really quiet. Deadly quiet. Like the grave. Like where Barbara was.

Sometime during the fourth day the doorbell rang. I just sat on the couch. Whoever it was would go away. The bell rang again. Insistently.

I got up. “Who is it?” I asked through the closed door.

“Sam Benjamin,” he said.

“Go away,” I said. “I don’t want to see you.”

“I want to see you,” he shouted. “Do you open this door or do I have to break it in?”

I opened the door. “You saw me,” I said and started to close it.

But his foot was in the door now and his weight was against it, all two hundred pounds of him. I went back with the door.

He straightened up, puffing. “That’s better,” he said, closing the door behind him.

“What do you want?” I asked.

He looked at me. “It’s time you got out of here.”

I walked away from him and back to the couch. He followed me. “Why don’t you leave me alone?”

“I should,” he said. “You’re really no concern of mine.”

“That’s right,” I said.

“But I still need you,” he said.

“That’s what Barbara said about you.”

“She did?” He looked at me shrewdly. “She was smarter than I thought.” He walked over to the dining room table and looked at the remnants of food on the plates. “When did you eat last?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t remember. When I get hungry I call downstairs.”

“Do you have any booze here?”

“Behind the bar,” I said. “Help yourself.”

He went to the bar and took down a bottle of Scotch and poured two glasses full to the brim. He came back to me. “Here, take one. You need a drink.”

“I don’t want any.”

He put the glass down and, sipping his own drink thoughtfully, wandered off into the apartment. After a few minutes I heard him in the bedroom, then it was quiet. I stared at the glass of whiskey and ignored him.

Or tried to. But after about fifteen minutes and he still hadn’t come out, I went after him.

There was a pile of clothing lying on the floor. He came out of her closet with another armful and threw it on top of the rest. He saw me and stopped.

“What the hell are you doing?” I yelled. “Those are Barbara’s clothes!”

“I know it,” he said, puffing a little. “But what good are they doing to do you? Unless you intend to wear them?”

I began to put them back in the closet. He knocked them out of my arms and with surprising strength pushed me back. I swung at him, but he grabbed my wrists and held them.

“She’s dead!” he said sharply. “She’s dead and you might as well accept it. She’s dead and you’ll never bring her back. So stop trying to climb into the grave with her!”

“I killed her!” I said wildly. “If I hadn’t sent her away, she would still be alive. She wouldn’t have been alone when it happened.”

“It would have happened anyway,” he said quietly. “Everybody dies in their own time.”

“You know,” I said bitterly. “You Jews know everything. Even about death.”

“Yes. Even about death,” he said gently and let go of my wrists. “We Jews have six thousand years of experience with death. We have learned to live with it. We had to.”

“How do you live with it?”

“We cry,” he said.

“I forgot how. The last time I cried I was a little boy. I’m grown up now.”

“Try it,” he said. “It will help.”

“You’ll have to teach me,” I said nastily.

“I will,” he said. He looked around the room and took a hat from my closet and put it on his head. He turned to face me.

I stared at him. The too-small hat on his head, his ruddy shining face, the gleaming black-rimmed glasses. It was all too ridiculous. I almost began to laugh but something stopped me.

“At every funeral and once a year on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, we say a certain prayer for the dead. It’s called Kaddish.”

“And that makes you cry?” I asked.

“It never fails,” he said. “Because it’s not only for your dead but it’s for all the dead since time began.” He took my hand, “Now say this after me—Yisgadal, v’yiskadash—”

He waited and I repeated the words after him. “Yisgadal, v’yiskadahs—”

I saw the tears come into his eyes behind his shining glasses. He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice began to fail him. “Sh’may rabbo—”

I felt the tears burning their way to my eyes. I put my hands up and covered my face. “Barbara!” I cried.

I cried.

I cried.

I cried.
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BOOK TWO

SAM BENJAMIN


CHAPTER ONE

He woke from his sleep feeling drugged and heavy. He was quiet for a moment, then pushed himself up in the bed. The door opened and Denise stood there looking at him.

“So you finally made it,” she said.

He stared at her. “I feel lousy. I got a mouthful of stones.”

“You ought to have,” she said without sympathy. “Must you try to drink all the whiskey in town in one sitting?”

“Don’t hok me,” he said, without resentment. “I got a headache.”

She was silent for a moment. “I’ll get you some aspirin.”

She went into the bathroom and he struggled to his feet and stepped on the scale next to the bed. He looked down at the indicator and cursed. Two hundred and twenty pounds.

Denise heard him as she came back into the room. “It’s the drinking,” she said, handing him the aspirin and a glass of water.

He swallowed the aspirin, making a face. “I eat pretty good too.”

“You eat too much, you drink too much,” she said. “You got to start somewhere. Dr. Farber says stop drinking. The weight’s too much for your heart. You’re not getting any younger.”

“Don’t tell me,” he said wearily. “I know. Just tell Mamie to get me some breakfast.” He started for the bathroom.

“Coffee and toast?”

He stopped and looked back at her. “You know better than that. The usual. Four eggs, bacon, rolls, the works. I need the energy.”

“It’s your funeral,” she said.

“Then you’ll be a rich widow.”

She smiled at him. “Promises, promises. Ever since we met that’s all I got from you.”

He went to her and kissed her cheek. “Mama, get breakfast. You talk too much.”

She touched his face and left the room. He stood there for a moment after she left, listening to her voice as she called instructions to the cook, then he went into the bathroom.

As usual the telephone rang while he was sitting on the john. Denise’s voice came through the closed door. “It’s for you. Roger.”

“Damn it,” he said. “Tell him I’ll be right out.” He pushed the flush and shouted over the roar of the water. “And call the phone company. I want an extension in here.”

He went back into the bedroom and picked up the telephone. “Yes, Roger.”

“We’re confirmed for the Rome flight. Alitalia, nine o’clock tonight.” Roger’s voice was hesitant. “You sure you want to go?”

“Of course I’m sure,” he snapped.

“We’re four hundred thousand to the good now,” Roger said. “You make that deal and it’s gone.”

“We don’t make that deal and it will go away,” he said. “In dribs and drabs and we won’t know what happened to it. We got to keep movin’ or we lose it all.”

“What makes you so hot to keep pushing?” Roger said.

“I been waiting all my life for this chance,” he said. “And I’m not goin’ to pass it up.”

“But half that money is mine,” Roger said.

“I’ll guarantee your half,” he said, knowing full well that they were only words. If it went, he would have no money to guarantee Roger anything.

Roger knew it too. “That Gaunt has got your head turned. What if he doesn’t come through?”

“He’ll come through,” Sam said confidently. “He’s the one person around that can see beyond the edge of his nose. Besides, he’s lucky for me.”

Roger knew when to stop. “What time will you be down at the office?”

“In about an hour,” he said. “I’ll pack a bag and we’ll leave from there.”

When he put down the telephone, Denise had returned. “You’re still going through with it?”

He nodded.

“You don’t have to,” she said. “We have enough. The kids don’t need it.”

“I need it. I’ve been around a long time and if I don’t make it now I’ll never make it. Just once I would like everybody to know I’m as good as they are.”

She touched his hand. “You’re better.”

He smiled. “You’re prejudiced,” he said and went back into the bathroom.

***

He heard the faint “Ping” and was instantly alert. The cabin was dark and overhead the seat-belt sign had just gone off. He glanced over at Roger.

Roger was asleep, in the awkward position most perfectly adapted for aircraft sleeping, his mouth slightly agape. He always bragged that he could sleep anywhere. As a boy he had slept on subways and after that everything was easy. Apparently he was right.

It wasn’t like that with Sam. Something about hanging thirty-five thousand feet in the air in a heavy metal container did something to his gut. No matter how much he drank or how many pills he took, his eyes remained steadfastly open.

Carefully he stepped out into the aisle over Roger’s outstretched feet and made his way forward through the dark cabin. Everyone seemed to be sleeping.

He went through the curtains into the lounge, blinking at the light. The lone stewardess sitting there jumped to her feet.

“Can I get you something, Signor Benjamin?”

“You know my name?” he asked.

“Si, signore,” she smiled. “Doesn’t everyone know the name of the famous prodottore?”

It was real Italian con. Especially with his name on the passenger list. “Whiskey and water.”

He sat down as she turned to the galley. He took off his glasses and polished them with his handkerchief. She placed the drink in front of him. He put his glasses back on and almost finished the drink in one draft. He looked up at her. “Where’s the rest of the crew?”

“Sleeping,” she said. “It’s still four and a half hours to Rome and there’s not much to do.”

He nodded, finishing his drink. “Bring the bottle over here and sit down.”

“It’s against regulations signore.”

“It’s also against regulations for members of the crew to sleep while on duty. But we know about such things, don’t we?”

She glanced at him, then nodded. “Si, signore.” She took the bottle of whiskey from the galley behind her and put it on the table between them. She sat down opposite him.

He poured some whiskey into his glass. He sipped at it slowly this time. He was beginning to feel better.

“You are going to begin production of another film, signore?”

He nodded.

“With Marilu Barzini?”

It hadn’t been a con. She did know after all. “Yes.”

“She is very beautiful,” the stewardess said. “And very talented.”

“You speak as if you know her?” he guessed.

“She and I used to make the rounds together,” she replied. “But she had much more determination than I. And much more beauty.”

He studied her. There had been a faint hint of wistfulness in her voice. “Why did you stop?” he asked. “You are quite lovely yourself.”

“Thank you, signore,” she said. “But I could not do what she did. I could not live on promises. This job gave me security.”

“I will be at the Excelsior for a few days. Come and see me. Perhaps it is not too late.”

“You are very kind, Signor Benjamin. Perhaps I will come and visit you. But for the career it is too late. I am quite content now.”

“Are you?” He made a gesture with his hands and a hundred-dollar bill appeared between his fingers.

She looked at it, then at him. “What is that for?”

“Contentment,” he said, pushing it in front of her. He took her hand and guided it to his lap under the table. “I told you I thought you were lovely.”

She made a motion as if to withdraw her hand, but he held it firmly while he opened the zipper and let himself free. She stared into his eyes behind the polished shining glasses, then her fingers tightened around the heat of his erection.

“Better get a towel first,” he said quietly. “I’m a quick comer.”

Ten minutes later he was back in his seat and sound asleep. He didn’t open his eyes until the big plane touched down at the Rome airport.


CHAPTER TWO

Sam closed the script and put it down. “I need a drink.” Charley Luongo, his Italian representative, had the drink ready almost before the words were out of his mouth. “What d’yuh think, boss?” he asked, the Brooklyn accent still in his voice although he had not been in America since he was sixteen.

“It’s strong stuff,” Sam said. “I don’t know.”

“It’s not her usual style, that’s for sure,” Roger said.

“Yeah.” Sam pulled at his drink.

Marilu Barzini made her name running around naked in Italian epics like Icarus and Vesuvius. Then she went into several American films as a sex symbol. Now she wanted something more. To be an actress. And she was willing to make sacrifices. She was cutting her price from one hundred and fifty thousand dollars a film to fifteen thousand for this one just to get someone to do it. And despite that, until Sam came along, she had no takers. Now he knew why.

It was downbeat. It was grim. Perhaps it would be great. But there was no way of telling whether it would become a commercial success or just another Open City or Bicycle Thief to play the art houses and gather a few critical posies.

He looked over at Charley. “If there was some way we could brighten it up,” he said. “Get some humor into it.”

“No chance,” Charley said. “She’s got her mind set on it. ‘Just like that, no changes,’ she says. Pierangeli, the director, agrees with her.”

“He should,” Sam said. “He hasn’t made a money picture in his life.”

“But he’s won every film award in Italy and Europe,” Charley said.

“Great,” Sam said unenthusiastically. “Let him try hocking that to the banks.”

“What are you going to do?” Roger asked.

“I’m going with it,” he said. “I haven’t any choice. Win or lose, it’s going to be an important picture. How they did it I don’t know, but they got the best actors in Europe for it. It’s up to us to promote the ass off it so we don’t lose.”

“You have a plan?” Roger asked.

“I have an idea,” he said. “But it depends on the cooperation I get from her.”

The telephone rang and Charley picked it up. “Pronto,” he said. He covered the mouthpiece. “They’re downstairs now.”

“Tell them to come up,” Sam said. He went into the bedroom and closed the door, then into the bathroom and washed his face. He dried himself and then looked in the mirror. The lines of fatigue were in the corners of his eyes. Maybe after this was over he could get a little sleep.

As usual, her sheer beauty stopped him as he came through the door. He held his breath for a moment. It was almost too much. No woman could be like that. But she was.

“Sam,” she said in a warm voice. She held out her hand and leaned forward for his kiss.

He kissed her cheek. “I don’t believe it,” he said truthfully. “You are too beautiful.”

She smiled. She had learned to live with compliments and accept them as normal. “Thank you, Sam.”

“Hello, Nickie,” he said. Niccoli was her husband everywhere except in Italy. They shook hands. He turned to the third man. “Signor Pierangeli,” he said. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

The director nodded shyly. He spoke very little English. “Signor Benjamin.”

Marilu couldn’t wait. “The script, Sam, you read it? What do you think?”

Sam looked at her. “I like it. But I don’t think it will go. I have some ideas that I want to present to you and if we agree, we will go forward.”

“No changes, Sam,” she said imperiously.

He looked at her for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. “If we can’t even discuss my thoughts, Marilu, then there isn’t the faintest chance of our ever making a deal.” He walked to the bedroom door and opened it. “And that means you’ll never make the picture because I’m the only one who believes you’re enough of an actress to do it. And enough of an actress to become the first foreign actress to win an Academy Award.”

He shut the door behind him. He could feel the sweat standing out on his forehead. He went into the bathroom and washed his face. He wished he had a drink.

There was a soft knock at the bedroom door. “Yes?” he called out.

It was Nickie’s voice. “May I come in, Sam?”

Quickly he took off his jacket and threw it into a chair. He pulled open his collar and tie and leaned back on the bed. “Come in.”

Nickie came into the room. He was a slim, good-looking man and oddly enough a good producer. He did not have to depend on Marilu for his projects. It was the other way around. He had first seen the potential in her and brought her along from just another buxom Italian girl to the star she had become.

“You have to understand Marilu,” he said in a soft voice. “She’s very emotional.”

“I appreciate that,” Sam said. “But you must remember that I’m tired and exhausted. That I just flew four thousand miles and stayed awake all night to meet with her and if we can’t discuss anything, it’s useless.”

Years of dealing with temperament gave Nickie the patience of Job. “I think she would like to talk with you now,” he said. “She already regrets her sharp remark.”

“I think it would be better if we met after I had a little sleep,” Sam said. “Then I might be more patient myself.”

“If I might make a suggestion, Sam,” Nickie said smoothly. “Meet her without Pierangeli. She will be less defensive and more willing to listen to reason without him around.”

“You arrange it, Nickie. I’ll be ready anytime this evening from cocktails on.”

“Cocktails and dinner,” Nickie said. “She will be here.”

“And you?”

Nickie met his gaze. “You meet her alone. Believe me, it is better. This is your picture, not mine.”

“But I thought you were to be the producer?”

“I will,” Nickie said. “But I will be your employee. And it is just as well that Marilu understands this immediately. That way she will realize there is only one final authority.”

“Thank you, Nickie,” Sam said. “I appreciate that.”

Nickie smiled at him for the first time. “Don’t worry, Sam, it will be a commercial picture. Together we will see to it.

They shook hands and Nickie left. Sam stretched out and was asleep in a moment.

***

It hadn’t always been like that. As he fell asleep, he remembered the first time he had come to Rome. Almost four years ago.

The flight had been miserable. He found himself squeezed into an economy section seat between two Italian ladies who chattered incessantly and kept passing pieces of fruit back and forth in front of him. He cursed the stinginess of Roger, who had made the reservations for him. Roger could never see the necessity of first-class air travel. After all, the flights never lasted that long.

He landed in the blazing heat of an August morning and the chauffeur and car that were to meet him at the airport never showed. He climbed hot and sweating into a taxi, which took him to the Excelsior Hotel.

A reception clerk showed him to the room. He stared at it in dismay. It was narrow and dark, facing a rear courtyard. “There is a mistake,” he said. “I ordered a suite.”

“No, signore,” the clerk said politely, showing him the reservation. “This is what has been ordered.”

Sam looked at it. Roger had done it again. He was willing to bet now that he hadn’t even ordered a car to meet him. He gave the confirmation back to the clerk. “I would like a suite.”

Sam followed him downstairs to the reception desk. The assistant manager was definite. “There are no suites available, signore.”

Sam gestured with his hand. The corner of the hundred-dollar bill peeked from it. The assistant manager saw it. “Perhaps something could be found, eccellenza,” he said, turning to study the chart.

Sam watched him as he shuffled cards in the frame. “I want the best you have. I will be holding some very important meetings.”

“The Ambassador suite is available,” the assistant manager said. “But it is very expensive.”

“I’ll take it.”

“Very well, signore.” He turned back to Sam. “For how long will you need it?”

“A week, maybe ten days.”

“It will be payable in advance, signore.”

Sam took out his Diner’s Club card.

The manager shook his head. “I am sorry, signore. We do not accept credit cards.”

Sam took out his checkbook from an inner pocket.

“No personal checks, signore. Unless credit has been arranged in advance.”

“You do accept traveler’s checks?” Sam asked sarcastically.

The irony was lost on the assistant manager. “Si, signore.”

Sam put the attaché case on the counter between them. He opened it and let the man catch a glimpse of the neat rows of traveler’s checks it contained. He pulled out one package and snapped the case shut. He countersigned a check quickly and passed it across to the man.

“But it’s for a thousand dollars, eccellenza,” the assistant manager said. “The suite is only—”

“That’s okay,” Sam interrupted. “It’s the smallest I have. You just apply it and let me know when that’s used up.”

“Si, eccellenza,” the assistant manager said, almost breaking himself in half bowing. He personally escorted Sam up to the suite and pocketed the hundred-dollar bill with effusive bows.

Sam ordered a bar set up in the living room and when he went into the bedroom, the valet was already unpacking his bags. He looked around him with satisfaction. This was more like it. Roger would blow a cork when he found out what it cost, but it didn’t matter. He would have to learn.

He began to get rid of his clothes. They were sticky and uncomfortable from the flight. He went into the shower and by the time he came out, the telephone began to ring.

And it was never to stop ringing as long as he was there. The thousand-dollar traveler’s check had done its job well. And so had the assistant manager. It was better than being announced on the six o’clock news.

The first call he took was from Charley Luongo.


CHAPTER THREE

He came out of the shower and wrapped himself in the immense robe that served double duty as a bath towel. The bar was already set up and he poured himself a heavy Scotch and took it over to the window and looked out.

His view faced the American embassy and the Via Veneto as it curved toward the old city. The sight of the American flag somehow cheered him and he raised his glass and silently toasted it.

The ringing of the telephone called him back into the room. He picked up the phone. “Yes?”

“Mr. Benjamin? This is Charley Luongo.” The accent was unmistakably Brooklyn.

“Charley Luongo? Do I know you?”

“No, Mr. Benjamin. But I know of you. You are an American producer who is coming to Italy to look at some films.”

“You are well informed,” Sam said. “What can I do for you?”

“You can give me a job,” Charley said.

“Doing what?” Sam asked.

“Anything. You name it.” Charley’s voice was serious. “I translate, chauffeur, guide, negotiate, secretary, pimp, I have experience. Two years assistant production manager on Ben Hur, one year sales department and advertising, Columbia Pictures, two years independent production, Cinematrografica Italiana. Good references. Besides, I’m honest. I’m not like these local guineas who will steal you blind if you don’t keep your hands in your pockets all the time.”

“You’re not Italian?”

“I’m Italian, but I was brought up in the States. I came here before the war with my parents. I was just sixteen. I was drafted into the American Army when they invaded.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “I’d like to see you.”

Almost before Sam put down the telephone, the doorbell rang and he was there. He was tall and slim, with brown eyes and fair hair, slightly balding.

They shook hands and studied each other. “How did you find out about me?” Sam asked.

“The assistant manager is the brother-in-law of the girl I’m living with. He called me as soon as you were checked in.”

“If you’re as good as you say you are, how come you’re not working?”

“The Italians get first crack at the jobs,” Charley said.

“But you said you were Italian,” Sam said.

“I am,” Charley answered. “But I hold an American passport. My father was naturalized.”

“I don’t know,” Sam said doubtfully.

“Why don’t you try me for a week?” Charley said. “Then, if you’re not satisfied, we’ll call it quits. I don’t get so much. I’ll work for forty thousand lire a week.”

Sam thought. That wasn’t very much. About eighty dollars. “Okay.”

“Thank you, Mr. Benjamin,” Charley smiled.

The telephone rang. Without hesitation, Charley picked it up. A rapid exchange in Italian followed. He covered the mouthpiece with his hand and turned to Sam. “A producer wants to show you a picture.”

“What picture?”

“It’s called Crazy Baby.”

“Is it worth looking at?”

“No,” Charley said. “He’s been trying to unload it for two years now. Every major company passed it up.”

“Tell him I’m not interested,” Sam said.

Charley spoke a few more words into the telephone and put it down. “Maybe I could be of help if I knew what you were looking for?”

“A big exploitation picture in color. I want a lot of production values, costumes, and naked broads. Something I can buy cheap and promote the hell out of in the States.”

“Okay,” Charley said. “Now I know. Maybe I can help you. I know a guy that’s got four hundred grand in a costume picture called Icarus. It’s the legend about the Greek boy who wanted to fly like a bird and the feathers melted in the sun. It’s got everything you want. And the producer is busted. He’ll take anything you will give him.”

“I like it already,” Sam said. “Get him on the phone and arrange a screening for me.”

Charley took a small book out of his pocket, opened it and put it down next to the phone. He called the operator and gave him the number.

“Would you like a drink?” Sam asked.

“No, thank you,” Charley said. He tapped his stomach. “I have an ulcer.”

Sam grinned at him. “I guess you’re American, all right.”

That was where they began. Sam was fortunate because Charley was as good as his word. They were able to buy Icarus at the right price and later make an almost equally good deal for a sequel, Wings of Icarus. It was then that Sam gave him a bonus of a thousand dollars and raised his salary to two hundred a week. He made him managing director of the Italian company with one small office off the Via Veneto and Charley was his for life.

***

The room was dark and he felt the hand pressing on his shoulder. He rolled over and sat up.

“It’s almost eight o’clock,” Charley said. “Marilu will be here any minute.”

“Jesus, I better shower,” Sam said. He got out of bed. “Make a reservation for me at Capriccio’s for dinner.”

“I ordered dinner served up here,” Charley said.

Sam looked at him. “Do you think that’s wise? She’s not just another cunt, you know.”

“She’s an Italian actress,” Charley said flatly.

“But what about Nickie?”

“It was his idea, wasn’t it?”

Sam didn’t answer, he started for the bathroom. “If she comes, you keep her busy until I’m dressed.”

“Okay,” Charley said. “I’m taking Roger out to dinner. We’ll be at Gigi Fazzi around the corner if you should want us.”

As it was, Marilu was an hour late and Sam was half bombed by the time she arrived. He had been as nervous as an adolescent. He drank Scotch after Scotch and now the whole world had a rosy glow.

When the knock came at the door, he rose to his feet, weaving slightly. Charley opened the door and she came in.

The breath caught in Sam’s throat and in a moment he was terribly sober. She had that effect on him. It was unbelievable. Again the sheer beauty and femaleness of her brought a physical pain to his gut.

She came right to him. He kissed her cheek, his nostrils filling with the warm scent of her. “I’m so glad you’re not angry with me, Sam.”

He smiled. “Who can be angry with so beautiful a woman?”

She returned his smile. “You’re becoming very Italian, Sam.”

She walked over to the tables. “Champagne and caviar!” she exclaimed. Like a child, she took a small spoon, scooped the caviar to her mouth. “Delicious!”

She didn’t seem to notice that Charley and Roger had disappeared. Still at the table, she poured two glasses of champagne and turned, holding one toward him. “A toast, Sam.”

He took the glass although he hated champagne, or for that matter, wine of any kind. “What shall we drink to?”

“To our film together,” she said.

They drank. She lowered the glass and looked at him. “I am very happy.”

“I am too,” he answered.

The telephone rang and he answered it. He had placed the call to Stephen Gaunt in New York early that afternoon and it had finally come through. “I’ll take it in the bedroom,” he said. “If you will excuse me?”

She nodded and he went into the other room and picked up the telephone. “Steve?”

The secretary’s voice said, “Just a moment, Mr. Benjamin, I’ll put him on for you.” There was a click and it was Steve. “How’s the pasta over there, Sam?”

“Haven’t had time to try it yet,” he said. “I called to find out what you thought of the script.”

“The Sisters?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s strong meat. But I like it. The only thing I wonder about is Marilu Barzini. I know she’s great running around naked, but can she act?”

Sam glanced up. He noticed the door moving slightly. “Hold on a minute,” he said, putting the phone on the bed.

He walked back to the door and opened it suddenly. Marilu almost fell into the room. She looked at him, a startled expression on her face.

He smiled, and taking her hand, led her back into the room with him. He sat down on the bed and picked up the telephone. “I’m sorry, Steve,” he said. “You were saying?”

“Is there someone there?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“Can you talk?”

“Yes,” he answered. “What about Marilu?”

He held the phone out so that she could hear what Steven had to say. “Like I said, if she can act, it’s got a chance, but it needs lightening up. And some real ballsy sex, not so much of that goddamn imagery.”

“If I can deliver what you want, will you come in with me?”

“I can’t now, Sam. You know my board of directors. Once you have the picture, though, it’s another story.”

“Will you give me a commitment for four hundred thousand subject to delivery?”

“Two fifty is the best I can do. Providing the script meets with our approval. Of course it’s all subject to the final viewing of the film.”

“What if I told you I think she’ll come up with an Academy Award for her performance in this picture?”

“If she delivers, I can believe it. You going to go through with it?”

“Yes,” Sam said. “After all, isn’t it what you told me to do? Get out of the shlock business into something respectable?”

Steve laughed. “Okay, Jewish Father. One way or the other, count me in.”

“For three hundred,” Sam said.

“Three hundred,” Steve laughed. “Good luck. And give that broad I hear breathing into the phone one for me, will you?”

The phone went dead in his hand and he put it down. He looked up at Marilu. “Well?”

“Who was that?” she asked.

“The president of one of the big American companies.”

“Why is it that no one will believe that I can act?” she said angrily. “All they think I am is a body.”

“There’s nothing wrong in that.”

“But sooner or later they must come to something else. Look at Lollobrigida, Loren—they are appreciated as fine actresses also.”

“And you will be too,” he said soothingly. “After we make this film.”

Her anger was suddenly gone. “Do you really think so, Sam?”

He nodded.

“And that I will win the Academy Award?”

It was then he knew he had her. “If you do what I say.”

Dramatically she sank to her knees before him. “I will do anything you say, Sam. You are my mentor, my guide.” She buried her face in his lap.

His reaction to her was so swift as to take even him by surprise. She turned her face up to him, a secret smile in her eyes. He found himself blushing. “I am also a man,” he said.

“Of course,” she said calmly, her fingers finding his zipper and opening it. “First you are always men.”


CHAPTER FOUR

He always had big dreams. And the first was about his height. In his dreams he was always six feet two inches, lean, hard, and broad-shouldered, the kind of man the girls looked after and sighed. It didn’t take him long to realize that no matter how many stretching exercises he did he would never be more than the five feet six inches heredity had bestowed on him. It was then that he made up his mind, if he couldn’t be six feet two, he could act six feet two.

Fortunately for him, heredity had also bestowed on him a square, powerful frame and the strength of a young bull. If it were not for that he would have been killed before he was sixteen. The neighborhood in the East Bronx made no allowances for his size when measured against the loudness of his mouth. By the time he graduated from high school, he figured out that he couldn’t beat everyone in the world and began to control his quick tongue. From that time on, he began to do well.

He graduated from the City College of New York, then Fordham Law. He passed the bar examination of the State of New York and after two years clerking in a cousin’s law office quit the law profession forever. There was not enough in it for him. He was not interested in the small matters that would come his way and the big ones would always go to the already established attorneys.

It was 1933 and the depression blanketed the country. He considered himself lucky to find a job as an assistant manager of a local movie theater on Broadway near One hundred and thirty-seventh Street. The only reason he got the job was because he had promised the owner of the small chain of theaters, three in all, that he would throw in for free and, on his own time, such legal services as the boss would require. All for the magnificent salary of $22.50 per week.

In 1934 came the projectionists’ strike, then the whole industry erupted. The theater manager left rather than cross the picket line and Sam found himself promoted. Now he was a big man. Thirty dollars a week. And oddly enough, he loved the business.

He loved motion pictures. Every one of them. Good or bad. He saw them all when they finally played in his theater. Some of them two or three times. And once again he began to find himself dreaming.

It had been like that the morning he came out of the subway on the corner across the street from the theater. It was warm, and the shimmering heat already lay on the city streets.

He stood on the corner and looked across at the theater. The biggest sign of all was a banner strung underneath the marquee: 20° COOLER INSIDE!

Above that in neat, white, block letters, the feature was advertised.

JAMES CAGNEY · LORETTA YOUNG
TAXI
Early Bird Matinee 25¢
Selected Short Subjects

He crossed the street and stopped at the box office. “Good morning, Marge.”

“Good morning, Sam,” the cashier replied.

“How are we doing?” he asked.

She looked down at her sheet. “Not bad. Seventy admissions.” She looked at him. “The pickets didn’t show this morning.”

He looked up and down the street. “Maybe it’s too hot for them.”

“It seems strange without them,” she said. “They always brought me coffee from the store on the corner.”

He looked down the street again. She was right. The pickets had become a fact of life, and the theater entrance seemed naked without their red and white painted signs. “I’ll check on them when I call downtown with the morning figures,” he said.

“Don’t take too long. I’ve been in this booth since nine thirty and I need some relief.”

“I’ll be back in a minute,” he promised.

Old Eddie, the ticket taker at the door, smiled at him. “Good morning, Mr. Benjamin. Seventy tickets this morning.” His voice was as pleased as if he owned the theater.

“Morning, Eddie.” He went on in. The soothing dark flowed over him and he heard the voices coming from the screen.

The feature was on. He took one look and stopped, entranced. This was his favorite scene.

The little Jewish man with the long, flowing beard and wide, black, flopping hat walked up to the taxicab parked at the curb and in Yiddish asked directions to the synagogue.

James Cagney turned his map-of-Ireland face to the man and, in equally perfect Yiddish, gave him directions. An appreciative murmur of laughter came from the audience. Sam laughed with them.

Sam went up the steps toward the balcony. The manager’s office was on a small landing about halfway up. He opened the door and went inside.

The pimply faced young man, the boss’s second cousin, now the assistant manager, looked up at him. “Good morning, Sam.”

“Good morning, Eli. Anything in the mail?”

“The usual,” Eli said in a bored voice. “Just the press books for next week’s pictures. A couple of bills. The ice company won’t deliver tomorrow unless we pay up. I told them you would call them.”

“How many did they bring in this morning?”

“Four cakes.”

“We’ll need more before the day is out if this heat keeps up,” Sam said. “You go down and relieve Marge. I’d better call them now.”

He picked up the telephone and got the manager of the ice company. They agreed to send over two more cakes of ice at four o’clock in the afternoon after he promised to pay them something on account.

He put down the telephone and looked at the press book for next week’s feature. It was an MGM picture and the book was elaborate. They always did the best job. They had the best of everything. Stars, stories, directors. He began to turn the pages wondering how many accessories and lobby cards the front office would send him. There were always stingy with supplies even if they only rented them from National Screen instead of buying them as the downtown theaters did. He heard the door open behind him and turned around.

It was Marge. She looked at him reproachfully. “You didn’t even call last night.”

“It was late,” he said. “I didn’t get out of here until after one o’clock in the morning. I thought you’d be asleep.”

“I told you I would wait up.”

He began to feel annoyed. That was the trouble with being nice to them. Bang them twice and they began to feel that they owned you. “I was tired,” he said.

She closed the door carefully behind her. “Are you still tired?”

He smiled suddenly. “Not that tired.”

She turned the key in the lock and came toward him. She was a big girl, almost a head taller than he. He liked big girls and she was big everywhere. Big tits. Big ass.

He got to his feet and she came into his arms. She leaned back against the desk so that she would not tower over him as they kissed. His fingers fumbled at the buttons of her blouse.

She laughed lightly, sure of herself now. Quickly she undid her blouse and the big breasts heavy in their brassiere, pushed forward. He fumbled with the catch and uncovered them. With an almost animal cry he buried his face against them.

She held his head tightly against her with one hand and with the other she pulled open the buttons of his trousers. He sprang swollen into her hand, moistening her with his lubricious fluid.

“Do you have something to put on?” she whispered.

He stared at her. “Here? I didn’t expect—”

She pulled her hand back as if she had touched a hot poker. “We better stop then,” she said. “I can’t take any chances. It’s too close to my period and that’s the most dangerous time.”

“Oh Christ!” He was angry. “You’re not going to stop now. I’ll pull out before I come.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

“I don’t want to have a baby,” she said, dropping her skirt and stepping out of it. She stood there a moment, looking around. “Where are we going to do it?”

She was right. There wasn’t even enough room in the small office to stretch out on the floor. “Turn around,” he said, roughly placing her hands on the desk, so that she was half bent over.

He let his trousers fall around his ankles and entered her from behind, his arms reaching around her, cupping and holding her breasts.

“Oh God! You’re going right through me!” she cried.

He held her tightly, thrusting himself against her. He went soaring off into a world all his own. Filled with tremendous breasts and buttocks and lubricious cunts. He closed his eyes.

At first the roar seemed to be in the distance, almost a part of their coupling, then the explosion hit and the force threw them back against the wall of the office and to the floor.

The desk upended and the chair splintered in the corner. He lay there for a moment, gasping for breath, her weight full on him. Then he moved.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I think so,” she said hesitantly. “What happened?”

He knew the answer instinctively, almost before he heard the cries from the theater. He pushed her away and got to his feet, pulling up his trousers. Now he knew why the pickets didn’t show up this morning. “Better get dressed,” he said. “I think the theater’s been bombed.”

He was out of the office and down the staircase before she could answer. The glass at the back of the lobby was shattered. Old Eddie was standing next to a twisted door, blood streaming from a cut on his forehead.

“I saw them, Mr. Benjamin,” he cried. “They threw it from a car. A black car that stopped in front of the theater.”

Sam looked out. The lobby was destroyed and almost impassable with broken glass. A wave of people came from inside the theater. They pushed against him. “Eddie, open the side doors,” he said. “Okay, folks,” he shouted. “Nothing to worry about. You’ll all get refunds.”

The side doors swung open, spilling the white daylight into the theater. Fortunately there was no panic.

The customers filed out slowly. He went over to Eddie. “Where’s Eli?”

“I haven’t seen him,” the old man replied.

Suddenly a sick feeling came over Sam. He turned and ran through the broken glass in the lobby. The young man was still in the box office. That is, what was left of him. Apparently the box office had taken the full brunt of the bomb.

In the distance he heard the sirens of the fire engines. It was just luck that it wasn’t he who was in the booth. Pure blind fucking luck.


CHAPTER FIVE

He sat there uncomfortably in the back of his father’s tailor shop off Southern Boulevard as the old man went about the business of closing up for the evening. Every now and then his father would glance at him and shake his head, murmuring, “What will I tell your mother?”

He was thirty-five years old then and his parents still had the ability to make him feel a child. That he was an assistant manager of the Roxy Theater downtown didn’t matter. Nor did it matter that his salary was ninety dollars a week, more than anyone else in the neighborhood. All that mattered was his latest mishegoss.

His father turned the final key and they stood outside in the street. “Button up,” his father said. “The wind will give you your death.”

Sam looked at the bent old man, then buttoned his coat. They began walking along the street toward the apartment.

His father stopped him suddenly and looked up into his face. “I didn’t say anything, did I, when you said you didn’t want to be a lawyer after all the money we spent putting you through college, did I?”

Sam shook his head.

“When your mother hollered, didn’t I say, let him? He’s a man, he must find his own way? Even when you went to work in that crazy business, the movies, did I say no? I said good luck to him. If it makes him happy, good luck.”

Sam didn’t answer.

“When you didn’t want to get married to that Greengrass girl, did I fight with you, even if her rich father said he would give you twenty thousand dollars to open your own law office? No. I said an American boy has a right to decide for himself who he wants to marry. As long as he don’t come home with a shiksa, it’s okay. This is not the old country.”

Sam held his tongue.

“But this is too much,” his father said. “This I can’t give my okay to. This I can’t say to your mother: let him. This is stupid.”

They were at the apartment house now and went inside. The hallway was filled with the many odors of his youth. It was Friday night. Chicken soup. They began to climb the stairs to the apartment.

“It isn’t as if you were a kid. You don’t have to go. Before the draft gets to you, you’ll be overage.”

“That’s just it, Pa,” Sam said. “If I don’t get in now, it’ll be too late. They’ll never take me.”

“Oho, and that will be such a tragedy?” his father said, stopping on a landing and poking him in the chest to emphasize his words. “And what will you be missing? A chance to get your head shot off or maybe worse? Just because we named you Samuel? Leave the fighting to the goyim. They’re good at it. You stay home where you belong and mind your business.”

“That’s just it, Pa,” he said. “I am a Jew and this is my business. If we’re not the first to want to stop Hitler, who else is there to do it for us?”

“But your job at the Roxy? How do you know they’ll keep it for you after the war?”

“It doesn’t matter, Pa,” he said. “I was about ready to quit anyway.”

They reached the apartment door. His father took out his key. Before opening the door, he turned to Sam. “Does this mean you’ll have to give back the Roxy pass?”

Sam smiled. It all came down to that. The one thing his mother had to lord it over the neighbors was the right to get into the Roxy for nothing anytime she wanted. “I don’t think so, Pa,” he said. “I’ll make arrangements to take care of it.”

***

He wanted war, he got it. He didn’t have to wait until they reached the battlefields of Europe. For him it began his third day of basic training at Fort Bragg.

It was six o’clock in the morning and they had been formed up in the freezing wet rain of the early spring morning for almost an hour. Finally they were dismissed for breakfast. They broke ranks and began to hurry through the rain to the mess hall. About to go in he was pushed aside.

“Move, Jew boy,” the cracker voice said in his ear. “It’s enough we’re goin’ to fight your war for you. Let us in for breakfast.”

He stopped, blocking the doorway, and turned to look at the man who had spoken. There were three GI’s behind him. He recognized the look on their faces. He hadn’t spent his life in the East Bronx for nothing. “Which one of you said that?” he asked in a tight voice.

They glanced at each other and the tallest pushed forward. His voice was an icy challenge. “I did, Jew boy.” He never finished speaking.

Sam never gave him a chance. He jerked his knee into the soldier’s balls. The GI gasped and bent forward, clutching at himself. Sam clasped his two hands together in a clenched, joined mallet and brought them viciously down on the soldier’s neck just behind his ear. The man pitched forward and again Sam brought up his knee, catching him in the chest. The soldier looped backward into the mud and lay there face up, out cold.

It happened so quickly the others were still standing there watching. Sam turned to them. “Anybody else want to do my fighting for me?”

“What’s holding up this damned line?” an authoritative voice shouted.

They snapped to attention as a lieutenant came toward them. He stopped and looked down at the fallen soldier.

“What the hell’s goin’ on here?”

They were silent, still at attention.

“At ease,” he snapped. “What happened?”

No one spoke up. He turned to Sam. “You. What happened?”

Sam met his gaze. “He slipped on the step, sir. I think he hit his head against it.”

By now the GI on the ground was beginning to move. His friends went to help him. The lieutenant looked at them. “Get him down to the dispensary,” he said. He turned back to Sam. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Benjamin, sir. Samuel Benjamin.”

“You report to me in thirty minutes,” he said, swiveling on his heel and leaving before they had a chance to salute again.

A half hour later Sam was standing in front of his desk. “At ease, soldier,” the lieutenant said.

Sam relaxed.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?”

Sam looked down at him. “Sir, I was brought up in a tough neighborhood.”

The officer looked at the papers on his desk. “What are you doing out there with those rednecks? Why didn’t you put in for OCS? According to your Form 20 you’ve got all the qualifications.”

“Sir, I thought this was the quickest way to fight Germans.”

The lieutenant nodded. He looked down at the papers again, then back up at Sam. “You’re a fucking idiot,” he said. He made a few notes on the sheet of paper in front of him, then stamped it and pushed it over to Sam. “Sign that.”

Sam looked at him. “What is it?”

“I’m approving your request for Officer’s Training,” the lieutenant said. “You don’t think I’d send you back out there after what just happened? Those rednecks’ll kill you long before you ever get to fight Germans.”

In less than two hours Sam was on a bus leaving camp. He felt a sense of relief. Three days in the Army had convinced him. Being a private was not the thing to be.

A little more than three months later he came home on a pass. The second lieutenant’s gold bars gleamed on his tailored uniform.

His mother took one look at him and burst into tears. “What have they done to you?” she cried. “You’re so thin.”

He was hard and chunky and solid muscle. He weighed one hundred and seventy pounds, the least he had weighed since he was twenty years old. And the least he would ever weigh in his lifetime.

He spent three years overseas and never saw a German, never carried a gun, never fired a shot. Somewhere along the line they had found out he knew how to run a projector. And he spent the entire war showing films to battle-weary troops in rest and recreation areas.


CHAPTER SIX

“So you’re a hero,” his father said, pulling down the lever on the big pressing machine and letting a cloud of steam escape over the trousers blocked on it. “So what good is it? You ain’t got a job.”

Sam sat there uncomfortably, looking at his father. The old man’s face was red with heat. “I’m not a hero,” he said.

“With all those ribbons on your jacket, you’re a hero.” There was finality in his voice that ended the argument.

Sam gave it up. He had explained too many times they were only service ribbons that denoted various theaters of the war. North Africa, England, Sicily, Italy, France. Their colors shone brightly on his chest.

“First we got to get you looking good again,” his father said. “You look terrible.”

“I’ll be all right once I catch up on my sleep,” Sam said.

“You’ll never catch up.” The old man took the pants from the press and put them on a hanger. “Not until you stop running around every night with those shiksas. You think I don’t know why you don’t want to come home to live when we have your room all nice and fixed up for you? No, you’d rather live in that little room of your own downtown where the only thing you got to look out on is traffic and noise.”

“It’s not a little room, Pa, it’s an apartment.”

“You call it an apartment,” his father said. “I call it a closet.” He took a jacket from the hanger and put it on the press and gave it a burst of steam as he looked up at the clock. “That damn schwartzer,” he swore. “Eleven o’clock already and still he’s not here. And then they wonder why they can’t keep a job. Treat them good and they shit all over you.”

He left the press open and walked to the front door and looked out. He came back to Sam. “He’s not even on the street yet.” He slammed down the press angrily. “So what are you going to do?” he asked. “You won’t get a job, your old job at the Roxy you don’t want, you won’t come home to live, you’re breaking your mother’s heart. You’re almost forty years old, you’re not a baby anymore, what do you want?”

“I’m tired of working for someone else,” Sam replied. “I’m looking to buy my own theater.”

“Oho, a fluchenshiesser!” His father stopped the press and looked at him. “A big shot I got for a son. Tell me, big shot, what are you going to use for money?”

“I’ve got some money saved up,” Sam said.

“You got some money?” the old asked in a doubtful voice. “How much?”

“About ten thousand dollars,” Sam said grudgingly.

“Ten thousand dollars?” The press hung open, spouting steam as the old man forgot to close the value. Sam could see his father was impressed. “Where did you get that much money? You didn’t do anything they’ll put you in jail for?”

“No,” Sam smiled. “I just saved my pay, that’s all.”

“Maybe so stupid you’re not after all,” his father said. He cut off the steam value. “Is that enough to buy a movie house?”

“The kind of theater I have my eye on, it’s enough,” Sam said. “If I need a little more I can always borrow it.”

The old man was silent for a moment as he pressed down on the jacket, then he turned to Sam. “Promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“If you should have to borrow money, you won’t go to strangers. Your mother and father ain’t exactly so poor that they can’t help out their only son if he should need it.”

***

He came out of the theater on Forty-second Street and stood under the marquee looking east across Eighth Avenue toward Broadway. The bright lights of the many marquees sparkled like so many flashing colored gems. He turned and looked back into the theater he had just left. Somehow it seemed small and dingy compared with the others up the block.

The agent came out rubbing his hands against his coat to get the dust from them after locking the door. “All it needs is a coat of paint, Mr. Benjamin, and you’re ready for business.”

“I don’t know,” Sam said doubtfully.

“Everything else is perfect, you can believe me,” the agent said. “The projectors and the sound system is like new. The old owner just had them reconditioned before he dropped dead, poor man.”

“What’s the clearance?” Sam asked.

“Fifth run,” the agent said quickly. “Same as the theaters up the street.”

Sam looked up the block again. Clearance was the system they used in order to determine which houses could play the pictures first. But a lot of good it would do him way down here near Eighth Avenue. The traffic began at Broadway. By the time they reached this theater, the cream would have been skimmed. “No,” he said.

“You’re making a mistake, Mr. Benjamin,” the agent said earnestly. “It’s a hell of a buy. If it weren’t for the unfortunate—”

“It’s not what I’m looking for,” Sam said with finality.

“For the kind of money you want to spend, I suppose you’re looking for something like the Bijou,” the agent said sarcastically.

The Bijou was the only grind house on Broadway. Just off the corner of Forty-second Street, it always had done a great business at the box office. But its operating costs were too high for its size. It had also bankrupted quite a few theater operators. Right now, it was dark again.

“That’s more like it,” Sam said. “What can you do for me on that?”

“Nothing for the kind of money you’re talking about,” the agent said.

“How much would it take?” Sam asked.

“Serious?”

“Serious.”

“The rent alone is five thousand a month. That’s ten thousand deposit for the first and last month, add five thousand for the second month, seven thousand for union bonds and deposits, three thousand for the electricity come to twenty-five thousand already. The furnishings and equipment is mortgaged at forty thousand and there’s about fifteen thousand left in the chattel. I figure it will take about fifty thousand to move in.”

Sam studied the agent and at the same time mentally checked his balances. With everything, he could put together about fifteen thousand dollars.

“Don’t forget, the weekly payroll will run you about fourteen hundred, and because you’re on Broadway all the distributors want top dollar and percentages,” the agent added.

Sam nodded. “Let’s go over and look at it.”

“Do you think you can swing it?” the agent asked.

Sam looked at him. “You never know until you try.”

The figure was closer to thirty-five thousand. That still left Sam short twenty thousand dollars.

He sat in the chair behind the counter in his father’s store and together they watched the big Negro presser work the machine.

“You told me not to go to strangers,” he said. “So I came to you first.”

“How much do you need?” his father asked.

“Twenty thousand dollars,” he said.

“You think it’s a good investment?”

“I’m putting every penny I have into it,” he said. “That’s fifteen thousand dollars.”

His father was silent for a moment. Then he went behind the counter and opened a drawer. He took a checkbook from it and opened it up. He turned and looked back at Sam. “How do you want I should make out the check?”

***

He almost lost it all before he opened. The guarantees asked by the major distributors for their films guaranteed only one thing. If he grossed maximum box office he would be bankrupt in twenty weeks, anything less speeded up the process.

He sat despondent in the little office just behind the lobby studying the sheets of figures in front of him. He would have to make up his mind. It was only ten days to the first of the month and if he was not open by then he blew it all.

There was a knock at the open door and he looked up. A tall, good-looking blond man stood there. “Mr. Benjamin?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

The man entered the office, taking his card from his pocket and placing it on the desk. “Here is my card.” There was a faint accent.

Sam looked down at it. Erling Solveg, Svenska Filmindustri. “Yes, Mr. Solveg, what can I do for you?”

“I represent the Swedish film industry,” he said. “We are looking for a Broadway showcase for our pictures. We have several films that are worthy of your consideration.”

Sam looked down at the card, then back at the man. By this time he was near the desperation point, almost ready to try anything. “Are they dubbed?” he asked.

“No,” the man answered. “Some are subtitled.”

“Won’t do,” Sam said shortly. “No one will sit for it in this house.”

“But Burstyn and Mayer are doing all right across the street in the Rialto with Italian pictures,” Mr. Solveg said.

“Open City got great reviews,” Sam said.

“We believe our films are just as important.”

“I’m sorry,” Sam said. “But if they’re not dubbed we haven’t a chance.”

Solveg thought. “There is one. It has two American soldiers in it. They speak English all the way through the picture. The rest of the cast speaks Swedish and German though.”

“The Americans have big parts?”

“They’re the leads. You see, they play two soldiers escaping from the Nazis. They find sanctuary in a nudist camp. It’s really very funny. And the color is quite good too.”

“Nudist camp?” Sam was interested.

“Yes,” Solveg said quickly. “But in very good taste. Nothing lewd in it. I would like it if you could find time to screen the picture.”

“Has it got a state censor board seal?”

“We screened it for them,” the man replied. “They approved it with a few small cuts that we have already made. It doesn’t affect the picture at all. We’re prepared to make you quite a good deal on it, if you like it.”

“What kind of a deal?”

“We’ll contribute five thousand dollars a week to the advertising for ten weeks on a guaranteed run. Film rental will be twenty percent of the gross after house breakeven, nothing below that.

“Who’s the distributor?” Sam asked.

“No one,” Solveg said. “We haven’t set that yet.”

“You have now,” Sam said, without hesitation. “You give me American distribution rights and you got a deal for your picture.

“Wouldn’t you like to see the film first?” Solveg was puzzled.

“Not unless we have a deal,” Sam said. “There just isn’t that much time to waste if we’re going to open in ten days.

Opening night, Sam sat with his mother and father in the back of the theater. By the time the two soldiers got to the nudist camp the audience was roaring with laughter. His mother hid her eyes behind her hands and peeked out at the screen between parted fingers. “But they’re all nacketaheit, Sam,” she said.

“Look, Mama, don’t talk so much,” his father said testily. “Maybe you’ll learn something.”

“What’s to learn?” his mother asked. “They’re alle goyim.”

Sam slipped out of his seat and walked back to the lobby. The crowds were already lined up into the street and they were jammed around the box office.

Sam looked at the sign over the window.

ADMISSION FOR THIS PERFORMANCE: $1.25.

He went back into his little office and picked up the telephone that connected him with the cashier. “For the nine o’clock show put the price up to one seventy-five,” he said into it. Then he put his face in his hands and began to cry.

He had his first hit.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The call came from the ticket taker in the front lobby. “There’s a Mrs. Marxman here to see you, Mr. Benjamin.”

“Mrs. Who?”

“Mrs. Marxman,” the ticker taker repeated. “She says she has a ten o’clock appointment with you.”

“Oh, yes.” Suddenly he remembered. “Send her up.” He put down the telephone and began straightening the papers on his desk. This was the girl his father wanted him to see when he had mentioned at dinner last Friday night he had been searching for a good secretary.

His father had wiped his face with a napkin and looked at him. “What kind of secretary do you want?”

“You know,” Sam said. “A girl who could do things without you having to tell her twice. One with a little tsechel for a change.”

“I got just the girl for you,” his father said.

“You have?” Sam as suspicious.

“Yes,” his father said. “You remember Cohen, the chicken flicker?”

“No.” Sam shook his head.

“During the war he became the biggest chicken black marketer in the Bronx.”

“She’s a very nice girl,” his mother said, coming back to the table. “A fine person. Educated too.”

“Wait a minute,” Sam said. “All I’m looking for is a secretary. I’m not looking to get married.”

“Neither is she,” his father said quickly. “She has a little child, a girl.”

“Then she is married?”

“Not exactly,” his father answered. “She’s a widow. Her husband was killed in the war. I heard she’s thinking of going back to work.”

“How did you hear?”

“From her brother, Roger. He comes every month to collect the rent for the store. Cohen owned the building and when he dropped dead, they found so much property he owned that his son, Roger, went into the real estate business. He’s doing very well.”

“Then why doesn’t he give her a job?” Sam asked.

“You know how it is. Family. Besides she doesn’t really need the money. Cohen left both his children well fixed.”

“Then why does she want to go to work?”

“She’s getting bored hanging around the house,” his father said. “You’re looking for a secretary? So, see her. Maybe you’ll like her, maybe you won’t. Besides I promised her mother I would arrange an appointment.”

“She’s a lively girl,” his mother said. “Tall, too. Here, have some more soup.”

Sam watched her refill his plate. It was a trap and he knew it. But there was no way within reason he could escape it. He would have to see the girl. But that was all. If they thought he was going to hire her they were crazy. He didn’t manage to get this far by being stupid.

“Okay, I’ll see her,” he said. “Have her come to the theater ten o’clock Monday morning.”

His parents were right about one thing, he thought. She was attractive, about an inch taller than he, dark brown hair and blue eyes. “Please sit down,” he said, indicating the chair in front of his desk.

“Thank you,” she said. But she remained standing.

Suddenly he realized the chair was piled with papers that he had been planning to go through. “Excuse me,” he said. He went around the desk and took the papers from the chair. He stood there looking around the office for a place to put them.

She smiled. “At least my brother wasn’t lying. He said you really did need a secretary.”

“I really do,” he said. He still held the papers. “What made you think your brother was lying?”

“You know Jewish families,” she said. “They think I should run right out and get married again.”

He stared at her. “I know what you mean.” He finally gave up searching for a place to put the papers and dumped them on a corner of his desk. He went back and sat down behind it. “I get the same thing from my parents.”

“To tell the truth,” she said, “I thought it was just another trick on Roger’s part. I didn’t want to come down and see you.”

He laughed. “I thought my folks were pulling the same gag on me. I already figured out how to tell you you weren’t right for the job.

She laughed with him. He liked her laugh. It was warm without being self-conscious. She sat down in the chair. Now her voice was businesslike. “Just what duties would be involved in the job, Mr. Benjamin?”

He looked around helplessly. “You know. The usual. Typing, filing, keeping track of things generally. I need a girl with brains, more than just a secretary. Sort of run things while I’m out of the office.”

“It sounds very interesting,” she said.

“It is. I got big plans. I’m not going to stop here. It’s more than just one theater. I’m going into the distribution business. I’m going to sell films all over the world.”

“I see,” she said.

They fell silent and he looked at her. He liked the suit she was wearing. She was smart without being loud. Absently he reached for the cigar in the ashtray on his desk. He put it in his mouth and chewed on it. Then he put it back in the tray, took out a fresh cigar and lit it. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

“No,” she said.

“Would you like a cigarette?” he asked.

“Thank you,” she said.

He began to search the top of his desk for a package he knew to be there somewhere.

“That’s all right,” she said. “I have some.” She took a pack from her purse and put the cigarette between her lips. He struck a match and leaned across the desk to light it.

The cigarette lit, he leaned back in his chair. They were silent for a moment, then both started to speak at the same time.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“That’s all right,” he said. “What were you going to say?”

She hesitated. “It sounds like the kind of work I could be interested in. Is there anything you want to know about me that might help you make up your mind?”

“I suppose so,” he said. He looked down at the desk. “You worked in an office before?”

“Yes,” she said. “After I graduated Hunter College, I worked for a real estate company until I got married. My shorthand and typing are a little rusty, but I’m sure they’ll come back quickly with a little practice.”

“How long were you married?”

“Two years,” she said. She hesitated. “That is, two years until my husband was killed. We were actually married less than a month when he went overseas.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

There was a long pause. “You know I have a daughter?”

He nodded.

“She’s three years old now. She’s no problem if I go to work. I have a good nurse for her.”

“The job doesn’t pay that much,” he said. “I’m only just starting the business.”

“The salary isn’t important,” she said. “Is there anything else you would like to know?”

“Yes,” he said, looking at her.

“What’s that?”

“Your name.”

She looked into his eyes. “Denise,” she said.

***

Within two weeks after she came to work for him, Sam knew it would be all right. She had everything under control, the books, the mail, the accounts.

The Naked Fugitives, as Sam titled the picture for the United States, continued to do capacity business. It looked like a solid run for a year if he wanted to keep it there. And he was in no hurry to pull it. There was nothing else that seemed likely to take its place.

He began to turn his attention to distribution. Several majors approached him to handle the picture, but their terms were always too high to allow him to make more than the small guarantee they offered. They kept telling him that the Broadway run was a fluke, that it was a New York picture and that outside New York it would fall flat. He began to hold meetings with various states rights distributors.

These were small companies, one- or two-man operations in most cases, but they were able to market films that would otherwise be sloughed by the majors. But again, in most cases, there wasn’t much money to be made. He studied various formulas and in the end came back to the one that had been successful for him.

What he needed was distributors or partners to finance the advertising and publicity campaigns. To attract attention to the picture that would not ordinarily accrue because of the lack of well-known stars and box-office names. He spent two weeks traveling around the country visiting key cities. These were the cities that offered the greatest grossing potential, generally contributing almost eighty percent of a film’s take. When he returned to New York, he had a plan all worked out. What he did not have was the financing to implement it.

Once again, he began to feel tight and frustrated. This was the same thing he had felt before, the feeling that drove him from job to job. The feeling that he kept running into stonewalls.

He approached the banks, but they were not willing to lend him the money. According to them, there was not sufficient security in the distribution rights to a film, no matter how good it looked. They had been burned before on similar propositions.

The factors and high-interest people were willing to take a limited flyer. Enough to get him by but not enough to really accomplish what he wanted. For a brief moment, he was tempted to take their offers, but the combined effect of the high interest he had to pay, and the fifty percent of his profit they wanted after that stopped him.

In reality, his plan was a simple one. He had ten theaters lined up around the country. Each theater was willing to make a four-wall deal with him. In effect, they were leasing the theater to him to show the picture. He would guarantee them a minimum profit and they would share fifty-fifty with him on the overages. The guarantees plus the advertising that he would have to pay came to three thousand dollars a week per theater. Thirty thousand a week for the five-week period, which was the minimum he could contract for, one hundred and fifty thousand in all.

He could come up with thirty thousand himself, another twenty thousand he felt sure his parents would give him, especially after the quick repayment he had made on the original loan. Solveg promised to contribute fifty thousand dollars again on the part of the Swedish film industry. That still left him short by fifty thousand dollars.

He pushed back the papers on his desk and looked at his watch. It was almost eight o’clock. He rubbed his face thoughtfully. He had better shave and get ready. He had arranged to meet Denise at the Brass Rail for dinner. They had a nice dining room upstairs and she had gone home to change. The telephone rang and he picked it up.

It was Denise. “Sam?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” he answered. “Just a little tired, I guess.”

“Look, I have an idea,” she said. “It’s miserable out and raining. Why go out to dinner? Come on up here and relax. I have a couple of huge steaks I can throw on the fire.”

“Sounds great to me,” he said. “When do you want me up there?”

“Come now,” she said. “I have everything ready.”

***

He sat in the living room of her West End Avenue apartment, a drink in one hand and an illustrated children’s book of Snow White in the other.

“Is that Snoopy, Uncle Sam?” Myriam asked in her little voice, pointing to an illustration.

“No, that’s Grumpy,” he said.

“I don’t like him,” the child said.

He laughed, putting down his drink and rumpled the child’s head. “Nobody likes him. He’s got bad manners.”

“I have good manners,” Myriam said. “Everybody likes me.”

“I’m sure they do,” Sam said.

The child crawled off his lap. “Don’t go away. I’m going to get another book.”

“I’ll be here,” Sam promised. He picked up his drink again and looked around the apartment. His parents were right about one thing. Apparently she didn’t need the job. The rent on this apartment was more than he paid her each week. The doorbell rang.

“Will you get it, Sam?” Denise called from the kitchen.

He opened the door. Her brother, Roger, stood there. He came in and they shook hands. “I can only stay a few minutes,” Roger said. “Denise told me you were coming up for dinner and I thought I’d drop by and say hello.”

Denise came in from the kitchen. “Why don’t you stay for dinner? There’s plenty of food.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” Roger said, looking at Sam.

“You won’t be intruding,” Sam said.

“Fix yourself a drink,” Denise said. “Dinner will be ready in a minute. I’ll set another place.”

“How’s it going?” Roger asked, over the drink.

“Good,” Sam replied. “We’re still playing to capacity.”

“It’s a good picture,” Roger said. “I especially like that scene where the Germans can’t find the American soldiers because naked everybody looks alike and they want everybody to put clothes on.”

Sam smiled. “It’s a good scene.”

“How’s your distribution plans coming along?”

“Slowly,” Sam answered. “It takes time.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The usual. Money,” Sam replied.

“How much do you need?”

Suddenly it all made sense to Sam. He wasn’t here just for dinner. Denise had arranged it all.

Later when Roger had left and they were having a second cup of coffee in the living room, he turned to her. “You didn’t have to do it.”

“I wanted to,” she said. “I believe in you.”

It happened quite naturally. They leaned toward each other, then she was in his arms. They kissed. Suddenly his size didn’t matter anymore. He felt tall.

“Why me?” he asked. “I’m fifteen years older than you, short and fat.” He gestured toward a photograph of her late husband. “Not a bit like him.”

Her eyes were steadier than her voice. “You’re a man. Compared to you all the others, everyone else, is a boy.”

A small sound came from the open doorway. They turned. The child was standing in the doorway, rubbing her eyes. “I had a bad dream.”

Sam picked her up and brought her back to the couch between them. “It will go away,” he said soothingly.

She looked up at them, first at her mother, then at him. “Are you going to be my daddy?”

“Why don’t you ask your mother? She seems to have it all worked out.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

“I’d like you to get some new clothes,” she said one evening as they sat down to dinner.

“What for?” he asked. “I got all new clothes just before we got married. They’re perfectly good.”

“Sure,” she agreed. “For a racetrack tout. Not for a successful businessman.”

“I’m in the picture business,” he said. “They don’t dress like everybody else.”

“Okay,” she said. “If that’s what you want. If you like looking short and fat.”

“I am short and fat,” he said. And that was the end of it. He thought. Until he went to his closet the next morning.

He turned back into the room. “Where the hell are all my suits?” he yelled.

“You’re shouting,” she said. “It’s not healthy.”

“It’s healthy to walk around naked?” he yelled. “What did you do with my suits?”

“I gave them to the Salvation Army,” she said.

He was speechless.

“I made an appointment for you at the tailor,” she said. “Ten o’clock this morning. I’m going with you.”

“Okay, okay,” he said. “But what do I wear in the meantime?”

“The suit you wore yesterday,” she said.

They bought a half dozen suits. All the same cut, three in black, three in dark blue. Even he had to admit afterward that he looked better. The new shoes with the built-up heel didn’t hurt either.

A few days later she turned from her desk in the small office they shared and waited until he finished screaming over the telephone at the theater manager in Oklahoma City.

“You don’t have to shout,” she said quietly. “The way you’re carrying on you can save yourself the cost of the phone call.”

“What do you expect me to do?” he yelled. “When the son of a bitch is trying to screw me out of two grand?”

“You’re shouting now,” she said. “And I’m only three feet away from you.”

“Of course I’m shouting. I’m angry.”

“You can be just as angry in a quiet voice,” she said. “And people will have more respect for you.” She got to her feet. “You don’t have to yell anymore to make people listen to you. You’re successful. You’re a big man. They’ll listen if you whisper.”

She walked out of the office and his eyes followed her to the door. He turned back to his desk. That was always the trouble with women. They were never happy until they changed you. All the same, maybe she had something. Just like with the suits. It wouldn’t hurt to try it. He could always go back to shouting if it didn’t work.

That night when they were in bed, he turned toward her. “You know you were right,” he said.

“About what?” she asked.

“About shouting,” he said. “I don’t really have to. It was just a habit, I guess. Maybe it was just my way of showing I was boss.” He pulled her toward him.

She held him away. “There was something else I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Can’t it keep until later?” he asked like a little boy. “I want to get laid.”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about,” she said. “Later you’ll be asleep.”

He reached over and turned on the lamp, sitting up in bed. “What is it?” he asked, looking at her.

Her face began to turn pink. “I can’t talk about it with the light on and you staring at me like that.”

“You want I should go in the next room and pick up the telephone?”

“Don’t make jokes,” she said. “This is serious.”

“I’m not joking,” he said. “Tell me already.”

Her face was completely red now. Her eyes fell. “That’s just it. You’re so impatient, you’re always in a hurry.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

She looked up at him. “We’re married almost six weeks,” she said in a low voice. “And I’ve only had maybe two orgasms.”

A note of concern came into his voice. “Why didn’t you say something before? Maybe you ought to see a doctor, there might be something wrong.”

“There’s nothing wrong,” she said. “It’s just that—you see—you’re always in such a hurry. Bing, bang, boom. You’re on, you’re off, you’re out, you’re asleep. Then I lie there awake half the night trying to figure out what happened.”

“There’s nothing to figure out,” he said. “All you have to do is get it off sooner.”

“I can’t,” she said in an unhappy voice. “You’ll just have to give me more time.”

“How can I do that?” he asked. “You know me. Once I get started, there’s no stopping.”

“Maybe it would help if you thought of other things when you find yourself getting too excited.”

“If I think of other things I’d lose my hard,” he said.

“I read somewhere that if you counted to yourself, it helps,” she said.

“I don’t know,” he said doubtfully. “Did you have the same trouble with him?”

She knew who he meant. “I never had an orgasm with him at all,” she said honestly. “Before I had a chance to think about it, he went overseas.”

Sam was silent.

“I don’t mean to upset you, honey,” she said, reaching for his hand. “I love you. You know that.”

“I love you,” he said, looking at her. “I want it to be right for you. I’ll try.

He turned off the lamp and bent over her and kissed her. She moved his face down to her breasts and held him tightly there while he nuzzled like a child. A few moments later, he was inside her.

“Is it all right?” he whispered.

“Beautiful,” she answered, all warm and flowing.

He grew stronger inside her and she began to respond to her fierce thrusting. “I’m getting there,” he whispered hoarsely. “Should I begin counting now?”

“Yes. Yes,” she replied, unable to control her own responses.

“One… two… three… four… How long do I have to keep this up?” he gasped.

“As… long as you can,” she cried.

“Five… six… Oh, Jesus… seven… eight.” He was almost shouting now. “I’ll never make it… Nine… Here it comes… oooh… ten. There go the rockets!”

She clung tightly to him, rising and falling with him until the tide within them was completely spent. After, they were silent and a kind of languor came over her. She felt his breath on her cheek and opened her eyes.

He was looking at her. “Was that better?”

She nodded.

“You never felt like that with him?” His voice was almost fierce.

“No, never,” she answered.

He stared at her for a moment, then his face relaxed into a smile. “Is it all right if I sing the next time?” he asked. “I always was lousy at arithmetic.”

***

By the time Samuel Junior was born, late the following year, they had settled into a comfortable kind of life. Between the theater and the distribution company, Sam netted in the neighborhood of fifty thousand dollars a year and had developed a reputation in the trade for merchandising and handling a specialized kind of film. Exploitation pictures they were sometimes called. The subject matter was almost always something unusual, something that at the first glance did not seem to have promotional qualities, but Sam found the key to them and for the most part they worked. There was only one trouble with the business. None of the pictures was sufficiently broad in its basic audience appeal to break through into the general market.

That was where he had to go for the really big money. Seventeen thousand theaters against the few hundred that he sometimes could play. He kept his own counsel, not even sharing his ambitions with Denise, who in those years was fully occupied with the two children. Quietly he watched and studied the market and then one day in 1955 decided to take his big step.

He sold his lease on the theater and moved the distribution company into small offices in Rockefeller Center. Television had thrown the film industry into a panic. Grosses were off and theaters were threatened with closure all over the country.

His reasoning was simple. What had worked for him on a smaller scale would now work in the larger market. Promotion, publicity, and exploitation even more than the picture itself would attract people to the local box office. But, again, it had to be the right kind of picture. One that would appeal to all kinds of audiences, young and old, if it were to work. And it had to be the kind of picture that would lend itself to the old-fashioned circus publicity he intended to give it. He also knew where he would have to go to find it.

Italy. Italian film-makers had climbed aboard the Ben Hur chariot after MGM finished its famous remake. They had taken advantage of the many sets and props gathered for that film and he had heard of a number that were in production that might fit his plan. All he needed was money.

Denise invited Roger and his new wife to dinner.


CHAPTER NINE

Sam looked up as Roger came into his office. Roger put a sheet of paper in front of him. “Here are Charley Luongo’s latest figures from Rome on the Barzini picture.

“What do you think?” Roger asked.

Sam shrugged. “That’s merely the auditor’s report. I knew those figures two weeks ago.”

“Why didn’t you say something to me?” Roger asked. He was annoyed with himself. He should have remembered that the auditors were two weeks behind.

“What was there to say?” Sam asked. “We’re in this far, there’s nothing else to do but keep on going.”

“You still could have told me.” Roger was angry. “I am your partner.”

“I didn’t want to worry you,” Sam said. “I figured with Anne just about to have the baby you had enough on your mind.”

“Enough on my mind?” Roger’s voice rose sharply. “You think I’m a child? That I didn’t know we’re looking bankruptcy in the face? I said we should never have got into this damn film!”

Sam stared up at him without speaking.

“But you’re supposed to be the expert?” Roger continued sarcastically. “This picture is going to win all the awards, you said. The only award it’s going to win will be Chapter Eleven in bankruptcy court.”

“Hold it a minute!” Sam snapped. “It’s a hell of a picture. I showed Steve Gaunt the first two reels and he flipped over it.”

“So he flipped over it,” Roger said. “I still didn’t see him come up with any money toward it.”

“You know he can’t do that,” Sam said. “Not until it’s finished.”

“You’re being conned, Sam. Why can’t you see it?” Roger was nasty now. “That boy is as cold as ice. I know his reputation by now. He uses everybody. You think I don’t know the type, the friendly goy, always with a smile on his face, while behind your back he’s looking how to murder you?”

Sam’s voice was mild. “Okay, Roger. You’re upset so I’ll make allowances. Now go back to your office and calm down. We’ll talk again when you’re able to make sense.”

“I can make sense right now,” Roger said. “Perfectly good sense. Just give me my money back, that’s all. I’m not greedy. You can have it all if you think it’s that good.”

“You don’t mean that.” Sam said.

“You don’t think so?” Roger stared down at him. “Try me.”

Sam shuffled the papers on his desk and picked up a letter with a check attached to it. He handed it to Roger. “There’s a check from Supercolor Laboratories for two hundred grand they’re lending me on account of the agreement I made to give them all our film processing and printing. I was going to send it to Italy for the production account. Now it’s up to you.

“If you still feel that way, keep it. But if you think everybody in this business is crazy the way you think I am and that they don’t know what they’re doing, someday you’ll regret it. But make up your own mind. You can put it in the production account or keep it. But either way, after this, I don’t want to hear no complaints from you.”

Roger looked down at him. “If I keep it, what do you do?”

Sam met his gaze. “I managed this far, I’ll manage the rest of the way.”

They both knew that all it would take for Roger to put the check back on the desk was for Sam to ask. But it had gone too far. Sam’s back was up. He would never ask. That would be too much like begging. And he had his own kind of pride.

He knew from the expression on Denise’s face when he got home that evening that she already knew. He didn’t say anything, went straight to the bedroom and began to change his clothes. He got into a shirt and slacks, kicked his feet into a pair of slippers, and went into the living room. The ice and the Scotch were already on the coffee table. He fixed himself a drink, turned on the television for the seven o’clock news, and sat down on the couch. He took a long sip of his drink.

The children came into the room as was their custom after they had finished their dinner. They climbed upon the edge of the couch and kissed him. “Hi, Daddy.”

He smiled at them. “Hi. Have a good dinner?”

Myriam nodded, Junior didn’t even bother to answer. He was watching the television set.

“What are you watching, Daddy?” Myriam asked.

“The news,” he said.

“‘Sea Hunt’ is on,” Junior said. “Channel Two.”

“You can watch it after the news,” Sam said.

“It’ll be half over by then,” Junior said.

Sam grinned and rumpled the boy’s hair. “Okay. You can go and watch on your set if you want.”

“Thanks, Daddy.” Junior was gone before the words were out of his mouth.

Sam looked at his daughter. “How about you? Don’t you want to watch it too?”

“I’d rather stay here with you,” she said.

Sam looked at her. This was not usual. Ordinarily she and her brother took off as soon as he gave the word. She climbed down from the edge of the chair into his lap. They sat silently for a few minutes; when a commercial came on, she pulled at his arm.

“Daddy, are we rich?”

Sam grinned. “I don’t think so.”

“Poor?”

“We’re not poor.”

“Then if we’re not poor, we’re rich,” she said, finality in her voice.

“I never thought of it like that,” he said. “That’s one way of putting it.”

“Are we as rich as Uncle Roger?”

“What makes you ask that?”

“Aunt Anne just left before you came home. She and Mummy were talking. She said Uncle Roger had more money than we do.”

“That’s right. But there’s nothing wrong in that.”

“She also said Uncle Roger was tired of supporting us.” There was a puzzled look on her face. “I thought you supported us.”

“I do,” he said. “That’s why I go to work every day.”

“Then why was Mummy crying?”

“She was?”

The child’s attention was caught by the television screen. Sam turned her face back to him. “When was Mummy crying?”

“Aunt Anne said that if you didn’t act nice to Uncle Roger, he would not give you any more money. And then we would be poor because you would lose everything.”

“She said that?” Sam’s voice was soft.

“Yes,” Myriam answered. “Then she left and Mummy began to cry.”

Sam sat there silently for a moment. He took another sip of his drink and watched the screen. But it didn’t register. Anne wasn’t that far wrong. If he couldn’t get the money to finish the picture, they could very well be poor. Perhaps not poor in the sense that he remembered his parents had been when he was a child, but poor compared with what they had now.

Myriam stirred on his lap. “I think I’ll go and watch ‘Sea Hunt.’”

“Go ahead,” he said.

“We won’t be poor?” she asked. “Like those little children in India that we take up collections in school for? All starving and with no clothes to wear?”

“Don’t worry. That’ll never happen.”

“I’m glad.” She smiled suddenly. “I don’t think I would like that very much.”

***

“You didn’t eat,” he said as they left the dinner table.

“I wasn’t hungry.” Denise followed him into the living room.

He turned on the TV and lifted the cover from the ice bucket. “It’s all melted,” he said, annoyed.

“I’ll get some more.” She took the bucket from the coffee table and left the room.

He flipped channels until he found something he was interested in watching, then sat back on the couch. He put some Scotch in a glass and held it in his hand until she came back with the ice. He put several cubes in the glass and stirred it with his fingers.

“That’s a sloppy habit,” she said.

“Adds a bit of flavor.”

She turned and looked at the screen. “Another Western? Don’t you ever watch anything else?”

“I like Westerns,” he said defensively.

“I’m going to bed.” She left the room before he had a chance to answer.

He sat there a second, watching the screen, then got to his feet and followed her to the bedroom, the glass still in his hand.

“Okay,” he said, closing the door behind him. “Get it off your chest.”

She turned to him from the closet where she had just hung her dress. “I don’t like the way you’ve been acting. You don’t talk to anybody anymore. You do things without thinking of anyone else. You act as if you’re the only person who knows anything.”

He took a sip of his drink.

“You’ve changed,” she said. “I don’t know what got into you. You never used to be like that.”

“Is that what your brother told you?” he asked.

“I haven’t spoken to Roger,” she snapped.

“No. You spoke to Anne. He told her what to tell you.”

“Anne can see things without anyone having to tell her what to say. So can I.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“You can call Roger and explain things to him. He’s hurt. Maybe then he’ll give the check back to you.”

“No,” he said. “There’s nothing to explain. Roger took that check because he wanted to. I didn’t force him. Roger was right. It’s me who was wrong. But not only then. All the time. I should never have a partner. I’m not the type. I have to be my own boss. That was why I went into business myself in the first place.”

“But he was your partner. He had all that money tied up.”

“I paid him back,” he said. “You know that. Every penny he ever put in. That two hundred thousand was his share of the business before we went into this picture.”

“Roger says Stephen Gaunt has turned your head with his promises,” she said.

“Roger is full of shit!” he snapped, angry for the first time. “Stephen’s promised me nothing. He’s only said that he likes the picture so far, that’s all.” He drained the last drop of liquor in his glass. “Roger should have stayed in the real estate business. That’s all he knows.”

“But what about the money?” she asked. “You need it to finish the picture.”

“I’ll find it somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know,” he said, looking at her. “But I’ll find it. And on my own terms. From now on, the only partner I’ll ever have is you.”

He put the drink down and walked over to her. She came into his arms and he drew her head down to his chest.

“I’m worried, Sam,” she said.

“So am I,” he confessed. “But talk to Myriam tomorrow morning. She overheard you and Anne talking and thinks we’re going to be poor. There’s no point in having her worry too.”

“She heard us?”

Sam nodded. “She told me you were crying. She thought she might have to go without clothes and be hungry.”

Tears suddenly came to Denise’s eyes. “The poor child.”

She went over to the dresser and picked up a tissue. “I’m all right now,” she said. She blew her nose. “I think I could use a drink.”

They went back into the living room and he fixed drinks for the two of them. They sat down just as a new program came on.

“My God, another Western,” she said, getting up to change channels.

“Don’t change it,” he said. “Steve told me about this one. It’s a new kind of Western. Psychological. He thinks it’ll be very big.”

She watched it for a few minutes, then turned to him. “It looks like every other Western to me. They’re still shooting at each other. Steve doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

But Sam didn’t even hear her. He was caught up in the events on the small screen in front of him. She was wrong. This show was different. He knew that Steve was right. It would be a big winner.

Toward the end of the program, she turned to him. “Sam, what are you going to do?”

He looked at her. “First, I’m going to Italy to take a look at the picture for myself and find out what’s really happening and exactly how much more we’ll need to finish. Maybe I can find a way to cut some of the expense. We’ll see.”

“And then?”

“Then we’ll see what happens next,” he said. He turned back to the set to watch the climax of the show. The little screen had a hypnosis all its own. It took your mind off your problems into another world.

And in a way it was just as well. For in the end it was Stephen Gaunt who found the solution for him.


CHAPTER TEN

The little plane gave a sickening lurch as they dipped down over the mountains toward the small airfield at Palermo. The pilot swore in Italian as he adjusted the stabilizer, then turned to Charley and explained something rapidly.

Charley nodded and turned back to Sam who was sitting directly behind him. “The pilot wishes to apologize for the bump,” he said. “He says it’s been several years since he’s flown one of these and he’s a little out of practice. He flies big Constellations usually. But he says not to worry, by the time we go back to Rome tomorrow, he will have practiced a little more.”

Sam still felt the dip in his stomach and the faint taste of bile that had come up as the plane dropped. “Helluva time for him to tell us,” he said. “I don’t care how much he practices as long as he does it on his own time. Not with me in the plane.”

The radio chattered and the pilot replied. He took the plane in a wide sweeping curve out over the sea.

“What now?” Sam asked nervously.

“Nothing,” Charley replied. “We just cleared for landing.”

“What’s he gonna do?” Sam asked. “Land us on a fishing boat?”

Charley laughed and looked down. It was a bright sunny day and the sea was a calm, clear blue. Here and there, the sails of a few small boats skipped by beneath them. Up ahead of them was Palermo, baking in the summer heat. Neatly the plane went between two mountains and dropped onto the field.

Sam let his breath out in a sigh as the wheels touched the ground. They rolled toward the small building.

Charley looked back at him. “The car will be waiting to take us to the hotel. You’ll have a chance to grab a quick shower before we drive to the location.”

“Why don’t we go right up?” Sam asked.

“It wouldn’t do any good,” Charley said. “It’s lunch time, nobody’ll be working.”

The location was a small village in the mountains about an hour and a half ride up a winding narrow road from Palermo. They drove through the village square with its inevitable church and in a few minutes were at the scene.

Sam blinked his eyes. A moment ago he would have been willing to swear he was back in the sixteenth century; everything, the people as well as the houses, seemed so old. And here, there were trailers, bigger than the village huts, big brute lamps, generators, reflectors. There in the field in front of him, aiming at a small hut, was the big Mitchell camera, protected from the sun by a black cover.

The driver pulled his little Fiat to a stop just behind one of the trailers. He leaned forward and patted the dashboard of his car as if to congratulate it on getting them there. “Va bene,” he said.

Sam got out of the car and looked around. Across the road from him, in a field, some men were playing bocce, others were just lying around in the shade, some had their hats pulled down over their faces and were sleeping. Those who were awake returned his gaze with idle curiosity. More would have been an effort in the heat.

“That’s Nickie’s trailer in front of us,” Charley said, leading the way.

Sam followed him and they went up the small steps. Inside it was dark and cool; the first room was fixed up as an office with two small desks and a typewriter. It was empty.

Charley went over and knocked on the door to the second room. “Hey, Nickie,” he called. “Are you awake?”

There was a scuffling sound from the other room. A moment later, a girl came from it. “Signor Luongo,” she nodded. She went over to the desk, sat down behind the typewriter, and began to comb her hair.

A moment later, Nickie came out. He was wearing slacks and a sport shirt, but his feet were bare and his eyes were sleepy. He smiled when he saw Sam. “Ah, Sam, it’s an unexpected pleasure,” he said, holding out his hand.

Sam took it. “I thought I’d take a run over and find out how we were doing.”

Nickie looked at him. “It’s good well. A little bit slowly perhaps, but we are getting very good film.”

“The film is good,” Sam said. He didn’t say anything about being behind schedule. Time for that later. “I’d like to take a look around.”

“My pleasure,” Nickie said. He turned to the girl and shot a few rapid words at her. She nodded and turned back to her typewriter as they went out.

“This is the small house that The Sisters live in,” Nickie said as they walked toward the camera. “We took off the roof so that we could shoot inside. It’s a real house.”

Sam looked around. The bocce game was still going on across the road. “Why aren’t they working?” he asked.

“They’re waiting for the director to call them for the next shot,” Nickie said.

“What’s holding him up?” Sam asked.

“I’ll find out.” Nickie exchanged a few words with one of the men slouching in the shade near the camera. He turned back to Sam. “They’re waiting for the sun to be right. In about another half hour.”

“What the hell are all those brutes doing out here if you wind up waiting for the sun?” Sam asked.

“We use them for fillers and night shots,” Nickie answered. “But Pierangeli insists on the real thing wherever possible.”

“How much film did you get in the can today?”

“A few scenes,” Nickie said.

“How many minutes?”

“Maybe two.”

“And this scene? How long will it run?”

“Maybe a minute, maybe less.”

“And for that you wait for the sun?” Sam asked angrily. “I thought you were going to protect me? The picture is already double the budget. Where is my protection?”

“We had bad breaks, Sam,” Nickie said uncomfortably. “The weather, we had a lot of rain when we wanted sun, sun when we wanted rain—”

“Why the hell didn’t you shoot with the weather instead of waiting for it?”

“That’s the way Pierangeli works,” Nickie said. “I can’t change him. Nobody can.”

“I’d like to see him,” Sam said angrily.

“He’s over in Marilu’s trailer,” Nickie said. “They’re rehearsing.”

Pierangeli had already left Marilu by the time they reached her trailer. Her maid greeted them. Marilu was resting, she exclaimed. “E vero, il Maestro and the Signor Ulrich, the German actor, have been rehearsing with her over an hour and now they have gone to give her a chance to compose herself before the shooting begins again.”

“What the hell were they rehearsing that got her so tired she has to rest?” Sam asked.

Charlie shot him a look, but no one answered, and they started back toward the set. Charley fell behind and whispered as they were walking. “Pierangeli is a realist,” he explained.

“So?”

“This is the scene after she and the German were screwing in the field back of the house and she comes in all fucked and glowing and her sister accuses her of going with her guy.”

“I still don’t get it,” Sam asked.

Charley looked at him. “You mean—he really had them do it?”

Charley nodded. “Pierangeli believes the camera will see it on her face.”

“But what about Nickie? Surely, he—”

“It’s for the film, for art. There’s nothing personal in it.”

“I’ll have to tell that to Denise sometime,” Sam said. “But she’ll never believe it.”

Men were already at work by the time they reached the set. The cameraman and his helpers had the cover off the camera and were busy with the lenses. The soundmen were wheeling their portable recorder into position. Other men were straightening up the ground in front of the house, sweeping the small steps, oiling the door hinges so that they would not squeak at the wrong moment.

Sam looked around. He did not see Pierangeli. “Where’s the director?”

Nickie pointed.

Sam followed his hand. Pierangeli was sitting on the ground, his back against the small stone-wall fence in front of the house. His knees were drawn up and his head rested on his arms crossed on the knees. His wide-brimmed black hat was pulled down over his face, shielding him from the sun.

Sam started toward him. Nickie stopped him. “Not now,” he said. “Il Maestro is getting in the mood. We never interrupt him before he shoots a scene.”

Sam stood there watching. After about five minutes Pierangeli raised his head. He looked around at all the workmen as if he were surprised to find them there. Then slowly he got to his feet.

He walked behind the camera and peered through the viewfinder. He said something to the cameraman and, leaving him, walked over to the doorway in the front of the house. He kicked some dirt back that the men had swept away. Then he glanced up at the sun, squinting, and turned back to look at his shadow against the house. Apparently everything was all right, for he made an invisible signal as he walked back behind the camera. There was a piercing blast on a whistle.

“Silenzio!” an assistant’s voice roared.

A second later all that could be heard was the faint hum of a motor, then that too died away. Without looking around, Pierangeli held up his hand. “Avanti,” he said in a quiet voice, bringing his hand down sharply.

The door opened and the girl who was playing the younger sister came out, a pail in her hand. She threw the water out across the steps. She started back when she heard the sound. She looked up.

Sam turned and followed her gaze. Marilu was coming through the gate in the stone fence. There was something about the way she looked, something about the way she moved, her hips and legs and breasts swinging. No one had to be told. Everybody knew it just by looking at her.

Sam turned again and looked at the little man standing next to the camera. Under the wide-brimmed hat all he could see was the man’s eyes. They were watching. Everything. As a camera sees everything.

Sam turned and gestured to Charley. They walked back across the road out of earshot. “Come on,” Sam said. “We’re going back to Rome.”

“But I thought we were going to spend the night here.” Charley said.

“No point in it,” Sam said. “They have their own way of working. Maybe it’s slow, maybe I don’t understand it. Maybe it will cost twenty cents more. But they know what they’re doing and it will be worth it.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

One moment he was sitting there, alone in the last row of the projection room, and reflected light from the screen flickering across his impassive face; the next moment, when they looked back, he was gone.

Wearily, Jack Savitt held up his hand. “Okay, fellers, that’s it.”

The film stopped as the lights in the room came on. Jack got to his feet. Jimmy Jordan, head of TV production for Trans-World Pictures, looked at him. “What happened?”

“How the hell do I know?” Jack answered.

“It’s a perfectly good show,” Jordan said. “What turned him off?”

“Whatever it is, you can be sure he will tell you. Himself.”

“We put a lot of money into that pilot,” Jordan said.

“So did Steve,” Jack said. “A hundred grand ain’t peanuts.” He started for the door. “I’m going back to my office. I’ll call you from there.”

Steve was seated in the car when he came out of the building. Silently he got in beside him and turned on the motor. “Back to your office?”

Steve shook his head. “I’ve had enough for the day. Take me back to the hotel. I’m going to try for a little sleep.”

“Good idea,” Jack said. “You’ve been hitting it pretty hard the last two days. You don’t get over that time lag without some rest.”

He put the car into gear and they drove off the lot, past the guards at the studio gate who waved to them and onto the freeway back to Los Angeles. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. He passed it over to Steve and took another for himself.

“They cheat,” Steve said suddenly.

Jack was startled. “What did you say?”

“They cheat.” Steve’s voice was flat and angry. “They promise one thing, then deliver another. They lie, they cheat, they steal. What makes them think just because they have a big film factory that they can slough off the things they do for us? If it wasn’t for our money, they would all be out of business.”

Jack turned off Highland Avenue and swung right on Sunset Boulevard heading for Beverly Hills. “They have problems,” he said. “The picture division is always holding the budget on the TV division.”

“That’s a lot of shit,” Steve said. “We gave them a hundred grand for that pilot. It cost a hundred and fifty according to their figures. That includes their twenty-five percent overhead charge, which means all they laid out was another twelve thousand five hundred. Then they try to tell us they got a lot of money in it. No wonder all we get from them is crap.”

“It’s not Jimmy’s fault,” Jack said. “He’s a good man. He’s doing the best he can.”

“I know that,” Steve said. “I’m not blaming him.”

“They’ll want an answer on the show.”

“They can keep it. I don’t want it.”

“You’re blowing a hundred grand.”

Steve put the cigarette out in the ashtray. “It won’t be the first time.”

They were silent until they were passing Sunset Plaza Drive. “Turn up here,” Steve said suddenly.

Jack made a sharp right, followed by some curses from the driver of the car behind him. “Where do you want to go?”

“Just drive,” Steve said.

They followed the winding road for a few minutes, then came to another small street. “In here.”

The street came to a dead end after three hundred yards, just beyond a small apartment house. “You can pull in here,” Steve said, indicating a small parking area opposite the apartment house.

Jack cut the engine. “What now?”

“Come with me,” Steve said, getting out of the car.

Jack followed him across the parking area to an iron gate blocking a hidden driveway. Steven took a key from his pocket and opened the gate. He led the way up the driveway; it curved suddenly and there was the house, almost hanging over the road they had just left. The entrance was at the back of the house. Steven took out another key and opened the door.

They entered at the top and walked down a flight of stairs. On the first landing Steve gestured to a big picture window cut into the inside wall. “The bedroom.”

He pressed a button and the bedroom lit up. Through the window it looked like a stage setting. The giant round bed almost in the center of the room. He opened the door and they went inside.

Jack looked at him. “No outside windows?”

Steve pointed at the ceiling as he pressed a button at the side of the bed. There was a low humming sound as the ceiling rolled back and light flooded into the room. He pressed another button and the glass that separated them from outside moved back into the wall. Overhead the sky was a bright blue and already the evening stars were beginning to shine in it.

“The bed rotates also,” Steve said, pressing still another panel. The bed began to turn toward them; at the same time a television screen came down from a recess in the corner. “There are three sets,” Steve explained. “No matter which way you turn the bed.”

“Jesus!” Jack said.

Steve hit a master switch and everything began to roll back. “Come on.”

He led the way down to the main floor to an enormous living room. Jack stared at it. The house was a giant A-frame chalet with windows that went thirty feet up. Everything was there. The kitchen, cleverly recessed behind the bar, the dining area, the enclosed terrace. Outside on the small terrace was an oval-shaped pool about twenty feet by twelve, which seemed suspended over the city. Below them the traffic crawled along the Strip.

“You bought it?”

“I built it.”

Jack shook his head. “You’re full of surprises.”

Steve looked at him.

“I never figured you for a Hollywood Hills type,” Jack said. “More like Beverly or Holmsby Hills, even Bel Air.”

“That’s family style,” Steve said. “I’m a loner type.”

Jack laughed. “You giving up girls?”

“Does this look like it?”

Jack shook his head. “I guess not,” he laughed. “But you’re young yet, you’ll marry again.”

“Maybe.” Steve’s voice was even.

“I suppose you’ve got the stereo to go with the setting?”

“Of course.” Steve pressed a panel. Music suddenly filled the house. It seemed to come from everywhere.

Jack held up his hands. “Okay. You got me. Let’s go to bed.”

Steve laughed and turned off the music.

“You got to have a housewarming,” Jack said. “When are you moving in?”

“Not for a while yet.”

“It looked ready to me,” Jack said. “What else do you have to do?”

“Nothing else,” Steve replied. He turned and started back up the steps. “Let’s go.”

When they were back in the car and on their way down the hill, Jack glanced at him. “When do you think you will be ready?”

“In time.” Steve shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? One year, five, ten. The job won’t last forever. No job does. Then I’ll come out here to live.”

“And what will you do?”

“I’ll figure that one out when I get to it,” Steve said. He was silent for a moment. “Do you like the house?”

“I’m crazy about it,” Jack answered. “There’s only one thing wrong with it.”

“What’s that?”

“By the time you get to it, you’ll be too old to enjoy it.”

Jack turned the car into the driveway of the Beverly Hills Hotel. A bellboy stopped him as he walked into the lobby. “A telegram just came for you, Mr. Savitt.”

Jack tipped him and walked over to the desk. He took it from the room clerk and opened it. He read it quickly and made a face. “Damn!” he said.

“Anything wrong?” Steve asked.

“Your friend Sam Benjamin’s really done it this time. He’s got checks bouncing all over town.”

“I didn’t know he was in trouble,” Steve said.

“The Barzini picture went way over budget and he ran out of money. I just got word that Supercolor Labs are closing in on him for their two-hundred-grand loan.”

“You don’t seem sorry about it,” Steve said.

“I couldn’t care less,” Jack answered. “He’s a loud-mouthed little bastard. He’s been overdue for this one.” He became aware of Steve’s sudden silence. “I forgot. You like him.”

Steve’s voice was flat. “Yes.”

“I don’t get it. He’s not your kind of guy.”

“You also thought I wasn’t the Hollywood Hills type.”

“Okay, okay,” Jack said. “But just between us. Why?”

Steve was silent for a moment. “Maybe it’s because he’s the only man around who isn’t always trying to suck my ass. Or maybe it’s because he knocks down doors.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

It was after ten o’clock when Denise closed the door behind them. She turned the safety lock and slumped against the door, drained and exhausted. After a moment, she went into the living room.

There was still some ice in the bucket. Maybe a drink would pick her up. She put the ice in a glass and poured some Scotch over it. She added a little water and, sipping at the drink, turned on the television set. She went back to the couch and sank into it. The set blared into life, but she didn’t see it. It wasn’t the same without Sam. Nothing was the same without him.

All through dinner, they had been careful not to talk about him. Not until the very end. Then it had been Roger who had brought him up.

“When’s Sam coming back?” he had asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “He’s trying to rush the picture through editing and music.”

“Is it going well?” he asked.

“Sam says it is,” she had answered.

“I hope so,” Roger said phlegmatically. “For the children’s sake, if no other reason.”

It was Anne, always a little stupid and tactless, who brought up the subject they had all been carefully avoiding. “Where’s your engagement ring?” she asked pointedly.

Unconsciously, Denise had looked down at her empty finger, then up at them. She had been very proud of the ten-carat diamond that Sam had bought her after the success of Icarus. She rarely took it off, sometimes even slept with it. “At Provident Loan,” she said. Then a little defiantly she added, “Along with the diamond wristwatch and wedding band. We needed the money.”

Roger looked at her, then at his wife. After a moment, he turned back to her. “The money couldn’t have lasted very long,” he said.

“It didn’t.”

“What are you doing for money now?” he had asked.

She hesitated a moment. “We’re managing.” They were managing all right. That is if you could call being two months behind on the rent and owing the butcher and grocer, managing. “Sam’s parents sent some money up from Miami,” she added. His mother and father had moved down there a few years ago when he sold the tailor shop and retired.

Awkwardly Roger put his hand inside his jacket. He took out a check and pushed it across the table to her. She looked at it. It was made out in her name for one hundred thousand dollars.

Her voice was not quite steady. “What’s that for?”

“You’re my sister,” he said in a gruff voice. “I don’t like to see you struggling.”

She fought back the tears that were threatening to come to her eyes and pushed the check back to him. “No.”

He stared at her. “Why not? It will cover the checks that Sam has out and put an end to your problems. Then maybe he can come home and not have to hide out over there in Italy.”

“If you want to give Sam the money,” she said, “you’ll have to give it to him. He would never forgive me if I took it from you.”

“I can’t talk to Sam, you know that,” he said. “You don’t have to tell him that I gave it to you. Tell him it was the last payment due you from Papa’s estate.”

She shook her head. “I can’t do it. I never lied to him before and I’m not going to start now.”

“You’re a fool—” Anne began to say.

“Shut up!” Roger said quickly. He picked up the check and put it back in his pocket. He looked at his watch. “We’ll have to be going now. It’s almost time for the baby’s feeding.”

They got to their feet and she walked to the door with them. She waited while Anne got into her mink coat.

“The dinner was delicious,” Anne said, kissing her cheek.

“Give the baby a kiss for me,” Denise replied. She turned to her brother. “Thank you,” she said. “You know I mean it.”

He nodded heavily. “Yes. By the way,” he said as if it were an afterthought. “I’ve paid up the rent and the back bills so you don’t have to worry about them.”

“How did you know?”

“You forget, the accountant who works for Sam also works for me.”

***

The program ended and the late news came on just as the telephone began to ring. She jumped from the couch and ran to the telephone. She hadn’t heard from Sam in almost a week. “Hello.”

The long-distance operator’s voice sang through the wires. “Mr. Sam Benjamin, please. Long distance calling.”

“Mr. Benjamin isn’t here just now. This is Mrs. Benjamin, can I help you?

“Do you have another number at which he can be reached?” the operator asked.

Another voice cut in. It was a man’s voice and had a familiar sound. “I’ll speak with Mrs. Benjamin,” it said. “Hello, Denise, this is Steve. Stephen Gaunt.”

“Steve,” she said.

“How are you? And the kids?”

“We’re all fine,” she said. “Sam isn’t here. He’s in Italy.”

“Do you have a number at which I can reach him?” Steve asked. “It’s very important.”

“He’s at the Excelsior Hotel in Rome,” she answered. “If you can’t reach him there, try Cinecittá Studios. They’re editing the picture out there.”

“How’s it coming?” Steve asked.

“Sam says it will be a great movie.”

“I’m sure it will,” he said. “I liked the project from the very beginning. Matter of fact, that’s why I’m calling. I think I have a deal for him.”

“I hope so,” she said. Then the dam broke and she began to cry and the whole story spilled out of her. The fight with Roger, the shortage of money, the struggle to finish the movie before the creditors closed down.

He listened quietly, letting her talk herself out. “Why didn’t Sam call me when he got into trouble?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “You know Sam. It was his pride that led to the fight with Roger. Maybe it was that. Maybe he didn’t want you to know that he got into trouble. Maybe he didn’t want to bother you because you have your own problems.”

“That’s stupid,” Steve said. “What are friends for anyway if you can’t call on them when you need them?”

She was silent.

“Anyway, stop worrying about it now,” he said calmly. “Everything will be all right.”

There was a quality in his voice that reassured her, that gave her confidence. “I feel better now, Steve,” she said. “I’m sorry I broke down.”

“Forget it,” he said. “Do you still make that wild brust flanken with white horseradish?”

“Yes.” She had to laugh at the way he pronounced the Yiddish words.

“Good,” he said. “I’ll call you when I get back to New York and you’ll invite me up for dinner.”

The telephone clicked off and she put it down. She turned off the television set and went into the bedroom. Steve had said it would be all right. And it would be. She knew it. She felt it. For the first time in weeks she slept without taking a pill.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Los Angeles offices of Sinclair Broadcasting were on the top floor of a new twenty-story office building on Wilshire Boulevard in Beverly Hills. Steve’s office was on the southeast corner of the building, facing toward Hollywood and downtown Los Angeles. When Jack came into his office the next morning, Steve was standing, a cup of coffee in his hand, looking out the windows.

“On a clear morning you can see Mount Baldy from here,” Steve said. “That’s almost forty miles away.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “But how many clear mornings do you get out here?”

“More than you think,” Steve said. “The smog gets better Nielsens than it deserves.”

A secretary’s voice came from the intercom on Steve’s desk. “I have Mr. Brachman of Supercolor on the line from New York for you, Mr. Gaunt.”

“I’ll pick it up,” Steve said. He went back to his desk, pressed a button, and picked up the telephone. “Ernie, good morning.”

“It’s morning for you, baby,” Brachman said. “But it’s almost lunch time for us slaves here in New York. We got half a day’s work under our belts already.”

“Tough titty.” Steve laughed. “I read your annual report. You guys are the only people in the business making any money. All you do is print the film and rake it in.”

Brachman laughed. “It’s not bad,” he admitted. “But what’s on your mind? The service all right?”

“The service is fine,” Steve said. “I just wanted a favor from you.”

There was a note of relief in Brachman’s voice. “Anything. Just ask for it.”

“I hear that you’re closing down on Sam Benjamin. I want you to lay off.”

There was a moment’s silence. “I don’t know whether I can do that, Steve. It’s out of my hands now. It’s in legal.”

“You’re the president of Supercolor, aren’t you?” Steve’s voice was expressionless. “Nothing’s out of your hands.”

“Wait a minute, Steve. I’m like you. I got stockholders to answer to. We loaned Benjamin two hundred grand for his picture and he used the money to pay off his brother-in-law. If we hold off we can lose the picture to other creditors and where would that leave us?”

“Don’t shit me, Ernie,” Steve said. “You loaned Benjamin that money to make sure that you got the printing on it. No other reason. You couldn’t care less what he did with it.”

“Right. But that was only if everything was all right and there were no problems. But we also take a chattel on the picture to protect ourselves.”

Steve’s voice was still flat, but there was an edge of steel in it now. “Who’s your biggest customer, Ernie?”

“You are.” The answer came without hesitation. It was true and they both knew it. Supercolor did all the printing for Sinclair’s filmed shows.

“And we never ask a penny’s loan or advance, do we?”

“That’s right. But—”

Steve interrupted, his voice deceptively soft. “Next year’s contract will come up soon. As usual, Technicolor, Deluxe, and Pathe will bid on it. As usual, you will come with about the same pricing. I have to present those bids to my board with my recommendations.”

Brachman went down in flames. But gallantly. “Okay, Steve. You want a favor, you got it. I told you all you have to do is ask. I only hope we don’t get hurt by it.”

“You won’t get hurt. It’s a great picture,” Steve said. “Thank you, Ernie. I appreciate that.”

He put down the telephone and turned to Jack. The agent stared at him. “Have you gone out of your mind, Steve? You just put your neck in a noose. That Ernie Brachman’s a bad guy and if he blows the dough on that deal, I wouldn’t put it past him to go to Sinclair and say that you used your position to push him.”

Steve looked at him. “Then it’s up to us to see that the deal doesn’t blow, isn’t it?”

Jack ran out of words. After a moment, he got to his feet. “You got anything stronger than coffee around here this morning? I need a drink.”

Steve gestured to the bar. While Jack poured himself a shot of whiskey, Steve refilled his coffee cup. Jack tossed the drink down and came back to the desk.

“Bad policy to be on the sauce this early in the morning,” Steve said mildly.

“Okay, okay,” Jack said. “I have a hunch that you aren’t finished with this little caper just yet. Let’s have the rest of it.”

Steve smiled and sat down. “Your hunches have a way of being absolutely right. You just got yourself a new client.”

“I have?” Jack asked. “Who?”

“Sam Benjamin,” Steve said. “And you’re going to make a distribution deal for his picture.”

“How the hell am I goin’ to do that when he has his own distribution company?”

“Not domestic. You’re going to sell the foreign distribution rights.”

Jack stared at him. “You mean he hasn’t got a foreign distribution deal on the picture?”

Steve shook his head. “I know he hasn’t. I have the TV deal for it and he has to clear all distribution deals through us.”

“Christ! A picture like that could be worth more money abroad than here. They love that kind of a movie.”

“You’re getting the message,” Steve nodded. “But I want big numbers.”

“How big?”

“A half million or more.”

“That makes it tough. There are only the majors that can go for that kind of dough. And they never paid that much money for foreign distribution rights.”

“Trans-World Pictures will,” Steve said.

It was one o’clock in the morning and Sam sat in the chair, staring owlishly out of the window at the lighted facade of the American embassy across the street. He picked up the glass of champagne from the table next to him. He made a face and turned back to the room. “Drink up,” he said. “There’s still four more bottles left.”

The girls sitting on the couch giggled. He looked over at Charley. “The least you could do is come up with some cunts who speak English,” he grumbled. “Tell ’em what I said.”

Charley began to translate, but he interrupted him. “No, wait a minute, I got a better idea.”

He got up and walked unsteadily over to the couch. He looked down at the girls. “Tell ’em the first girl to give me a hard-on wins a bottle of champagne.”

The girls giggled again. He turned to Charley. “You sure they don’t speak English?”

Charley nodded. He spoke rapidly to the girls. They chattered back at him. He looked at Sam. “They say they’re not whores. They’re actresses and they want to be treated with respect.”

Sam stared at the girls. After a moment he spoke. “Throw ’em out.” He went back to the chair and sat down, his back to him. He picked up his glass of champagne. Again he made a face. “Jesus! Haven’t we got any real whiskey left in the place?”

“No,” Charley answered. “And I can’t get any. They cut off our credit this afternoon.”

“That ain’t all they’ll be cutting off,” Sam said dourly. “Tomorrow they’ll be cutting off my balls.” He took another sip of champagne. “Pure shit! A man can’t even get a respectable drunk on this pishachs. If I ever get the money, I make a resolution never to drink anything but Scotch whiskey for the rest of my life. No ice, no water, nothin’. Just pure whiskey, that’s all. At least that way when I want to get shikker I can depend on it.”

He got out of the chair and went back to the girls. “I heard about you kids using Seven-Up and Coca-Cola for a douche, but did you ever try Dom Perignon ’55? It’s got to be the best.”

The girls laughed. One of them spoke rapidly to Charley. Charley laughed.

“What did the cunts say?” Sam asked. “Tell me.”

“They said we’re wasting time out here, why don’t we all go to bed?”

“It’s okay with me,” Sam said. “But if they think they’re wasting time out here, wait until we get into the bedroom. Then they’ll find out how to really waste time. I couldn’t get it up if you pumped it full of starch.”

Charley said something to the girls and they got up and went into the bedroom.

“You can get started,” Sam called after them. “Don’t wait for me.”

The door closed behind them and he turned to Charley. “I never promised you a steady job, did I?”

Charley shook his head. “Take it easy, boss,” he said soothingly. “Something will turn up.”

“Sure,” Sam said sarcastically. “And I know exactly what. My toes.” He looked around the room. “Tell me, how do you go about sneaking out of a suite like this without paying up?”

Charley didn’t answer.

“Come on.” Sam picked up a bottle of champagne and started for the bedroom. At the door, he turned to look back at Charley. “Well?”

Slowly Charley walked over. Sam opened the door and stood there. “Well, I’ll be damned!” he said. “I thought you said they didn’t understand English. They did get started without me.”

Charley looked into the room over Sam’s shoulder. The two girls were naked in the bed and wrapped around each other in a wild tangle of arms and legs.

Sam turned to look at him. “I think they’re in love,” he said solemnly.

Charley nodded. “Looks like it.”

“I don’t think we should disturb them,” Sam said, gently closing the door. The telephone began to ring as they walked back into the room. “Now who the hell is that?”

Charley picked up the telephone. “Pronto.” A voice rattled in the receiver. He looked at Sam. “A Jack Savitt calling from Los Angeles for you.”

“To hell with him,” Sam said. “Tell him I’m out. He’s probably found out the paychecks I gave a couple of his clients bounced.”

Charley started to speak again, but a voice cut him off. He was silent, listening, then turned to Sam again. “He says it’s not about the rubber. He says he’s got a deal for you on the picture.”

“Give me the phone. What are you waiting for?” Sam practically tore it from his hands. “Hello, Jack,” he said into it. “What’s on your mind?”

He listened and the sweat began to break out on his forehead. He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped at it. After a moment, he spoke. “Yes, yes… Good-bye.”

He put down the telephone and turned to Charley. Suddenly he grabbed him around the waist and hugged him, lifting him off his feet. “You were right, you guinea bastard, you were right!”

“Put me down,” Charley yelled. “You crazy or somethin’? You want to get a rupture?”

The yelling brought the naked girls to the door of the bedroom. They stood there staring at them. Sam picked up two bottles of champagne and gave one to each girl. “Back in the box for you lovers,” he said, pushing them into the bedroom and closing the door behind them.

He turned to Charley. “Come on, let’s get out of here to find a bar with real whiskey and celebrate!”

“Celebrate?” Charley asked. “What are we celebratin’?”

“We’ve been saved by the bell,” Sam said. A look of wonder suddenly came over his face. “Really. Jack Savitt’s coming over here the day after tomorrow with the president and the international sales manager of Trans-World Pictures. They want to make a deal for the foreign rights to our movie!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“Brust flanken!” Sam looked at the table in disgust. He looked up at Denise. “The least you could do when I bring somebody home to dinner is to lay on a steak. This is for relatives.”

Denise smiled. “Steve asked for it.”

Sam turned to him. “You got to be out of your mind. It’s instant heartburn!”

Steve grinned. “I like it. I can get a steak anywhere in the United States, but brust flanken like this, I can only get here.”

“You can’t even pronounce it properly and you like it? Broost flahnkin, not bruhst flanking.”

“You say tomatoes, I say tomahtoes. Let’s eat,” Steve smiled, holding out his plate.

Despite his complaint, Sam put away twice as much food as anyone at the table. When dinner was finished, he got to his feet. “Not bad,” he said to Denise.

Steve grinned at her.

She smiled back at him. “Why don’t you both go into the living room and talk,” she suggested. “I’ll help Mamie straighten up.”

Sam made two drinks and gave one to Steve. “Did you see those reviews?” he said proudly.

Steve nodded. “They were great. Crowther said it was the best film in the last ten years.”

“When that boy flips, it’s really got to be somethin’,” Sam chortled. “The lines are around the block from the time the theater opens until it closes. And L.A. is the same. Raves and SRO.”

“When are you going into general release?” Steve asked.

“I’m in no hurry. I want to wait for the Academy nominations. Meanwhile I’ll let the picture build. Nobody can say that I don’t know how to get the most out of a film. If we pick up the New York Critics Award and then the Academy, I’ll need a steam shovel to handle the money.”

Steve held up his drink. “Good luck.”

“You too,” Sam said. He drank. “Not bad for my first picture. And they said I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“What are you planning next?” Steve asked.

“Right now I’m concentrating on this one,” Sam said. “I got an advertising campaign aimed right at the Academy. But I got Marilu and Pierangeli signed for a follow-up picture.”

“Anything else?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Steve looked at him. “Not if you want to build a real company like you say. You can’t do it on foreign pictures alone. No matter how good they are.”

“How do I get domestic pictures? The majors get all the cream. All I can pick up is the shlock.”

“You can start by acquiring a few properties and making them,” Steve said.

“I’m not crazy altogether,” Sam said. “I know I’m no producer.”

“You got this one made,” Steve said. “You’re a producer.”

“This was different. Marilu was a star. She came to me with it. Everything was blocked out for me. All I had to do was come up with the loot.”

“Isn’t that what most of the majors are doing right now?” Steve asked.

“But they have the money. I can’t compete with them.”

“You don’t have to right now,” Steve said. “Trans-World will go partners with you on anything you like after this picture. They need product.”

“You really think so?”

“I’m sure of it,” Steve said confidently. “Why don’t you try them?”

Sam thought for a moment. “No. It won’t work. I haven’t got any properties. And I wouldn’t know one if I fell over it. Show me a picture and I can tell you in a second whether it’s got anything. But a property? That’s something else.”

“It’s not that difficult if you keep your eyes open,” Steve said. “For example, there are two that I can suggest right now.”

Sam looked at him shrewdly. “Two?”

Steve nodded. “One is a play that’s going into rehearsal next week. It’s a comedy by a new playwright, about young marrieds in Greenwich Village. For seventy-five thousand dollars you can grab the screen rights as well as a piece of the play. It’s called Washington Arch.”

“Lousy title,” Sam said.

“Maybe, but the play’ll be a big hit.”

“You said there was another.”

“This one’s a book. I read the manuscript. The author’s tongue is hanging out for money. Fifty thousand and you’ve got it. It’s out in January and it can’t miss being number one on the best-seller list. This one’s got a great title. The Steel Rooster.”

“That is a good title,” Sam said. “I like it. What makes you so sure it will be number one?”

“It’s all about fucking,” Steve said. “And I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like to read about that. But besides, it’s a hell of a story.”

“I’ll think about it,” Sam said.

“Do that,” Steve said. “I’ll send a copy of each over to you. The price might go up if you show an interest in the properties.”

“They’ll find out anyway if I want to buy them,” Sam said.

“Not if you work through Jack Savitt,” Steve said. “He can act for you without revealing your name until you’re ready. His reputation is good enough for them to accept his statement that he has a legitimate interest in the property.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “I’ll look at them as soon as I get them.”

Denise came into the room. “Everything all right?”

“Just fine,” Steve said. He got to his feet. “I’ll have to go. I’m catching a morning plane to the coast.”

Sam looked at him. “You ride that plane like an ordinary guy rides the subway.”

Steve laughed. “That’s a good way to put it. Subway in the Sky.” He turned to Denise. “Thank you for the brust flanken. It was delicious.”

Denise smiled. He kissed her cheek.

“You still can’t say it,” Sam said, walking to the door with him. He stopped there. “Look. If we get any nominations for the Academy, I’ll take a big table. Will you join us?”

“I usually don’t make dates five months in advance,” Steve said. “But in this case, I’ll make an exception. You get the nominations. I’ll be there.”

***

The walls of the grand ballroom in the Beverly Hilton Hotel were stretched with people. Holding on to the hand of his date, he fought his way through to Sam’s table. The first person he saw was Denise. She was sitting between her children, a proud smile on her face.

He stopped next to her and bent to kiss her cheek. “Congratulations, Denise,” he said. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

She could hardly hear him over the noise. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she shouted.

“Yes,” he said. He turned to Myriam. “My God, you’re all grown up. You’re not too old to kiss.”

“On the cheek,” she said, turning her face just like her mother.

He kissed her and turned to Junior. “Big night, isn’t it, Samuel?” He held out his hand.

The boy took it shyly. “Yes, Uncle Steve.”

He turned back to Denise. “I’d like you to meet—” He stared at the girl, suddenly realizing he had forgotten her name. The time lag must be worse than he thought. “Green-eyed Girl,” he said. “Mrs. Benjamin.”

“Irene Murdoch,” the girl said. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Benjamin. Congratulations.”

“Where’s Sam?” he asked.

“He’s off with the Barzinis. They’re taking pictures,” Denise said. “Sit down and have a drink.”

He held a chair for the girl and sat down beside her. “I can use one,” he said. “I just got off the plane an hour ago and had to change and pick up—” He looked at the girl in bewilderment. Damn, he had forgotten her name again. “—Green-eyed Girl here and come over.”

He put some ice into two glasses and added Scotch. He handed one glass to the girl.

“At least you remember what I drink.”

He grinned. “I’m not that bad, Green-eyed Girl.” But it had been an accident. He only gave her Scotch because that was what he was drinking.

A crowd of people surged toward the table. He looked up. Sam was in the center of them, his tie askew, in his arms a number of Oscars.

He saw Steve and let out a yell. “You made it!” He dropped the Oscars on the table and hugged him. He kissed him on both cheeks.

Steve grinned at him. “Congratulations.”

“Five of them. How about that?” Sam yelled. “We walked away with everything. Best picture, best actress, best director, best screenplay, best everything!”

“You did it,” Steve said.

Sam sat down abruptly. “I need a drink.” He picked up the bottle of Scotch and held it to his mouth. The liquor ran down over his shirt.

“Sam!” Denise put out her hand. “People are looking!”

“Let ’em,” Sam yelled happily. “That’s what they came here for.”

Jack Savitt came up with his girl and they sat down. Jack leaned across the table to Steve. “It’s a wild night.”

Steve nodded.

Ernie Brachman, tall and distinguished in his dinner jacket, stopped by the table. “Congratulations, Sam.”

“Congratulate yourself, Ernie, you son of a bitch!” Sam shouted at him. “The smartest thing you ever did was to lay off me.”

Ernie smiled again, but this time only with his lips. He bowed to the table and walked away.

“Sam,” Denise reproached him. “You shouldn’t have spoken to him like that.”

“Fuck him!” Sam said. “That prick pisses ice water. The only reason he strung along with me was because it was good business.”

He turned back to the table and began to stand the Oscars upright like toy soldiers in front of him. “Look at that,” he sang. “Five of them.”

His eyes were slightly glazed. “You know what that means? Each and every little one of them is worth a million dollars at the box office. Five million dollars.”

He looked around the table. “Now maybe they won’t think I’m so stupid. Or that they can push me around anymore. I’m just as big as any of them.

“I got the number-one play on Broadway. The number-one book on the best-seller lists. And now I got the number-one picture in the world.

“I’m not Sam Benjamin the fat little shmuck exhibitor anymore. I’m Sam Benjamin, number one in the picture business. Nobody pushes me around.

“And you know what I’m goin’ to do tomorrow?”

The table was silent as he looked around at them. “You know what I’m goin’ to do?

“Tomorrow I’m goin’ to open up the TV bidding for the picture. They’ll pay me a million dollars for the right to show it five years from now.”

He stared belligerently at Steve.

Steve didn’t answer him.

It was Jack who finally spoke. “I thought you had a deal with Steve.”

“Friendship is one thing, business is another,” Sam said, still looking at Steve. “The picture is worth a million dollars. Isn’t that right, Steve?”

Everyone turned to Steve.

His gray eyes were calm as he watched Sam; slowly he nodded. “I guess you’re right, Sam.”

“Are you goin’ to pay me a million dollars for it?”

“No.” Steve’s voice was even. “I’m going to pay you exactly what we agreed on. No more. No less.”

Sam stared at him for a long moment. Then he suddenly smiled. “That’s right.” He took a deep breath. “I’d hate to sit in a poker game with you.” He got to his feet. “Take me home, Mama,” he said to Denise. “I’m drunk.”

Jack watched him go, then leaned over to Steve. “I was right about the little bastard. Like someone once said, ‘Impossible when he’s broke, insufferable when he’s solvent.’”


That Day Last Spring

AFTERNOON


 I

She went out of bed like a cat. One moment she was there beside me, warm and purring, the next, like an animal scenting danger, she was at the window. She peered out between the drapes. There was something about the way she stood there, tense and watching, the sun turning her all gold and shining.

I rolled over on my stomach. “Come back to bed, Blonde Girl.”

She didn’t move. “You’ve got a visitor.”

“So have you,” I said.

It was like she didn’t even hear me. “He’s walking around back to the carport. A little guy.”

“Maybe if you’ll stop looking, he’ll go away.”

“He might be somebody important,” she said. “He’s got a silver Rolls.”

I looked at her. The long blonde hair, the blue eyes, the full breasts with tiny nipples, the moist golden fur. And I gave up. “Why don’t you invite him over?”

“That’s an idea.” She pulled back the drapes and stepped outside on the terrace. “Yoo hoo!” she hollered, waving. “Over here!”

This I had to see. I got out of bed and walked over. The moment I saw the car I knew who it was. And that it only meant one thing. Sam Benjamin had not given up. He had sent a persuader. Perhaps the best persuader in the world.

Dave Diamond, a/k/a “The Shtarker,” your friendly neighborhood banker. That is, if you were in a million-dollar neighborhood. Otherwise known as president of the California Consolidated Banks.

She called again and he turned. For a moment he seemed frozen to the spot, his mouth agape. Then he dashed back to his car and jumped in. The next moment he was halfway down the driveway.

I leaned over the terrace railing and yelled as he came past us. “What’s the matter, Dave? Didn’t you ever see a naked girl before?”

The Rolls screeched to a stop. He stuck his head out of the window. “What the hell are you doing up there?”

“Sunbathing,” I said.

“You gotta be crazy,” he shouted. “In broad daylight. The cops’ll grab you.”

“It’s the one thing you can’t do at night,” I said. “Come on up and join us.”

“Not unless you get some clothes on,” he said. “My depositors wouldn’t like it if I was dragged downtown for showing myself off in public.”

I looked at her. “What do you say, Blonde Girl?”

“He’s cute.”

I leaned over the railing. “You heard her. Come on up.”

He was pulling the car against the curb as we went inside. I pulled on my Levis as she went into her closet. The bikini she wore when she came out looked like she had even less on than when she was naked. She went to the door and opened it.

He came into the apartment, his eyes darting suspiciously from side to side. “I thought you had a girl,” he said.

“He’s got a new one now,” she said brightly.

“Blonde Girl,” I said. “I’d like you to meet the guardian of my money. Dave, this is Blonde Girl.”

“He guards my money too,” she said.

He looked at her with new interest. This was his favorite language. “I haven’t seen you in the bank, have I?”

“No, Mr. Diamond,” she said demurely. “I don’t bank in the main office. I have one of those small accounts at the Sunset Plaza Branch. You know, twenty-five-thousand-dollar minimum balance. But I did get the sweetest letter from you when I opened my account.”

He preened visibly. “Well, if there’s anything you need, just call on me. Do you work around here?”

“No,” she answered. “I work in Chicago.”

“Chicago?” he asked. “And you live here? When do you work?”

“Every other Monday,” she said sweetly. “Can I get you something to drink?”

He stared at her for a moment while he digested that. “Scotch. If you have it.”

“I have it.” She left the room.

He looked after her appreciatively, then turned to me. “I don’t know how you do it,” he said. “You always come up with the greatest. How did you find her?”

“She found me,” I said. “Just like you did. Tell Sam the answer is still no.”

“Now wait a minute,” he said. “You didn’t even hear what I was going to say.”

She came back with a bottle of Chivas Regal, ice, and glasses. She put them down on the small table. “You men just help yourselves,” she said, unfastening her brassiere. “I’ll take a shower while you talk.”

Dave couldn’t keep his eyes from her breasts as they sprang free. He watched her until the bathroom door closed behind her, then turned to me. “You put her up to that,” he accused me. “You know I can’t talk when I have a hard on.”

I laughed, filling a glass and giving it to him. I took my own glass. “L’chaim,” I said.

“Up yours,” he said.

We drank.

“Why not?” he asked.

“I won’t be used anymore,” I said. “This time Sam can do it by himself.”

“He still owes me twelve million,” Dave said. “But I’m not worried anymore. He’s got it made.”

“Good for you,” I said. “I wish you both luck. Now you go tell him I’m not interested.”

“You sit out here three years lookin’ for action an’ when it finally comes your way, you don’t want it.”

“It’s not the kind of action I want,” I said.

“What is it you want?” He was becoming annoyed. “You want to be head of a studio? Everybody wants to be head of a studio. But there are only so many—”

“Okay, Dave—enough. You know better than that. You know what I want. I want my own company. Where I’m the boss. Like Sinclair. Like Sam.”

“Sam says you’ll be boss if you come in.”

“Sam’s full of shit. How can I be boss if somebody else owns the company?” I refilled my glass. “And what the hell does a plate-glass company know about the picture business, even if they are the biggest plate-glass manufacturers in the world?”

“You gotta stay up to date, Steve.” Dave eyeballed me. “This is no longer a game for the little guys. Look around. Trans America, Gulf and Western, the Avco Corporation. With companies like that you need more than peanuts to play in their league.”

“Exactly what are you saying?”

“No hard feelings, Steve,” he said. “But if you’re still looking to buy a company, forget it. Nobody wants your money anymore. They want paper. Backed with the name of a big company, all fancy with gold lettering that they can take down to the Street and play games with. You ain’t got enough money to beat that game. Nobody has.”

I was silent for a moment. “Then you think this is the best I can do?”

He nodded.

I turned and looked out the window. It was as simple as that. Three years shot to hell. Three years of waiting for the right thing to happen. Now it was over. It would never happen.

“What if I could match the offer?” I asked.

Dave was ironic. “Thirty-two million dollars?”

“But it’s mostly paper.”

“So?”

I took a deep breath. “Then what’s in it for me?”

“More than you ever thought,” Dave said. “If I can tell ’em you’re interested I can arrange a meeting.”

“I already met with Sam.”

“Not with him,” Dave said quickly. “With Johnston of Palomar Plate. He’s the emmiss. He’s the one who really wants you and insists that you’re part of the deal.”

“Why me? We’ve never met.”

“He makes it a big point. Says he has known about you all his business life. He thinks you’re the only one in this industry that makes any sense at all.”

I lit a cigarette and looked at Dave thoughtfully. “You know him?”

“We’ve met,” Dave said noncommittally. That meant he didn’t know him at all. In Dave’s position not being on a first-name basis was a cardinal sin. “You’ve heard of him?”

“Yes.” Everyone had. Last month his picture was on the front cover of Time. Along with an article inside on conglomerates. And how he had taken his company from the quiet conservatism of eighty million a year to where it is now, almost eight hundred million a year. All in a short time, merely by exchanging pieces of paper.

I remembered the portrait. It was a typical Time cover. Filled with the symbolism of dollar signs and gold stock certificates and the products of the companies he now controlled.

“Don’t say no until you talk to him,” Dave said. “He promises you complete autonomy.”

“He told you that?”

“Personally,” Dave assured me.

“What else did he promise you?”

Dave looked uncomfortable.

“Come on, you can tell me,” I urged. “We’re friends.”

“Five millions of deposits,” he said reluctantly.

I whistled. “All for talking me into it?”

Dave shook his head. “You have nothing to do with it. He likes the way we operate. We’re not an old-fashioned bank. We swing. Besides, we get our twelve million back from Sam.”

“Is that why you came to see me?”

There was an expression in his eyes that told me he meant what he was saying. “Not only that, but because I think you’ll be good for each other. He respects you and won’t try to run your business for you the way some of the others do.”

I knew what he meant. It was amazing how quickly otherwise normal, competent businessmen get hooked on the film business. Then all the rules they have lived by go out the window. “Not even a girlfriend he wants to make into a star?”

“I can answer that.” Blonde Girl had just come out of the bathroom, a long towel tied sarong-like around her.

I looked up in surprise. Dave peered over the edge of his glasses. “You?” he asked.

She nodded, casually filling a glass with ice and pouring some whiskey over it. “Yes.”

I just watched her. She turned to me. “I know Ed Johnston very well. He’s a straight-up guy. Never once did he say anything about getting me into the movies.”

It was beginning to make sense now. I remembered when she first moved into the apartment about three months ago. Then how she always seemed to be there at the window, never going out. Her casual line about working every other Monday in Chicago. Chicago was Palomar Plate’s home base. I still didn’t speak.

“You angry with me?” she asked.

I shook my head. “You should have come over sooner. We’ve been missing a great thing.”

“You were all wrapped up with that other girl,” she said.

“There’s always room for one more.”

“I’m old-fashioned. Besides I could wait. The money was good. It was no strain.”

“And what did you find out?” I asked.

“Nothing that he didn’t already know. You’re an okay guy and I told him. He’s prepared to like you and I think you’d like him.” She finished her drink and put the empty glass back on the table.

I turned to Dave. “Okay, I’ll talk to him. But no commitment.”

Dave smiled for the first time. “Good. He’s in Vegas. He’s got his company jet out at Burbank in case we want to join him for lunch.”

I looked at my watch. It was a quarter past twelve. “Okay. I was getting hungry anyway.”

“We’ll go out to the airport in my car,” Dave said quickly. “I’ll save the flying until we get to the plane.”

“You’ll go in your car,” I said. “Blonde Girl will come with me.”

***

I learned a little bit more about Ed Johnston on the way down to Vegas. Blonde Girl told me a few personal items. Like he was married, two children, and on the square side of the sheets. Warm but square. No tricks, no kinks, everything simple and straight. Sometimes dull but with a great deal of strength and staying power.

Dave filled me in on the business side. He was the youngest captain ever to command an aircraft carrier. He left the Navy after the Korean War despite the attempts made to keep him in, which included a promotion to rear admiral in the Reserve. He joined Palomar Plate as executive VP and within one year became president and chief officer. Within five years he began his period of diversification and acquisition. First in related lines, then going further and further afield until now Palomar Plate controlled one of the big meat-packing companies and a large hotel chain whose newest hotel was the Flaming Desert in Las Vegas where we were going to meet. He was also reaching for one of the major transcontinental airlines and had just acquired a large tract of land in Los Angeles where he planned to erect another Century City on the style of the Alcoa project.

I could understand all of them. The one thing I did not understand was why he wanted a film company. That made no sense at all in the scheme of things.

It was a quarter to two when we were ushered into his suite in the tower of the hotel. The luncheon table was already set, but he was on the telephone.

He waved us to a seat and kept on talking. I tuned in carefully. “The red herring is already out,” he was saying in a calm voice. “Let’s wait for the reaction before we start fiddling with the points. If it goes well we’re in good shape. Time enough to change if it looks like it’s dragging ass.” He put down the telephone with finality and got to his feet. He held out a hand. “I’m Ed Johnston. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

“Thank you,” I said.

He shook hands with Dave and kissed Blonde Girl on the cheek. “You just earned your bonus,” he said. He turned back to me with a smile that took the edge off his words. “How do you like the bodyguard we found for you?”

I laughed. He was direct enough. “I couldn’t have done better for myself.”

“Let’s eat,” he said, sitting down at the table. “I ordered delicatessen. They tell me this hotel has the best in the world. Anything to drink?”

A waiter appeared quickly and began taking our orders. I got myself a Scotch and water and felt better with a glass in my hand. He had a diet Coke.

We ate quickly and efficiently and in twenty minutes the table was cleared. He looked at me. I glanced at him, then at Dave. Apparently it was up to me to begin.

“I have just one question,” I said.

“Shoot,” he said.

“Why?”

A puzzled look came over his face. “Why what?”

“The film business,” I said. “It seems to me you have enough on your plate now. Everything solid and real. Why go for something as risky and ephemeral as that?”

He just sat there studying me.

“I could understand if you were after a major studio with land available for development. That would fit into your scheme. But the only assets here are films.” I put my drink down. “You can’t turn that into a construction project.”

“There are other attractions,” he said. “CATV is already here, next there will be Pay TV, soon there will be TV tape cassettes, someone will have to work day and night just to fill the demand. And our tape division is one of the largest in the country.”

It was my turn to sit on my hands.

“The idea isn’t new. Other conglomerates have the same idea and are already in the field. I think the time is right for us. For our kind of operation, especially if we stay loose. My idea is to have a production and distribution company that can supply all media as the demand arises.”

“Sounds good. I’m sure you have a very practical plan.” I got to my feet. “But I’ve taken enough of your time already, Mr. Johnston. May I wish you the very best of success?”

He stared, a disbelieving look on his face. “You’re not interested?”

I shook my head. “Thank you. But it’s not for me.”

“If it’s the money. I’m sure that can be—”

“That’s not it.”

“What is it then?” All the power and frustration were deep in his eyes.

“You spoke about everything but the most important ingredient—”

It was his turn to interrupt me. “Talent? I was just coming to that.”

“No, Mr. Johnston, that’s not it either. Talent you can buy.” Blonde Girl was right. He was square. “The most important ingredient in our business is Fun. If you haven’t got that, you’ve got nothing. All you’re offering is just a job.”

I started for the door. “Don’t worry about me, Mr. Johnston,” I said, “I can get a cab to the airport.”

Blonde Girl caught me as I was going through the casino on my way to the front lobby. “Hey there, wait up for me!”

I grinned at her. “Your boss send you?”

“He just fired me,” she said.

“You shouldn’t have blown your job because of me,” I said.

“If you think I was going to let a lousy little thing like a job come between us, you’re crazy,” she said. “They just don’t make rigs like yours no more.”


 II

The telephone call came as we started up the steps from the casino. A bellboy in the uniform of a major general looked at Blonde Girl and stopped me. “Mr. Gaunt?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a telephone call for you.” He led the way to the telephones around behind a bank of slot machines. He picked one up. “I have Mr. Gaunt on the line,” he said, giving me the telephone.

I hit him with a dollar and took the phone.

“Mr. Gaunt, you’re a hard man to find.” Diana’s very proper English answering-service voice held a sneaky edge of triumph.

“Okay,” I said. “How’d you do it this time?”

“Easy,” she said smugly. “The police found your car for me at the Burbank parking lot. Air-traffic control gave me your flight and destination.”

“That’s another hundred I owe you.” We had a thing. Each time she tracked me down without my leaving word where I would be, she got a hundred dollars. Each time she missed I would get a month’s free service. I had yet to collect.

“It seemed serious or I wouldn’t bother you,” she said. “A Samuel Benjamin, Junior, called collect from San Francisco. He asked for Uncle Steve and said it was important.”

“Give me his number. I’ll call him back.”

“He was in a pay booth and said he couldn’t stay there but that he would call again in half an hour. That is exactly twenty minutes from now.”

“All right, when he calls, relay it through your switchboard.”

“Any special room number?”

“No,” I said. “Just have them page me at the crap table.”

I put down the telephone and left the booth. Blonde Girl had fallen in love with a slot. “It’s about ready to come,” she said, her fingers caressing the level. “I can tell.”

It came up a grapefruit, orange, and lemon. “Try sucking it,” I said. I walked around the slots and there they were. Green table magic, with people stacked like sardines. With a money machine like this going for him, Johnston had to have rocks in his head to want the picture business.

I pushed my way up to the table just as a shooter sevened out. The stickman pulled in the dice and pushed them back with two more sets added for choice.

I looked around the table but nobody seemed to be reaching. They all had the look of players who didn’t trust their luck. I picked up a set and rolled them between the palms of my hands to get the feel. They felt good. I nodded and laid a hundred on the pass line and covered with a hundred on any craps.

“New lucky shooter,” the stickman called in a hoarse voice, pulling back the other dice. “Get your bets down. New shooter coming out.”

I crapped out twice in a row, letting my cover bet ride. Third time I picked up the dice, I switched the bets. At six to one on any craps, I had forty-two hundred. I left two hundred on the any craps and went for two grand on the pass line. The other two thousand was in the box in front of me.

I naturaled twice, doubling, then came up with the ten point. I bought all the numbers and went on a wild ride. I needed ten pairs of hands to pick them up and lay them down and lost all track of time. I looked up in surprise when the major general came back with the page.

“Your call’s come through,” he said.

I nodded and picked up the dice. I rubbed them once and threw them. They snapped against the backboard and rolled over to a stop. I didn’t have to look to know I sevened out. That’s the way it is with dice. They were worse than girls. Take your attention away from them for even a moment and they went cold on you.

I picked up the chips from the box in front of me. When I turned around Blonde Girl was standing there. I gave her the chips. “Cash them in for me.”

I followed the major general to the telephone. “Sorry, Mr. Gaunt,” he apologized as he gave me the phone.

This time I laid a hundred on him. “No harm done,” I said. “You probably saved me a fortune.”

He went away smiling and I turned into the phone. “Okay, Diana,” I said.

“I have Mr. Benjamin on the line for you.”

“Good. Put him on. But stay on the line with me,” I said. “I might need you for follow-through.”

“Righto, Mr. Gaunt.”

There was a click, then a faint hum. Over the hum came Junior’s voice. “Uncle Steve?”

“Yes, Junior,” I said.

“I’m in San Francisco.”

“I know.”

“I got big trouble,” he said.

“What happened?”

“I’m up here with a couple of friends.” His voice began to tremble. “I went out for a few minutes this morning, when I came back there was fuzz all over the place. They were pushing everybody into the wagon. Afterward two of the fuzz in plainclothes hung around. I got a hunch they were waiting for me, so I ducked around the corner.”

“What was the bust for?” I asked.

“The usual thing,” he said. “Every now and then, the fuzz gets a bug up their ass. But there was no reason for them to grab us. We were nice and quiet and never made no trouble.”

“Was there anything in the apartment?”

“Not much,” he said. “We were all pretty low on dough. Some pot, a little speed, but no acid.”

“No hard stuff?”

“No shit, no coke, Uncle Steve,” he said. “We’re all straight kids.”

“In whose name was the apartment?”

“I don’t know,” he answered. “It was empty, so we just moved in. Every day a guy came around and we slipped him a few bucks and he went away.”

“You don’t sound in any trouble to me, Junior,” I said. “All you gotta do is shake that town for a while. They can’t be after you. There’s no records.”

“I can’t go like this,” he said.

“If you need money, I’ll shoot some up to you.”

“It’s not that.” He hesitated. “There’s a girl. I’m worried about her.”

I knew about the girl. His father had told me that morning. But I wanted him to tell me. “Yes?”

“You see, she’s pregnant. And she’s a kid herself,” he said.

“Your baby?”

“No,” he said. “But she was such a sweet kid that we all kind of adopted her. We wouldn’t even let her smoke or go on a trip.”

“Then what are you worried about?” I asked. “They’ll take good care of her. Better than you have.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But will they love her?”

I was silent.

“She’s a very sensitive kid,” he said. “She needs to be loved, to know that someone cares. That’s how she wound up like she did.

I was still silent.

“I can’t leave until I know she’s all right,” he said. “You know, kind of let her know that I didn’t run out on her like everyone else.” He took a deep breath. “If I went up to Juvenile to see her alone, the way I am, they’d put the arm on me right away. I thought, maybe—if you had the time—”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come up. Where are you now?”

“In a telephone booth on North Beach,” he said.

“Got any money on you?”

“About six bits.

“Go over to the KSFS-TV offices on Van Ness across the street from the Jack Tar Hotel and ask for Jane Kardin in the legal department. By the time you get there she will be expecting you. Tell her what you told me and have her check out where they took your friend and arrange a visit. Wait there in her office for me; I’ll be up on the next plane from Vegas.

His voice was suddenly very young. “Thanks, Uncle Steve. I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” He hesitated a moment. “You think your friend would spring for a sandwich? I haven’t had anything to eat all day.”

He was still a kid. “Sure. Go across the street to Tommy’s Place. I’ll look in there for you before I go up to the offices. Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, Uncle Steve.” He clicked off and I heard Diana come on.

“There’s a Western Airlines flight leaving for San Francisco from McCarran in twenty minutes,” she said. “I made a reservation for you while you were talking.”

“Good girl. Now call Jane Kardin at Sinclair Broadcasting KSFS and tell her I’m coming up and to look after the kid until I get there.”

“Will do, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “‘Bye, now.”

Blonde Girl was waiting when I came out of the booth, the money in her hand. “What’s up?” she asked.

“What was Johnston paying you?”

“Five hundred a week and expenses,” she said.

“How much you got there?” I asked, indicating the money in her hand.

“Twenty thousand three hundred,” she said, handing it to me.

I took the money and counted off ten thousand and gave it back to her. I stuck the rest in my pocket. “That’s for you.”

She looked at me with big eyes. “What’s it for?”

“Severance pay,” I said, leaving her there in the casino. I went out and got into a cab. She came to the door just as the cab pulled away. She waved and blew me a kiss.

I blew a kiss back to her and by the time the cab pulled out onto the Strip, she had already gone back inside.

The way the good-bye rate for girls was climbing for me since this morning, if I wound up with one tonight I would have to keep her.

***

Los Angeles had been hot and muggy, Las Vegas, sun-bright and dry. San Francisco was wet and clammy. I shivered going into the airport from the plane. Blue jeans and a pullover weren’t enough.

Jane Kardin was waiting at the ramp with a raincoat. I slipped into it gratefully. “Makes me wish I were still your boss, Lawyer Girl. So I could give you a raise for this.”

“Since you’re not my boss anymore, you can kiss me hello.”

Her lips were warm and sweet. I looked at her. “I had almost forgotten how good it was.”

She smiled. “I’ve got my car outside.”

I looked around as we began to walk. “What did you do with the kid?”

“I left him at Tommy’s Place eating his way out from under a mountain of knockwurst.”

It turned into real rain by the time we got into the car. The windshield wipers began to click as we moved out.

“What did you find out about the girl?” I asked.

“She’s gone.”

“Gone?” I echoed.

She nodded without taking her eyes off the road. “By the time I tracked her down at Juvenile, her parents had already come and picked her up.”

“What about Junior?” I asked. “He must have been upset.”

“I thought he looked relieved,” she said flatly. “After all, he is a man.”

She was entitled to that one. I hadn’t exactly been the gentlest of people with her. We were swinging pretty good. But that was almost four years ago. Before I left Sinclair and she wasn’t a lawyer then. She was a model.

She came out of the Ford Agency in New York. I remember the way she had walked into El Morocco the first time I saw her. She had calm eyes and stood there looking around.

It was a premiere party and I went right up to her. “Can I help you, Miss—?”

The expression in her eyes didn’t change. “I’m looking for John Stafford, the director,” she said.

I hadn’t seen him and I wouldn’t know him if I did. “He just left,” I said promptly, taking her arm. “Let me get you a drink.”

She looked around without moving, then back at me. “No, thank you,” she said coolly. “I don’t see anyone I recognize. And I don’t like staying at parties where I don’t know anyone.”

“I’m Stephen Gaunt,” I said. “And now you have no excuse.”

She laughed. “They told me about New York men.”

By this time we were moving. I made a signal and the maître d’ fielded it. “Your table is just over here, Mr. Gaunt.”

“You’re from out of town?” I asked as we sat down.

“San Francisco,” she said. She looked up at the maître d’. “Bourbon and ginger.”

She liked sweet drinks, sweet talk, and sweet men. After about a week she decided I wanted too much, I wasn’t sweet enough.

“You’re looking to get married,” I said.

“That’s right. Anything wrong in it?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“But it’s not for you?”

“That’s right.”

“You’re honest at least.”

“Anything else I can do for you?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said.

I looked at her, thinking here it came. They were all alike. She surprised me.

“I want a job.”

“I’ll send you over to the head of casting,” I replied.

“Not that kind of a job.”

“What kind of a job?”

“I just received word from home that I was admitted to the bar,” she said.

I looked at her. “You’re a lawyer?”

She nodded. “Modeling just helped pay the way. Now I want to work at it.”

“You make more money as a model.”

“So?”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll send you in to see the head of legal.”

“I don’t want to work in New York,” she said. “I don’t like it here. I want to work in San Francisco.”

“There’s more opportunity here.”

“But I have family there. And friends. And I’d be much happier. Here everything is a turn-on.”

Our station in San Francisco needed an attorney. She turned out to be good at it too. The proof was that she kept her job, even got a promotion after I had left.

She found a parking place next to the restaurant. Samuel was sitting behind a schooner of beer. “Hey, Uncle Steve, you know they got ninety-one kinds of beer here?”

“Wipe the foam off your whiskers and kiss me,” I said. “It’s been a long wet trip.”

“I’m sorry, man,” he said, shaking his head. “I didn’t know she was goin’ to hang us up like that. I wouldn’t have bugged you.”

“It’s okay,” I said, sliding into the seat opposite him. “I had nothing better to do. Anyway I’ve been lookin’ for an excuse to come up here and see Lawyer Girl for the longest time.”

“Too much,” said Lawyer Girl. “I’d better be going now.”

“No you don’t,” I said, pulling her down onto the seat beside me. “We don’t know whether we’re out of trouble yet.”

Samuel looked at her, then at me. He shook his head. “I should have known it.”

“Know what?” I asked.

“You had to come up with the best lookin’ legal brain in the world.”

We all laughed as the waitress came to the table. “Beer all around,” I said.

“No,” Lawyer Girl interrupted. “Bourbon and ginger for me.”

“I gotta go,” he said, sliding out of his seat. “Be right back.”

The waitress came with the drinks. I hoisted my glass. “Ciao.”

“You finally made it.”

I looked at her.

“You know I used to have little-girl dreams about you. That you would come up here someday and you’d be different somehow…” Her voice trailed off.

“I am different,” I said. “I’m not your boss anymore.”

She shook her head. “You’re still the same. You belong. Wherever you are is where it’s at.” She hesitated. “What made you think of me? I thought that by now you had forgotten.”

I didn’t answer.

“Or is it that you have a file cabinet somewhere in the back of your head and in every drawer there is a listing of girls in different towns that you can call on for various services? Is that it, Steve; am I filed under legal?”

“Okay, Jane,” I said. “Did you get your money’s worth?”

She flushed. “I apologize.”

Samuel came back with a peculiar look in his eyes. He sat down easily and picked up his glass of beer.

“If you’re goin’ to turn on in public toilets,” I said, “shave. The smell of pot sticks to your beard.”

“I just used half a joint,” he said defensively. “I was getting a little uptight.”

“What for?” I asked. “You’re out clean.”

“You,” he said. “Suddenly I got scared. I brought you up here on a jerkoff. You must think I’m pretty stupid.”

“I know better than that. You didn’t get me up here just because of the girl.”

He looked at Lawyer Girl. She started to get up.

“Maybe I’d better go. You might have something personal to talk about.”

I put my arm out to stop here. “You’re in this. You didn’t ask for it. You stay.” I looked at him. “That right, Samuel?”

He nodded. She sank back into her chair.

“Okay, Samuel,” I said. “Get it off.”

He took a deep breath. “My father was up here the other day.”

“So?”

“You know him, Uncle Steve. He did one of his tricks. He tried to lay a hundred on us. I told him we didn’t want it. Later he sent his chauffeur back up with two fives.” He took a sip of his beer. “He also wanted me to come home.”

“Nothing wrong in that,” I said. “After all, he is your father. And your mother isn’t on cloud nine over what you’ve been doing either.”

“Aw, come on, Uncle Steve, you’re not going to get on my back too?”

“Not me, Junior,” I said. “The one thing I believe in is the right of every human being to go to hell in his own peculiar fashion. I don’t give a shit what you do.”

“I don’t quite believe that. You care about me.”

“True enough,” I said. “I cared about your sister too. But I couldn’t live her life for her. And I can’t live yours for you. All I can do is be there if you want me.”

He drained his glass. “Can I have another beer?”

I signaled the waitress. She came with the beer.

“I do want you to help me,” he said.

“How?”

“Doesn’t it seem strange to you that the day after my father comes up to see me we get busted?”

“Is that what you think?”

He looked down at his glass. “He said he could blow the whistle if I didn’t do as he wanted.” He looked up at me. “I got to find out the truth, Uncle Steve. It’s very important to me.”

“How do you expect me to help you with that?”

“You ask him, Uncle Steve. He wouldn’t lie to you.”

“No. I have a better idea.”

“What’s that?” he asked hopefully.

“You ask him. After all, he’s your father, not mine.”


 III

She was right there in the parking lot where I left her before I went to Vegas. Gleaming black, her chrome shining in the slanting rays of the sinking sun.

Junior let out a low whistle as we came up to her. He ran ahead of me and touched the car reverently. “Too much,” he said in a hushed voice.

I took the key out of my pocket and opened the door. He was in the car before I could move. He sat there a moment, brushing his fingers lovingly over the fascia of the dashboard and the toggles, then leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Smells like pussy,” he said.

I tapped him on the shoulder. “In the back.”

He scrambled over the back of the seat like an overgrown monkey and rested his chin on the headrest, staring over at the dashboard as I got into the car. “Does it really do two-forty?” he asked, pointing at the speedometer.

“I don’t know. I never had it all the way up.”

Lawyer Girl got into the car. “I still don’t know what the hell I’m doing here.”

I grinned at her. “You were bored.”

“I have a date tonight,” she said defensively.

I gestured to the phone. “Call up and cancel it.”

“Man, you got everything in this car,” Junior said. “Where’s the john?”

“Driving,” I said. The phone began to buzz. I picked it up. “Okay, Diana. You’re getting rich.”

“The calls are piling up, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “Messrs. Johnston and Diamond called from Vegas. They’re on their way to see you. Mr. Benjamin called from the Beverly Hills Hotel, he wants you to call him. Mr. Sinclair called and asked me to tell you that he was at the Bel Air Hotel and would you please drive directly there from the airport.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s all for the moment, Mr. Gaunt,” she said sweetly.

She disconnected and I put the phone down and started the motor. The beginning roar faded into a steady hum. I put the car into gear and moved out of the parking lot. I got on the freeway smack in the middle of the rush-hour jam.

“Listen to that motor,” Junior said from the back. “I can feel it in my balls.”

“I’ll never understand what men see in cars,” Lawyer Girl said.

I caught Junior’s eye in the rearview mirror. He shook his head. She was right. It was a private world. I snaked through the traffic and cut off the freeway at the next exit. I would make better time on the back roads.

Lawyer Girl picked up the telephone. “How do I work this thing?”

“Press that button down,” I said. “When the operator comes on, give her the number you see printed on the receiver and the number you want.”

She clicked the switch. A half minute later she was talking to her date in San Francisco. Honey dripped from her voice sickeningly. “Truly I am sorry, David. But this matter came up at the last minute and I couldn’t call before now.” There was a moment’s silence, then when she began to speak again, her voice turned frosty. “You forget one thing, David. I am an attorney. And an attorney’s first responsibility is to his client.” She slammed the phone down.

I grinned at her. “So that’s all I am to you. A client.”

“Oh, shut up,” she snapped. “Give me a cigarette.”

“In the glove compartment,” I said.

She opened it and took a cigarette from the tray I kept in there. She lit it, took a deep drag, and a peculiar look came over her face. “This tastes funny.”

I sniffed the air. “That’s pot,” I said. “Regulars are on the right, menthols in the middle.”

She started to throw it out the window. Junior’s hand stopped her. “Fire zone,” he said, taking the cigarette from her fingers. “Do you want to get a ticket?”

“What are you talking about?” she asked in an annoyed voice.

“Look,” he said, jerking a thumb at the rear window behind him.

I looked into the mirror. The police car was on my tail. Junior put the cigarette in his mouth. “This is good hash.”

I looked at Lawyer Girl. Her face was suddenly pale. I reached over and patted her hand. “Easy, Jane,” I said. “Try a real cigarette.”

She looked at me. “You’re both crazy,” she said. Her hand was trembling under mine.

I took a cigarette from the glove compartment and lit it. I gave it to her.

She sucked the smoke deeply into her lungs. The color began to come back into her face. “I could be disbarred if they caught me with that.”

I stopped for a traffic light and the police car pulled up next to us. “Beautiful car,” the young patrolman called.

“Thank you,” I said. “Want to drag?”

He grinned back at me. “Can’t. I’m on duty.”

The light changed and I let them pull out ahead of me. They went to the next corner and turned off. “Okay, Junior,” I said. “Kill the reefer.”

He started a protest, but then he caught a glimpse of my eyes in the mirror. Silently he pinched it out and put the roach in his pocket.

I turned onto Coldwater and began to climb up the mountain. The traffic had begun to ease off and I opened her up a little. She took the corners like a ballerina.

“Man, this is better than flyin’,” Junior said.

I glanced in the mirror. He was doing fine. The reefer had hit him.

“Where we goin’?” he asked.

“I’m dropping you at my place,” I said. “Then Lawyer Girl and I are going to a meeting with her boss.”

***

The best way to describe the Bel Air Hotel is Hollywood genteel. The conservative crowd went there.

Spencer was waiting for me in his suite. No bungalows for him. He wanted every comfort close by, no long wait for service while the boys trotted a half mile with his breakfast.

He rose to his feet when we came in. The years were kind to him. He wore well. I took his hand. The grip was as strong and firm as ever. “This is a surprise,” I said.

He smiled. “I’m glad to see you.” And he meant it.

I introduced Lawyer Girl. “She works for you,” I said. “House counsel at KSFS in San Francisco.”

He turned on the charm. “No wonder they say the West is more progressive; back East the lawyers don’t look like you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sinclair.”

“I wouldn’t have called you like this. But some important matters came up that we must talk about.” He looked at Lawyer Girl.

She picked up. “If you gentlemen have business to discuss, why don’t I wait in the cocktail lounge?”

“Would you mind, my dear?” he asked. “I’d be very grateful.”

We watched the door close behind her. He turned to me. “She seems a fine girl. Is she a good lawyer?”

“I imagine so,” I answered. “They seem to like her up there.”

“How about a drink?” he asked.

I nodded and followed him to the small bar set up in the suite. I mixed two Scotches and water.

“Make mine light,” he said.

I added more water and gave him the drink. “Okay?”

“Fine.”

I followed him back to the couch and we sat down. He was silent for a few moments while we sipped our drinks. “I suppose you’re wondering why?” he asked.

I nodded.

“I’m sixty-five,” he said. “The board wants me to stay on for another five years. They’re willing to change or waive the mandatory retirement rule.”

“They’re smart,” I said.

“I don’t want to,” he said.

I sipped at the drink.

“It’s three years since you left,” he said. “It doesn’t get easier and I can’t keep up with it.” He put down his drink and looked at me. “After the foundation and me, you’re the biggest stockholder in the company.”

I knew what he meant. The fifteen percent of the stock that came to Barbara from her own trust fund and her mother’s estate. “I won’t give you any problems,” I said. “I gave you the voting privileges on it and I’ll pass it on to anyone you tell me to.”

After a few moments, he spoke. “That’s not what I want.”

“What is it then?”

“I want you to come back,” he said.

I looked at him. Then I got up and went to the bar and made myself another drink. I drank some and went back and sat down.

“I have thirty percent, the foundation, twenty-five. With your stock, that’s seventy percent,” he said. “And there’s no one around that I would trust with it.”

“You’ve got some good men there,” I said.

“They are good men,” he said. “But they’re not you. They are men who are working at their jobs. If another network wanted them tomorrow and the price was right, they would be gone. They’re not Sinclair.”

“You’re the only Sinclair,” I said.

“No, I’m not,” he answered. “You’re a Sinclair. And it’s not just the name. It’s an attitude, a being. You know what I mean.

I knew. What he was talking about was a way of life. A Sinclair didn’t build a business for business’s sake, or even the money. What they did was build monuments. Bridges to the future that would last after they were gone. He didn’t understand that this was his monument. Not mine. I was silent for so long that he began to speak again.

“I never wanted you to leave. You know that.”

I nodded. “It was the best thing to do. For all of us.”

“I didn’t agree with you then. I don’t agree with you now,” he said. “Others have made bigger mistakes and ignored them.”

“They weren’t me,” I said.

“You and your sense of perfection. Don’t you realize yet that no one, nothing, is perfect?”

“It wasn’t that.”

“What was it then?” he asked. “You did what you set out to do. You saved your stupid friend’s business for him. He didn’t care what happened to you. All he thought it would take to pay you off was money. What did you have to feel guilty about…? to punish yourself for? In the long run, no one was hurt. Not your friend. Not us. Only you.”

“Not that either,” I said.

“Tell me then. You owe me that much.”

I said simply, “I wore out.”

“I don’t understand.”

I sipped the drink. “It’s not that difficult. I fought all the wars. Over and over again. And they were always the same wars. The ratings war. The talent war. The business war. How many wars do you have to win to prove yourself?

“Maybe I’d won too many. Maybe it was time I lost one just to taste the newness of defeat. At least it was something different.”

“That’s not all of it,” he said.

He was smart. “True,” I admitted.

“What else was it?” he asked.

“I had a dream,” I said. “I was part of the biggest opportunity man ever had to talk to man. And we were blowing it. Because of the wars. There was so much we could do. And we didn’t.”

“It’s not too late,” he said. “If you come back, you can shape it in your image. I’ll support you.”

“It is too late,” I said. “It’s gone past that now. Too much has happened. The whole thing has become too complex.”

He looked at me. “I’m sorry.”

I didn’t say anything at all.

“Do you still mean what you said about voting your stock with me?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Would you have any objection if we sold the company?”

“None at all,” I answered. “If you think that’s best for it.”

“I’ve been approached by several conglomerates,” he said. “I haven’t talked to them. Maybe now.”

Something was beginning to happen. For the first time in what seemed like a hundred years, I began to turn on. “Do you mean that?”

He nodded. “Yes. Why?”

“I have an idea,” I said. “Supposing I could show you how you could get all the financial benefits that would come by selling the company without really selling?”

“I’ve had merger offers before.”

“Not the same thing,” I said.

“What’s different about it?”

It took me three minutes to explain it to him. I could see he was intrigued. “Do you think you could do it?” he asked when I was finished.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Give me six hours and I’ll let you know.”

“You can have more than that,” he said. “I’m in no hurry.”

“I’ll know in six hours. Where will you be this evening if I have to get in touch with you?”

“Right here,” he said, an expression of surprise on his face. “Where did you think I would be? I’m too old for your kinds of games.”

I turned left on Sunset from the Bel Air gate. It was dark and the headlights of the oncoming cars flicked on and off in our eyes.

“He’s not at all what I thought he was,” she said. “He’s really quite charming.”

“He can be when he wants to,” I said.

“He’s supposed to be as cold as ice,” she said. “But he’s not like that with you.”

I looked at her. “In a kind of way we’re still family.”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“I was married to his daughter once.”

“Oh,” she said. “I see.” She took her own cigarette. I held the lighter for her. “Maybe you’d better take me to the airport now.”

“Why?” I asked.

She drew on the cigarette. “You seem to be kind of involved tonight. I’d only be in the way.”

“Don’t be a fool,” I said. “If I didn’t want you down here, I wouldn’t have asked you to come.”

She was silent. “Do you want to go to bed with me, is that it?”

“Yes. Partly.”

“What’s the partly?”

“You’re an attorney,” I said. “Stick around. I may need one before the night is over.”

I don’t know whether she liked that. She didn’t speak until we turned into the driveway at my house. I pulled into the carport and killed the lights.

She made no move to get out of the car. Like she was waiting to be kissed. I took her into my arms. Her lips were soft and warm and hungry. We clung together for a hard minute, then she broke away.

“Don’t start,” she said. “I can’t go through that again.”

“You seemed to survive all right.”

“How do you know?” she asked. “I wasn’t playing. Why do you think I ran back to San Francisco?”

“You had a job waiting.”

“That’s what I kept telling myself. That I was just another girl to you. That at times you didn’t even remember my name. But it wasn’t the way I felt.”

I didn’t answer.

“It’s been more than three years,” she said.

“Give me your hand.”

She put her hand in mine. I could feel it trembling slightly. “I’m not a monster,” I said.

“Did you ever think about me? Once in the four years? Just once?”

“I thought about you this afternoon,” I said. “Isn’t that enough of an answer?”

“No.” She withdrew her hand and looked at it. “Would you believe I haven’t been with another man since you?”

“That explains it,” I said. “No wonder you’re so uptight. We’d better get inside.”

She threw me an angry look and got out of the car, slamming the door. I caught her as she came around my side and held her.

“Is that all you think it is?” she snapped.

“It can still be pretty good,” I said. “Don’t knock it until you try it.”

She pulled free of me and went up the walk to the house. I followed her.

I could hear the shouting voices as soon as I opened the door. We went down the steps past the bedroom.

Sam and Junior were standing in the center of the living room shouting at each other. For background they had the newscast of the latest riot at Berkeley on the television set.

“Hello,” I said and walked around them and turned off the television.

“You’re still not so big I can’t knock you on your ass!” Sam shouted, moving toward Junior.

I slipped between them.

Junior grabbed my arm. “He told the pigs! He blew the whistle! Ask him, he doesn’t even deny it!”

“Cool it!” I said sharply.

Junior stared angrily at me for a moment, then turned and stormed outside to the terrace. He lit a cigarette and stood there looking down at the city.

I turned back to Sam. He glared at me, his face still mottled with anger. “Isn’t it enough that you cost me my daughter?” he said bitterly. “Do you have to take my son too?”


Hollywood, 1960–1965

BOOK THREE

SAM BENJAMIN


CHAPTER ONE

The Studio Policeman at the Trans-World gate waved to him as the limousine entered the lot. “Good morning, Mr. Benjamin.”

“Good morning, John,” Sam said, from the backseat. “It looks like it’s goin’ to be a nice day.”

“Sure does, Mr. Benjamin,” the policeman answered. “No smog.”

The limousine rolled in and turned right on the road next to the gate. It moved past the first row of administration buildings and stopped before a two-story office located on a corner of its own. The car pulled into a parking place with a small sign: RESERVED FOR MR. SAMUEL BENJAMIN.

A maintenance man was polishing the brass plate next to the entrance, SAMARKAND PRODUCTIONS. He nodded as Sam went in. “Good morning, Mr. Benjamin.”

“Good morning.” Sam continued on down the corridor to his office. It took up the whole far corner of the building. He entered through his own door. At the same time his secretary entered from her office.

“Good morning, Mr. Benjamin.”

“Morning, Miss Jackson,” he said, going behind his desk.

She placed some papers before him. “Mrs. Benjamin just called. She said you forgot to take your gout pills before you left the house.” She walked over to the bar and came back with a glass of water, which she gave him with two pills.

“Okay,” he said, grumbling. He swallowed the pills. “I bet I’m the only man in the world ever to get gout eating kosher hot dogs.”

She placed another pill before him. “What’s that?” he asked suspiciously.

“Your diet pill,” she said. “You’re allowed fifteen hundred calories today. Mrs. B. said you had three hundred for breakfast and that you were going to have eight hundred at dinner. That means cottage cheese for lunch.”

“Shit,” he said. He swallowed the other pill. “Now can we go to work?”

“Yes, sir,” she nodded. She picked up the papers from the desk and looked at them. “Rushes for Washington Arch will be at screening room three at eleven o’clock.”

“Okay.”

“Here are comparative box-office figures for The Steel Rooster. First seventeen engagements. It’s running seventy to one hundred and twenty percent ahead of The Sisters.”

“Good,” he said. “I’ll look at them.”

She consulted her notes. “Mr. Cohen called, from New York. He would like to speak to you, five o’clock his time.”

He nodded.

“Mr. Luongo called from Rome. The new Barzini picture is now seven days behind schedule.”

“That’s par for the course,” he said. “We’ve only been shooting for three weeks. Better call him back. I want to talk to him.”

“Mr. Schindler and Mr. Ferrer of the production department would like a meeting with you at your convenience. They have the production estimates and budgets ready on The Prizewinner and would like to go over them with you.”

“I’ll see them before lunch,” he said.

“Yes, sir. Mr. Craddock called. He would like to have lunch with you in his private dining room at twelve fifteen.”

He looked at her. “I wonder what he wants?” Craddock was head of production and executive vice-president of Trans-World.

“Did you read the trades this morning?” she asked in an almost hushed voice.

“No,” he answered.

She placed the Hollywood Reporter and Variety in front of him. “Look at the lead story in both papers.”

They had almost the same headlines. BENJAMIN NEW PRESIDENT TRANS-WORLD? The stories were almost the same too. Both made a big point of the fact that practically all the pictures Trans-World had in production or planning were his. They reviewed the success of the current release, The Steel Rooster, and gave highlights of his past successes, The Sisters and The Naked Fugitives.

He looked up at her. “First time I heard anything like this. Nobody spoke to me.”

“It’s been the big rumor around the lot the last few weeks,” she said.

“I still don’t know nothin’ about it.” But inside him he was flattered. “I have enough of my own headaches,” he added. “Who needs any of theirs?”

“What shall I tell Mr. Craddock?” she asked.

He looked at her. “Twelve fifteen will be okay.”

She left the office and a moment later had Charley on the telephone for him. He yelled into the transatlantic phone. “What do you mean seven days behind? What the hell’s goin’ on over there?”

***

Rory Craddock was nothing like his name, which suggested a big bluff Irishman. Instead when you walked into his office, you find a slim, intense man who ate Gelusils all day long to calm his constantly nervous stomach. For the past eight years he had been head of production for Trans-World. His secret for success was a simple one. He never approved a project until all his superiors urged him to do so; once he had that, if anything went wrong it could not be said that he was to blame.

He sat at his desk staring at the trade papers. Nervously he popped another Gelusil into his mouth and studied the story. When he had first read it that morning, he had almost called New York to find out who had planted it and if there was any truth in it. But then he had thought twice about the call and didn’t make it.

He had been around long enough to recognize the tactic. The story had been a feeler, an exploratory gesture on the part of the management to see how it would be accepted. He checked with the stockbroker. Apparently it had gone down well on the market. There was a great deal more activity than usual in Trans-World stock and the common had gone up almost two points.

He wondered what effect it would have on him. The Gelusil was almost completely dissolved by now, leaving a clayey taste in his mouth. He took a sip of water from the glass always on his desk.

That Benjamin might become president of the company was not important to him. But the fact that he might take charge of production was another story. Up to now there had been no threat to his area of responsibility. Impulsively he had called and asked Benjamin to lunch. Now he wondered whether that had been a wise move. One of his strong points was never to show concern. The next thing he had to do was legitimize the lunch.

He reached for another Gelusil, then stopped. The implication that it was his fault production at TW had come to a standstill had not been entirely true. There were several projects he had been ready to okay, but he had not been able to muster the support that he required. Two of them in particular he thought had a great chance.

One was the Fatty Arbuckle Story. He had a great screenplay based on a novelization of the scandal that had caused the industry to form its own censorship board. He had spoken to Jackie Gleason about playing in it.

The other was a remake on a grand scale of the old Zane Grey novel Riders of the Purple Sage, which had been one of Tom Mix’s greatest successes. Gary Cooper had said he would do it if the script was right.

The Gelusil was still in his hand. He put it in his mouth and sucked on it. Suddenly he had the idea. It was so good and so simple he was surprised that he had not thought of it before. It would serve all his purposes. Answer the critics about his lack of production and show Benjamin that he was in his camp just in case there was any truth in the rumor.


CHAPTER TWO

“Go right in, Mr. Benjamin,” the secretary said, opening the door to the inner office. “Mr. Craddock is expecting you.”

“Thank you.” Sam went into Craddock’s office. The door closed softly behind him. He stood there a moment.

Craddock rose from behind his desk, hand outstretched. “Good morning, Sam,” he said. “So glad you could come over.”

Sam took his hand. The way Craddock had spoken, you would think Sam had come a thousand miles to see him instead of just across the studio street. “Morning, Rory.”

Craddock came out from behind the desk. He took off his glasses and put them on top of a pile of scripts, making sure that Sam noticed them. Sam picked up the cue. “You read all those?”

Craddock gestured modestly. “Part of the job. You can’t imagine how much crap I have to go through each week just to find something worthwhile. Sometimes I think I need another pair of eyes.”

Sam was properly impressed. “I never could do it. Haven’t the patience.”

“That’s my job,” Craddock said. He pressed down the button on the intercom.

“Yes, Mr. Craddock?”

“We’re going upstairs now,” Craddock said. “Hold all calls.”

“Yes, Mr. Craddock. Enjoy your lunch.”

Craddock released the key on the intercom and turned to Sam. “Hungry?” He led the way to the staircase to the private dining room.

“I’m always hungry,” Sam said. “But I’m on a diet.” He climbed the steps ahead of Craddock. They came out on the small terrace that had been enclosed in glass to make the dining room. It commanded a view of the entire studio.

“Everybody’s on a diet,” Craddock smiled. “That’s why we have two menus. The diet lunch or the regular.”

“What’s the difference?” Sam asked.

“The regular is a thick New York steak, French fries, and salad with Roquefort dressing. The diet is a hamburger patty very lean with cottage cheese and sliced tomatoes.”

“Aah, fuck it,” Sam said. “I’ll have the regular.”

The colored butler bowed. “Mr. Craddock, Mr. Benjamin, sirs. May I have your requirements for a libation?”

“My usual. Dry sherry,” Craddock said.

Sam looked at the butler. “Scotch on the rocks.” He turned back to Craddock. “There goes the diet. The hell with it.”

Craddock smiled.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” Sam continued. “But I figured out that I lost over fifteen hundred pounds dieting the last ten years. So why am I still two hundred ten?”

The butler came back with the drinks on the tray. Sam took his. “Cheers,” he said.

“Cheers,” Craddock said.

They drank.

“Might I be so bold as to ask the way you would like your steak done, Mr. Benjamin, sir?” the butler bowed.

“Rare,” Sam said.

“Thank you most exceedingly, sir.” The butler bowed and disappeared into the pantry.

Sam turned to Craddock. “Where did he learn to talk like that?”

Craddock laughed. “Remember the Arthur Treacher pictures? I think Joe saw them all.” He led the way to the table. “I hear the Washington Arch rushes look just great.”

Sam nodded. “They’re coming along.”

“You’re getting everything you want at the studio? Services, cooperation?”

“Couldn’t be better,” Sam said.

The butler placed the salad in front of them. Sam began to eat voraciously, Craddock toyed with his. He never ate salad anyway, it was too much for his delicate stomach.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I called this morning?” Craddock asked.

Sam nodded, without speaking. His mouth was full.

“We’re very happy to have you here at Trans-World,” Craddock said. “And we’ve been cudgeling our brains trying to find a way to implement our association.”

Sam looked at him. He still did not speak.

“You know you are one of the three producers in the business now whose name the public recognizes?”

Sam shook his head. “No.”

“There are only two others I can name,” Craddock said. “Hal Wallis and Joe Levine. All the others are just known to the trade.”

“I never thought of that,” Sam said.

“It’s true,” Craddock said. “And you did it with only a few pictures in a few years. They spent all their lives at it.”

Sam didn’t speak.

“We’re very interested in any other properties you might have in mind,” Craddock said.

“I’m looking at some things,” Sam said. “But beyond The Prizewinner I have nothing definite.”

“Too bad.” He seemed to be sincere. “We would like to do more.”

The butler laid their steaks down. Sam looked at his. Hot, charcoal-blackened, with a patty of parsley butter melting right on the middle of it. The juices flooded into his mouth. He cut into it. Everything was right. Blood-rare and tender.

“Did you ever think of producing some pictures for someone else?” Craddock asked. “Other than your own company?”

Sam shook his head.

“It would be a way to fill in your time,” Craddock said. “While you were preparing your own properties.”

“I’m not really a producer,” Sam said.

Craddock laughed. “If you’re not a producer, I wish we had ten more like you.”

Sam was silent. He still didn’t know what was up Craddock’s sleeve. But the steak was good and what the hell, it beat eating a diet lunch. “What have you got in mind?” he asked finally.

“I may be talking out of turn,” Craddock said. “But I think I can get the boys back East to go along with me. I think we ought to make a ten-picture deal.”

“Ten pictures?” Sam was surprised.

Craddock nodded. “You do five pictures for us, we finance five pictures for you. On our pictures we pay you double the producer’s fee you charge your own pictures and give you fifty percent of the profits. Your pictures we do the same way as we do now, only we reduce our share of the profits to twenty-five percent of the foreign instead of the present fifty percent.”

Sam finished his steak. “It’s an interesting idea.”

“I think it’s a practical one,” Craddock said. “And good for both of us.”

Sam nodded. There was something in what Craddock said. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars producer’s fee was a lot of money per picture. And there was no sweat in it. He didn’t have to chase the property, the script. All he would have to do was to ride herd on it. It all depended on the properties, however. He couldn’t allow them to saddle him with their dogs. “Would I have approvals?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” Craddock said. “We wouldn’t dream of asking you to do something you wouldn’t want to. You would have all approvals. Script, director, cast. That goes without saying.”

“Do you have anything in mind?” Sam asked.

Craddock nodded. “I have two great ones ready right now. The only thing I need is the right kind of producer. One is a Western that could be for Gary Cooper, the other for an actor like Jackie Gleason. In the right hands they’re both big winners.”

Sam looked at him. With actors like those, the pictures could be shlock. The actors themselves were too good and too expensive.

“Look,” Craddock said. “Let me send the two scripts over to you. You read them and then we’ll talk some more.”

“Good idea,” Sam said.

The butler appeared beside the table. He bowed. “And now, gentlemen, sirs, for dessert we have hot Washington State delicious apple pie with vanilla and chocolate ice cream á la mode.”

Sam was completely destroyed. “I’ll take it all,” he said.

It wasn’t until after lunch, as he walked back across the studio street, that he realized not once had Craddock mentioned the story in that morning’s trade papers.


CHAPTER THREE

“Steve.”

He rolled over on his back in the warm sand. He put up an arm to shield his eyes from the sun, already beginning its plunge into the Pacific. “What is it, Golden Girl?”

She crawled across the sand to him and placed an arm on either side of his chest and looked down at him, blocking the sun.

He dropped his arm to her thigh. Her flesh was as warm as the sand under him. He waited quietly.

“You were far away,” she said.

“Not really,” he answered.

“What were you thinking?”

Strange how alike they were. All of them. After a while they wanted to crawl inside your head. “Nothing,” he said. “Maybe just that I wish there were a thousand days like this. No telephones, no people, no problems.”

“You wouldn’t be happy,” she said.

He thought for a moment. “I guess not.”

“Are you up to a party tonight?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

“I know it’s not what I promised,” she said. “But it’s Sunday night and tomorrow you’re going back East anyway and I have to start looking for work sometime.” He still didn’t speak.

“Ardis called me this morning while you were sleeping. The Gavins are giving a party at their new house in the Colony. It’s for Sam Benjamin, the producer. Bobby Gavin just got the second lead in the Western he’s doing with Gary Cooper and says there’s a great part in it for a girl and that I’m just right for it.”

“You go,” he said. “I won’t mind.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I promised to stay with you. If you won’t go, I won’t.”

He knew better. Whether he took her or not, she would not go to the party alone. Even if she had to call her fag hairdresser.

“Bobby says I’ve got a good chance for it too. This is one job Benjamin can’t give his girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Marilu Barzini. She’s got the wrong accent. Ardis also told me he’s bringing her to the party with him.”

“Okay.”

“Okay what?”

“Okay we’ll go,” he said.

The house was not that large, but it had a great terrace extending over the sandy beach toward the ocean and the crowd spilled out into the warm night. Someday Bobby Gavin would be a star. That is, if his wife Ardis had anything to do with it.

She was at the door as they entered. “Selena!” she exclaimed. She turned to Steve. “And you came too. I’m so glad.”

“I wouldn’t miss one of your parties, Ardis,” he said, kissing her cheek.

“Go inside and grab yourself a drink,” she said. “There are loads of fun people around.”

They left her as she turned to other arrivals and pushed their way into the crowd toward the bar. It was not easy. Selena was a very popular girl and having Steve with her did not hurt. By this time it was well known in Hollywood that the president of Sinclair Broadcasting did not attend many parties.

They finally made it to the bar. Steve turned back to the room, a Scotch in his hand. Selena was off with some friends. The noise pressed down on him after the quiet of the day on the beach and he moved outside to the terrace. He stood there at the railing looking at the ocean.

On the horizon were the lights of a coastal steamer; the breakers spent themselves on the beach. It had been almost a year since he had seen Sam. Almost a year since Sam made his new deal with Trans-World.

Somehow he could never see Sam in the Hollywood environment. There was something completely alien about the little man. But he had come out and he had the big house in Beverly Hills and the children went to the Beverly Hills School and Denise—. He wondered about Denise. He felt an odd disturbance over the news that Marilu was Sam’s girlfriend. That was not in character for Sam either.

He pushed it from his mind. It was none of his affair anyway. They were all adults and had their own lives to live. Chances were that none of them approved much of his own way of life.

Sam and Marilu arrived late. Late by Hollywood standards. Ten thirty. At that hour the guests were beginning to leave. Monday was a workday and those who were working had to be at the studios early and those who were not working would not let it show.

There was a sound of greeting at the entrance. “I was beginning to worry you couldn’t make it,” he heard Ardis say.

Steve turned to watch. The whole party seemed to gravitate toward Sam and Marilu. Sam was smiling, his face slightly flushed and perspiring. He’d already had a few drinks before he got there.

Marilu was standing beside him. Steve looked at her. There was no doubt about it. Whenever she came into a room all the other women paled by comparison. She stood next to Sam, with the inner air of assurance that only a woman truly secure in her beauty can achieve.

Someone put a drink in Sam’s hand and he gulped it thirstily. “We were held up by a call from Rome,” he was explaining, when he saw Steve watching him from outside. He stopped speaking suddenly, a kind of embarrassment crossing his face. Then he finished his drink and made his way out to the terrace.

“Steve!” he exclaimed. He embraced him and kissed him on both cheeks, European fashion. “Why didn’t you let me know you were in town? We could have arranged something.”

“It was a quick trip,” Steve said. “Just the weekend, I’m back to New York tomorrow.”

“You should have called me anyway. It’s been too long.”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Not too busy for you. Never too busy for old friends.” Marilu came up to them. “By the way,” he added, “do you know Marilu Barzini?”

Steve bowed. “We met at the Academy Awards. But it was brief, almost two years ago, and there were many people around.”

“Steve Gaunt,” Sam said to Marilu.

Marilu nodded. “I remember. You’re the young man who runs the television. Sam spoke of you from Rome when we were talking about making The Sisters.”

Steve stared. The telephone conversation came back to him. So it had begun even then. She had been the girl in the room with Sam. “You have a fantastic memory.”

“I never forget anything.” The way she said it made Steve believe it. She would never forget anything that was important to her or her career.

Someone came and pulled Sam away, leaving Marilu with him. “Can I get you a drink?” he asked politely.

“Champagne,” she said.

He signaled one of the waiters. The champagne was in her hand in a moment. Steve lit a cigarette. “Are you enjoying your stay here?”

She smiled. “I like America.”

“Do you plan to stay long?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Sam has a picture he wants me to do, then they want to sign me for two others afterward.”

“How nice,” Steve. “What picture?”

She made a face. “A Western. Can you imagine that? Me, in a Western. But Sam says it is a very good script. And it is with Gary Cooper.”

Steve looked across the room. Selena was watching them. Suddenly he was tired. He hoped she would not find out tonight that there was no chance for her to get the job.

“I owe you my thanks,” Marilu said.

He was startled. His mind had been away. “Thanks? For what?”

“That time in Rome,” she said. “If you had not encouraged him the picture might never have been made.”

“The picture would have been made.”

Sam came back to them. He took Marilu’s arm possessively. “We have to be going. There’s another party I promised to drop in on.”

“Too bad,” Steve said dryly.

“Yes,” Sam said. “I wish you were staying over a few days. There’s so much I’d like to talk to you about.”

“I have a board meeting in New York that I can’t miss.”

“You call me the next time you get in town,” Sam said.

Steve nodded. His eyes caught a glimpse of Golden Girl. Obeying an impulse, he gestured to her. “Just one moment, Sam. There’s an actress I’d like you to meet.”

Golden Girl came up to them. Sam turned toward her. “Golden Girl, I’d like you to meet Sam Benjamin,” Steve said. “Sam, this is Selena Fisher. She might be just the girl for that Western you’re doing.”

Sam looked at him. “That’s cast already. The announcement’s going out tomorrow. Marilu’s going to do it.” He turned back to Selena. “But you come in to see me, my dear. I’m sure there are other things that I am doing for which you would be right.”

Over Sam’s head, Steve met Marilu’s eyes. They were cool and green. Green like a savage animal in the night. He smiled at her. She did not smile back. It was like a declaration of war.

He knew.

She knew.

Sam did not.


CHAPTER FOUR

They got into the backseat of the limousine. “Dave Diamond’s place in Bel Air,” Sam told the chauffeur.

“No,” Marilu said. “Take me back to the hotel.”

“It will be just a few minutes, honey,” he said. “I promised Dave I’d stop in for a nightcap on the way home.”

“No,” she repeated stubbornly. “I have had enough of those stupid parties.”

“But it’s important,” Sam said. “Dave is coming up with the financing for your next two pictures.”

“If it is that important, then drop me at the hotel and you go.” She drew back into the corner of the seat, turning her face away from him, looking out the window at the traffic on the Coast Highway.

“Okay.” He said to the driver, “Change that to the hotel.”

They were silent until the car turned onto Sunset Boulevard and began to climb into the hills toward Los Angeles. “What’s bugging you?” he asked finally.

“Nothing.”

“It’s got to be something,” he said. “You were fine when the evening started.”

She didn’t answer.

He reached for her hand, but she shook him off. “Okay. Have it your way.”

They didn’t speak until the car reached the outskirts of Brentwood. The lights of a small shopping center faded behind them as she turned to him.

“Are you going to stay the night?”

He shook his head. “No.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“Jesus, honey. I’ve already stayed out one night this week,” he said. “I only got so many excuses I can pull on Denise. She’d kill me.”

She made her voice deliberately contemptuous. “If she does not know by now she must be stupid.”

He didn’t answer.

“You American men are cowards,” she went on. “I can understand not divorcing. There are many reasons. Property. The tax. But Nickie did not hesitate for one minute. He left his wife and moved in with me.”

“This isn’t Europe,” he said defensively. “It’s different here. They don’t accept things like that.”

“So I must live alone in a hotel like some putana you visit when you have the need?”

He reached for her hand and held it this time. “That’s not true, honey,” he said earnestly. “And you know it. You know how I feel about you.”

“How do you feel about me, Mr. Benjamin the great producer?”

“Don’t get sarcastic,” he said. “I love you.”

“If you love me then you would stay with me tonight. Tonight I need you. You know how I hate to sleep alone.”

“I can’t,” he said desperately.

She burrowed her hand into his lap. “You know how I like to sleep. With my hand holding you. All night.”

“Don’t make it worse for me,” he said. “Maybe I can work something out tomorrow night. I promised I would be home tonight.”

“You promised!” She pulled her hand back violently. She began to cry.

“Marilu!” Clumsily he tried to stroke her hair.

Viciously she struck his hand away. “Don’t touch me!” she sobbed.

He felt the blood come up on the back of his hand where her fingernails had raked him. He put his hand to his mouth and sucked on it.

“I don’t know why I listened to you,” she sobbed. “Nickie told me you were not like him. That you did not care for me as he did. That you only wanted to use me.”

“Use you?” He was angry, the entire scene was too much for him. “Use you, you cheap guinea cunt? I got you up to a half a million dollars a picture and a piece of the gross and you say I used you? You came for one reason only. You go where the money is.”

She stopped sobbing abruptly. This was the first time he had ever raised his voice to her. The expression on her face changed. “You do love me” she said in a suddenly sure voice.

“Of course I love you, you bitch,” he snapped at her. “Why the hell else do you think I am with you? Risking my marriage, the laughter of my friends who think I’m an old man grabbing for his last hard?”

She took his hand and pressed it to her lips, tasting the blood on it. “I hurt you,” she half crooned. “I’m sorry, your baby is sorry.”

He let out a deep breath. “It’s all right. Forget it.”

The limousine turned into the driveway of the Beverly Hills Hotel. She moved closer to him on the seat. “Will you come in for just a little while?”

He didn’t answer.

“I promise not to keep you too long,” she said, turning the palm of his hand to her mouth and letting the tip of her tongue reach into it. “Just long enough to show you I am really sorry.”

Her ideas of a little time and his were completely different. He felt the weariness seeping through him. “Tomorrow night,” he said. “I must be up very early in the morning.”

“You promise?”

He nodded.

“You are no longer angry with me?”

“No.”

The limousine stopped and the chauffeur got out and walked around to the door. He opened it and stood there waiting.

“It was your friend,” she said abruptly.

Sam was surprised. “My friend?”

“Yes,” she said. “The television man. It was the way he looked at me. He did not like me.”

“You’re mistaken,” he said. “Steve is a big fan of yours.”

“No. He does not like me. I could tell. Else why did he call that girl over for the part in the picture?”

“He didn’t know you were going to play it.”

“Yes, he did,” she said. “I told him just before you came back. Still he called her over anyway.”

Sam said nothing.

“It is maybe because he is a good friend of your wife’s that he looks at me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like I am a tramp,” she said. She got out of the car. “I do not want to see him again.”

He got out beside her. “I’m sure you’re mistaken. Steve isn’t like that at all.”

“He is your friend. I will not say any more,” she said. “It is not right for a woman to come between two friends.”

“The next time he comes out, I’ll arrange a luncheon,” Sam said. “Just the three of us. You’ll see you were mistaken.”

“Maybe.” She turned her cheek for his good-night kiss. “Good night, Sam.”

He stood there until she disappeared into the hotel and then wearily got back into the car. All he could think of was climbing into bed and going to sleep. He hoped Denise was not waiting for him. He wasn’t up to telling a lot of lies about tonight.

***

Denise was in bed when she heard the car enter the driveway. She put down the book she had been reading and listened. She heard the creak of the front door, then his footsteps mounting the stairs. Quickly she turned off the light, pulling up the covers.

The bedroom door opened softly and some of the light from the hall spilled into the room. She closed her eyes tightly and tried to make her breathing soft and even. He came silently into the room and she could sense him looking down at her. She did not move and after what seemed a long time, he turned and went away.

She listened in the dark to the soft, quiet sounds of him undressing. The dull thud of the shoes, the rustle of his shirt and trousers. She heard him go into the bathroom, then into the adjoining guest room to sleep.

She turned her face into the pillow and began to cry. They were soft, stifled sobs. Hollywood. She hated it.


CHAPTER FIVE

“I’m a one-man studio,” Sam bragged uninhibitedly. “When Look, Mama, the Fat Clown’s Crying starts shooting tomorrow, it will make the seventh picture I have in production this year. Not bad for a guy his second year in Hollywood, is it?”

Steve watched him across the table. Sam’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Not bad,” he agreed.

Sam looked around the crowded studio commissary and leaned toward Steve, lowering his voice. “You know when I came out here you could shoot clay pigeons in this restaurant. Now it’s packed with people. Most of them working on my pictures.” His voice lowered still further. “You know they say Rory Craddock would have been out of here if he hadn’t made the deal with me. I’m supporting the whole fucking place.”

Steve laughed. “But what do you have to do to get a drink around here?”

Sam’s face fell. “Damn, that’s one thing I should have thought of before we left my office. All you can get here is wine or beer. But I didn’t want to be late. Marilu is joining us on her lunch break.”

“Can I get a beer?”

Sam signaled the waitress. “Beer for Mr. Gaunt.” He turned back to Steve. “I’m glad you called me. I wanted you to get to know Marilu. She’s a wonderful girl besides being a great actress.”

The waitress put the beer in front of Steve. “How’s her picture going?”

“Fantastic,” Sam said. “The rushes are unbelievable. When Coop couldn’t do the picture because of a conflict, I thought we were heading for the crapper. But then I came up with Jack Claw and he’s great. But it’s Marilu who makes the big difference. She puts the class into it, so that it’s not just another Western.”

“I’m glad,” Steve said. He looked across the table at Sam. “How are Denise and the children?”

“Denise is just fine,” Sam said. “And they’re right about this place. It’s the greatest in the world to bring up children. You should see them. They love it out here.”

“I’d like to see them,” Steve said.

“Sure thing,” Sam said, “I’ll fix it up one night. You’ll come over the house for dinner. I’ll get Denise to send over to the kosher butcher on Fairfax for some of that favorite brust flanken of yours.”

“Just let me know,” Steve said. “My mouth’s watering already.”

A hum of noise came from the entrance. Steve did not have to look to know that Marilu had arrived. She paused there, signing autographs for the visitors, and then came down the aisle toward their table. They rose.

Sam stepped out into the aisle to make room for her between them on the banquette. He kissed her cheek. “You look marvelous, dear.”

“This makeup is terrible,” she said. “But you’re kind.” She turned to Steve. “So nice to see you again, Mr. Gaunt.”

He took her outstretched hand. “My pleasure, Miss Barzini.”

“We’re so formal it’s not American,” she said. “Please call me Marilu.”

“If you call me Steve.”

She looked at his glass. “Is that beer?”

He nodded.

“I’m so thirsty, do you mind?” She picked it up and drank from it. She put it down with a sigh. “We were on the back lot all morning and the sun was so hot.”

Sam called the waitress. “Two more beers. Aah, the hell with it. Make it three beers. I’ve had enough of this diet-drink crap.”

The waitress nodded. She stood there. “The usual for lunch, Mr. Benjamin?”

“Yes,” he said. He looked at Steve. “The food isn’t bad. You can order almost anything without being poisoned.”

Marilu didn’t eat, she pushed the food around while Sam picked the French fries off her plate. Steve finished his steak and sat back with his coffee.

“Do you spend much time out here, Steve?” Marilu asked.

“Quite a bit,” he said. “Almost half my time. I’m wondering if it isn’t a good idea to move my offices out here.”

“Sooner or later, you’ll have to,” Sam said. “This is where the action is.”

The waitress came to the table. “Your office is on the phone, Mr. Benjamin. Shall I bring the phone to the table?”

Sam shook his head. “Don’t bother. I’ll be quicker if I take it at the desk.”

They watched him go down the aisle and pick up the telephone. He began to talk rapidly into it.

“He works too hard,” Marilu said. “He never stops.”

Steve looked at her without answering.

She returned his gaze evenly. “Do you work like that also?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Yes and no.”

“That’s a very European answer,” she said.

“I try not to. But I get caught sometimes.”

“You are like all Americans,” she said. “Business comes first. Then if there is any time left over and you are not too tired, there are other things.”

He smiled, but there was no amusement in his eyes. “I’m not biting.”

She returned his smile but also without amusement. “You do not like me.” It was more a statement than a question.

“I didn’t say that.”

“My English is not that good. Perhaps I say it better like this. You do not approve of me.”

“I don’t think it matters. It is none of my affair.”

“You are very American. So correct,” she said. “But you are his friend and you think I am not good for him.”

“Are you?”

“I think so,” she said. “In many ways. For his career, for his, what do you say, ego?”

He didn’t answer.

“Sometime in every man’s life there should be a woman like me,” she said. “I am better for him than some cheap little starlet who will try to take him for everything. I give him as much as he gives me. With me he is a man.”

“He always was a man,” Steve said.

Sam came back to the table, his face flushed and angry. “Goddamn idiots!” he said, sitting down. He looked at Marilu. “I’m sorry but I have to break our dinner date. The director and the writers are in a hassle over the script and I have to meet with them tonight to settle it. We begin shooting in the morning.”

“Oh,” said Marilu. “And I’ve made plans. I was cooking pasta myself tonight.”

Sam looked at her, then at Steve. “I have an idea. Why don’t you have dinner with her? And if I get through early enough I’ll join you afterward.”

“Perhaps Steve has another engagement?” There was a hint of challenge in her voice.

“I don’t.”

“Good,” Sam smiled. “You’ve never really tasted pasta until you’ve eaten it the way she makes it.”

“I’m looking forward to it already. What time and where?”

“Eight o’clock. Bungalow three, Beverly Hills Hotel,” she said.

“That makes it easy. I’m staying there too.”

She got to her feet. “I’m due back on the set.”

They watched her leave and Sam turned back to Steve. “I’m so glad you didn’t turn her down,” he said. “Do you know, the poor kid thought you didn’t like her?”

***

He came from the cool dark of the air-conditioned Polo Lounge and stepped out the side doors into the heat of the fading day. He blinked for a moment and then walked along the flower-scented path. Bungalow three was just past the accounting offices. He climbed the steps and pressed the bell.

After a moment, the door opened. A dark-haired middle-aged woman in a maid’s black dress answered the door. “Signore,” she curtsied.

It was only slightly cooler inside. He glanced toward the windows. They were wide open.

Marilu came into the room as he turned back from the windows. “You can’t eat pasta in an air-conditioned room,” she said. “It does something to it.”

“Yes,” he said. “It makes it cold.”

She looked at him not knowing whether he was being sarcastic. “Yes,” she said, hesitating.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “It was just a wisecrack.”

She smiled. “I do not understand American humor quite good yet.”

“You will,” he said. “It just takes time.”

“Let me take your jacket.”

He suddenly noticed she was wearing an ordinary cotton housedress that couldn’t have cost more than three dollars at the Broadway stores, and no makeup. He took a deep breath. It made no difference what she wore. She was a for-real woman.

She took his jacket and placed it in a closet. “There are drinks on the bar,” she said. “Help yourself. You can also take off your tie. I have to go back into the kitchen.”

He watched her leave the room. It was all there under the housedress. Nothing but her. He was sure of that from the way it clung damply to her body. He pulled his tie loose and went over to the bar.

He was in the midst of pouring himself a large Scotch when her voice came from the kitchen. “Don’t take too large a drink. I don’t want you to lose your taste.”

“Don’t worry, Italian Girl,” he said. “I’m just beginning to acquire one.”


CHAPTER SIX

The meal was simplicity itself. First the antipasto, with the celery and the lettuce crisp, the radishes and scallions firm and crunchy, garnished with a chilled can of tuna, thin slices of Genoa salami, black and green olives, and tiny red and green peppers. Then the pasta. Lasagna al forno. Al dente with a delicious sauce and folded with layers of meat and pieces of Italian sausage. The Chianti classico was chilled just enough, and for dessert there was zabaglione which she beat at the table herself. Black, strong espresso from a little machine placed in the center of the table and that was the end of it.

He leaned back in his chair. “I don’t believe it,” he said, “I ate so much.”

“Not as much as I.”

“I don’t know where you put it.” It was true.

She had eaten like it was going out of style. She laughed. “I have more experience than you.”

The maid came and began clearing the table. Marilu got to her feet. “Let’s go back into the living room.”

The telephone rang. She went to the small desk and picked it up. “Hello.” It was Sam.

She listened to him speak for a moment. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Yes, tomorrow then.” She looked over at Steve. “Sam would like to talk with you.”

Steve took the telephone from her hand. Sam’s voice was in his ear. “I’m hung up here, I can’t get over. Was I right about the pasta?”

“You were right.”

“How long you going to be in town? I want to get together with you. I have some ideas.”

“A few days.”

“Tomorrow will be rough,” Sam said. “But the day after?”

“Good for me,” Steve said. “Just have your girl call my office with the time.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Thanks.”

Steve was surprised. “For what?”

“For being nice to my girl. I appreciate that.”

He rang off and Steve put down the telephone. Marilu was standing at the bar. She turned to him with two glasses of Fior d’Alpi in her hands. He felt the trembling in her fingers when he took his glass from her. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “I’m fine.”

“You must be exhausted,” he said. “Working all day in that heat, then coming back here and cooking. I’d better go and let you get some rest.”

“No,” she said tightly. “Don’t go.”

“You’ll feel better if you get into bed.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “I didn’t cook that meal. I had it catered. Billy Karin’s Casa d’Oro on Santa Monica Boulevard. He’s the only one that cooks it like we do at home.”

“You’re kidding.”

“You look shocked,” she said. “Why should you be? This is Hollywood. Nothing is what it seems, nothing is real.”

He didn’t speak.

“I can’t cook,” she said. “I never learned. When I was fourteen years old in Marsala, a film director who came to our town with his company saw me. I was big even then. Two weeks later I went to Rome with him. My father was glad. He had seven other mouths to feed.”

She turned away suddenly. “You see, Sicilians aren’t quite as tight about their honor as they would have you think. It’s amazing how far ten thousand lire went then.”

Ten thousand lire was less than twenty dollars. “I’m sorry,” he said finally.

“Why should you be?” she said with her back to him. “I learned something from my father. That everything has its price. Even honor. And I’ve done well with that lesson.

“After the director, there were others. There was always someone. And now it’s Sam.” She turned around. “So you were right about me.”

He saw the tears standing in her eyes. “Not entirely,” he said. “Are you in love with him?”

She met his gaze. “No. Not in the sense you mean it. But I do love him in my own way. I respect him.”

“Then why?” he asked. “You don’t have to do it anymore. You’re a star now.”

“I say that to myself. But I don’t believe it,” she answered. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid if I don’t have someone I will fail.”

“It’s not true,” he said. “Whatever you are, no one did it for you. You did it yourself. You were there in front of the camera. You, alone. Not someone, but you. Up there on the screen in front of the whole world. You.”

She raised her glass to him. “You’re a very kind man, Stephen Gaunt. Thank you.”

“You’re a very beautiful woman, Italian Girl, and whether you cooked it or not, it’s still the best pasta I ever tasted.”

“And what about you?” she asked. “You don’t talk much about yourself.”

“There’s not much to talk about.”

“None of them have anything to talk about. But they manage. They never stop. But I have seen you twice now and each time you just listen. They are all busy telling how great they are. But not you. Are you great?”

“I’m the best there is.”

She looked at him seriously. “I believe that. Are you married?”

“No,” he said. “I was.”

“Divorce?”

“She died.”

“Oh.” A look of sympathy came to her face. “Did you love her?”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “I never knew how much though until it was too late.”

She nodded. “That is the way it is. We never really have appreciation for the things we have.”

He glanced at his watch. “It’s eleven o’clock. I’d better go if you want to look good tomorrow morning in front of that camera.”

“I am not working tomorrow.”

He was curious. “What do you do on your days off?”

“Tomorrow I have some fittings in the morning. Then I come back here and wait for Sam to call. If he can, we will have dinner together.”

“And if he can’t?”

“Then I will have dinner alone. Watch some television and go to bed. The day after will be better though. I am working then. It is always better when I am working.”

“Don’t you go out? To the movies? Anyplace?”

She shook her head. “No. How would it look? Marilu Barzini, the star, going out alone? But it’s all right. I am used to it.”

“It’s not good,” he said. “To lock yourself up like that.”

“It will not be for long,” she said. “I have made up my mind. I am not signing the contracts for those other two pictures. I am going back to Italy. There I can be free. I am at home.”

“Does Sam know that?”

“No. How could he? I just made up my mind tonight.”

“Will you come through New York on your way back?”

“If you ask me to,” she said.

“I’m asking you.”

“Then I will come.”

He moved toward her and she came into his arms. She rested her head against his chest and they stood together for a long time. Then he turned her face up to him and kissed her gently. “Good night, Italian Girl.”

“Good night, Stephen Gaunt.”

He picked up his tie from the couch. She gave him his jacket. Silently, without another word, he left. She stood there looking at the closed door for a long time. Then she went into the bedroom, feeling better than she had in a long long time.

***

“Did you see this, Sam?”

He looked up from his bacon and eggs. “See what?” he asked, his mouth half full.

Denise gave him the Reporter. She pointed to the small story on the front page: BARZINI TO RETURN TO ROME AFTER RIDERS.

He glanced at it and nodded. He resumed eating.

“I thought you had her signed to two more pictures,” Denise said.

“We agreed to skip them. She’s not happy here. She prefers working in Rome.”

Denise tried to keep the sudden lightening of her heart from showing in her voice. “Will it affect your plans in any way?”

“Sure,” he said, swallowing a mouthful of food. “Maybe I’ll be able to get home early some nights now that I don’t have to follow her around holding a can every time she wants to take a pee.”

“Like tonight?”

He put down his knife and fork and took her hand. “Yes, Mama,” he said. “Like tonight.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Steve came into the apartment just after midnight and the telephone was ringing. He picked it up. “Hello.”

The faint accent echoed in his ear. “Stephen Gaunt?”

“Yes.”

“You told me to call you when I am coming to New York.”

“Italian Girl, when are you coming in?”

“I am in New York,” she said. “At the airport. My plane just landed.”

“The picture finished?”

“Yesterday. I had a few scenes to dub this morning or I would have been in earlier.”

“Does Sam know you’ve left?”

“No.” She hesitated. “I thought it would be better if I just went off quietly. I tried to call you, but you were never there.”

“Do you have a car meeting you?”

“No,” she answered. “I decided to leave this morning. I left my maid there to finish packing and follow me.”

“I’ll have a car there in thirty minutes.”

“It’s all right. I can get a taxi.”

“Don’t forget you’re a star, Italian Girl,” he said. “Taxis are for the common people.”

She laughed. “I’ll wait then. I’ll be in the lounge at United Airlines.”

He put down the telephone and picked up the house phone. “The front door, please.

“Tell my chauffeur I want to speak to him.” He hesitated. “No. Tell him to wait for me. I’ll be right down.”

***

The press and the photographers beat him to her. Despite the late hour they seemed to come from out of nowhere. She was sitting on a railing that gave them a chance to photograph her legs, the short skirt seeming even shorter.

He stopped behind them and waited patiently.

She saw him and waved. “Stephen Gaunt!”

They turned to look and made a path for him to walk through. She came off the railing into his arms. They kissed and the flashbulbs went off like Chinese firecrackers.

“Once again,” a photographer called. “My camera jammed.”

She looked at him questioningly.

He grinned. “Why not?”

They repeated the kiss for the photographer. He turned to them. “I could keep this up all night,” he said. “But Miss Barzini just came off a long flight and she is tired.”

They began to walk out. Some of the reporters followed them. “Is it a romance?” one asked.

“We’re old friends,” he said.

“How long did you know each other?” another called.

“How about a month?”

They laughed. The luggage was already in the car. His chauffeur opened the door for them.

Marilu got in and he followed her. “Will you be in town long?” a reporter asked her.

She smiled at him. “I haven’t decided yet.”

Steve signaled his chauffeur and the car moved out into the road, leaving the reporters behind. He pressed the button that raised the glass divider. When it was closed, he turned to her.

“Welcome to New York, Italian Girl,” he said.

She sat there looking at him for a moment. Then she spoke. “You really mean that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I believe you,” she said. “It’s strange.”

“What’s strange?”

“I am so used to not believing what people say. Yet when you say it, I believe you.” She looked into his eyes. “Do you know—since that night we had dinner—I could not wait until the picture was finished. All I thought about was coming here to be with you.”

He was silent.

“Do you believe me?” she asked.

He nodded.

“Why is it you do not speak?”

“I don’t know,” he said hesitantly.

She picked up his hand and brought it to her lips. “I, too,” she whispered against the back of his palm.

***

She clung to him, the heat of her engulfing him like the interior of a furnace, melting in its fierceness. “Stephen Gaunt,” she cried. “I am lost! There is a whole world I never knew and I am afraid.”

He held himself against her fire. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. “You’re with me. Give yourself up to it.”

“No!” Suddenly, frantically, she tried to get away from him, her hands striking at his chest and shoulders.

He trapped her against the headboard, his weight against her, his forearm across her throat cutting off her breath. She fought, rolling and squirming. Inexorably he increased the pressure. As suddenly as she had begun to struggle, she stopped.

She looked up at him, her mouth open, gasping for breath.

“You would have killed me,” she said softly. A curious respect came into her voice. “You are not like the others.”

Her body motionless, the sheath that was her being gripped him, tightened around him, pulsed rhythmically as she sought to empty him. He began to rise and fall, responding involuntarily to her demand.

“You like that?” she whispered.

“Yes,” he said.

She nodded, sure of herself once again.

He held himself still. “You know all the tricks, don’t you, Italian Girl?”

She smiled. Suddenly, he rolled away from her and was out of the bed, looking down at her.

She followed him swiftly, her hand taking him to her mouth. “My strong, beautiful cock,” she whispered. “Let me make love to it.”

He stood there for a moment, feeling the tiny sharpness of her teeth on him, then tilted her face up toward him. “No. I want you to make love to me, not it.” He picked up his robe from a chair. “And I want to make love to you. If I wanted to just fuck you I would have done it that night in California.”

***

It was Roger Cohen’s voice on the transcontinental wire. “Sam?”

“Yeah,” he said irritably. He was beginning to wish he had never taken him back.

“Do you know where your girl is this morning?” he asked sarcastically.

“Sure I do,” Sam said, annoyed. “Marilu’s at the Beverly Hills Hotel. We just finished shooting yesterday.”

“Sure you’re sure!” Roger then delivered his daily quota of aggravation. “Then how come her picture is in this morning’s newspapers draped all over Stephen Gaunt at Idlewild Airport?”

“She’s not?” Sam’s voice was disbelieving.

“You want me to send you the clips?”

“Okay, okay, I believe you.” Sam stopped for a moment. “The dirty cunt.”

“What about our pictures with her?” Roger asked.

“We canceled them. She said she was unhappy here.”

Roger’s voice grew even more savage. “That’s great. Now you’ve made your five pictures for Trans-World and we’re no closer to one for our own company than we were a year ago. Not even one with her. That one you gave to them also.”

“That million and a quarter producer’s fee I got didn’t hurt our company.”

“How far do you think that will take us without pictures to distribute? Our expenses run more than fifteen thousand a week now. If we don’t get some product real quick, we might as well close up shop.”

“I’m working on some ideas,” Sam said. “I’m just waiting on approvals from Craddock’s office.”

“How long will that take?”

“I should hear today,” Sam said. “It’s just a formality.”

“I hope they’re good ones,” Roger said. “We can use them.”

For a brief moment, Sam was angry when he put down the telephone. He should have known it. She had begun to change ever since that night she made dinner for Steve. She could have told him.

Then he felt the sense of relief. It was just as well. For a while she had him on a roller coaster and he didn’t know how to get off. He was all right for quickies and one-shots, but an affair was too much for him.

He was perfectly happy to be too old for it.


CHAPTER EIGHT

“We’ve got a tiger by the tail,” Steve said. “We have to go into production ourselves. If we don’t, we’re at the mercy of every picture company in the business.”

“We’re not in the motion picture business,” Spencer Sinclair said. “We’re in broadcasting.”

“We are the picture business,” Steve declared. “And the newspaper business, and the publishing business, and baseball, football, and even in the politics business. We had as much to do with electing Kennedy as anyone.”

Sinclair looked at him without speaking.

“What I’m saying, Spencer, is that we’re in communications. And that covers everything. Our little twenty-one-inch screen feeds on the world with the appetite of a thousand tigers and if we don’t provide for its food, there will soon be none left for us.”

The older man moved the papers on his desk and looked at them. After a few moments, he glanced up at Steve. “What is it you think we should do?”

“We start now by going into the picture business,” Steve said. “There are two ways we can approach it. By setting up our own production company or buying one.”

“I suppose you have one in mind.”

Steve nodded. “Trans-World.”

“I thought your friend was taking that one over.”

“More the other way around. Sam’s a producer and a salesman, he’s not really a businessman.”

“What makes you think they’ll be ready to sell?”

“I’ve studied their annual reports for the last five years. It’s been four years since they’ve shown a profit and their losses amount to over twenty million dollars. Its principal asset is its film library which they estimate is worth one hundred and fifty million dollars.”

“How many shares of stock do they have out?”

“Three million odd shares at about twenty-two. If we make a tender of thirty dollars a share I think we would have control in a week. Management went to sleep. They own next to nothing.”

“That could be ninety million dollars,” Sinclair said.

“It doesn’t have to be cash,” Steve said. “We can offer stock.”

“No. I’ve no intention of diluting my equity. If I consider it at all, it will be for cash.”

“That’s up to you,” Steve said. “You’re the boss.”

The older man smiled suddenly. “So why do I feel like I’m being pushed all over the place?”

Steve returned his smile with warmth. “Maybe it’s because you don’t get into the office enough, Spencer. And when you do, you’re always faced with a major decision.”

Sinclair laughed. “You never stop, do you?”

Steve was silent.

“Have the legal department look into this,” Sinclair said. “There might be complications. Antitrust, FCC.”

“They’re already working on it.”

“How about Trans-World operating losses? Will that affect our profit picture?”

“It would if we kept it,” Steve said. “But all I really want is the library and the studio. I’ll spin the distribution company off.”

“Got an idea as to who might want it?”

Steve nodded.

“Who?”

“Sam Benjamin,” he said. “He dreams of making Samarkand a major distributor and the one thing he hasn’t got is a ready-made organization.”

“What makes you think he’ll go for it?” Sinclair said. “The way it looks we’ll be skimming the cream.”

“Not really,” Steve said. “We’ll still need a distributor for the pictures we make. The right kind of an arrangement and neither of us can go wrong. He’s the best salesman in the business.”

“Except one,” Sinclair said.

Steve looked at him. “Who’s that?”

“You.” Sinclair laughed and got to his feet. “Sometimes I wonder why I even bother to come in at all.”

“You know you wouldn’t be happy if you didn’t,” Steve said.

“I guess so.” Sinclair was thoughtful. “Well, in time I can let go. Then it will really be up to you.”

Steve knew what he meant. There was a mandatory retirement age in the corporation. “Meanwhile, stick around,” he said. “We need you.”

“Thank you,” Sinclair returned to his chair. “That was a pretty girl with you in that picture in the paper this morning. The Italian actress.” He paused. “Anything serious?”

Steve shook his head. “Just a friend.”

“I thought I heard somewhere she was a friend of Sam Benjamin’s.”

The old man didn’t miss very much. “She might have been.”

“I hope it’s nothing that will affect your relationship with Benjamin,” the older man said. “Especially if you have plans to work with him. I’ve always found it much more dangerous to fool with a man’s mistress than his wife.”

Spencer wasn’t that far wrong. There was a call from Sam waiting for him when he got back to his office.

Sam’s voice boomed through the wires. “You prick!” he laughed. “You’re fuckin’ my girl!”

Sam sounded anything but angry.

Steve said, “You have to admit I was a gentleman about it; I waited until you were through with her.”

Sam’s voice went serious. “She’s a nice girl, Steve. You’ll be good for her. She needs someone like you.”

“That’s enough crap, Sam,” Steve said lightly. “Marilu isn’t the reason you called me.”

“A little problem came up on my deal with Trans-World. I’ve completed the first five for them, now I’m ready to start on my own half, but they come up with a case of the shorts. They had a bad first six months and they have to get the new pictures into release.”

“Don’t tell me,” Steve said. “Craddock just pulled a long face and explained how embarrassed he was, but the boys back East…”

“You know the son of a bitch then?”

“I know,” Steve said.

“Why didn’t you warn me?”

“Why didn’t you ask me?”

Sam was silent for a moment, his breath heavy in the telephone. “They’ll come up with seventy-five percent of the negative; they want me to come up with the other twenty-five percent.”

“How much is that?” Steve asked.

“My end, about six and a quarter million for the five pictures. Dave Diamond will give me four. I want the rest from you.”

“When do I get the pictures?” Steve asked.

“Three years after domestic release.”

“You got a deal,” Steve said. “On one condition.”

“What is it?”

“You read the small print the next time. Craddock’s pulled that deal before. It’s his favorite escape clause. He never figured you could come up with the money.”

“I’ll fire my lawyer,” Sam said.

***

The first thing he noticed when he entered the apartment was her valises standing in the foyer. He made himself a drink, turned on the television set to the news program.

He didn’t turn when the bedroom door behind him opened.

“I didn’t think you’d be home this early,” she said. “Sam called. Did you speak to him?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“He wasn’t surprised that I was here.”

“Why should he be?” he asked. “Your arrival wasn’t exactly a secret.”

“I didn’t mean to cause trouble between you,” she said.

“You didn’t. He called me on business.”

“I’d better leave now. I’m booked to Rome on a nine o’clock flight.” She made a helpless gesture. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For being a disappointment to you.” Her voice trailed off.

“I wasn’t disappointed,” he said. “I was surprised.”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“With all you do know, you know nothing of love. What you’re afraid of is to allow yourself to feel.”

“Maybe.” She held out her hand, European style. “Good-bye, Stephen Gaunt.”

He made no move to take her hand. “Don’t run away.”

“I’m not running away,” she said. “I’m going home.”

“The same thing. You go now and you’ll never find what you’re looking for. You’ll always be afraid.”

She was silent for a moment, watching his face. “You mean you want me to stay, even after last night?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He looked up. “Because I think we can love each other. And that’s too rare a thing to lose even before it begins.”

She sank to her knees in front of him and rested her head against his legs. “Stephen Gaunt,” she said. “I think I am already in love with you.”


CHAPTER NINE

Lazily Marilu swam to the far end of the heated pool and climbed out. She stood there for a moment, savoring the warm lawn-scented Connecticut air. She reached for a towel and began to dry herself.

Behind her she could hear the faint murmur of their voices. She turned to look back at them. They were occupied with the sheets of paper in front of them on the table and did not look up. She turned back to look out at the blue waters of the Sound.

The pool was on the crest of a small rolling hill that rose from the waters of Long Island Sound beneath them. There was a boat dock there that extended almost eighty feet from the shore. Moored alongside was a large motor yacht, shining whitely in the sun, over one hundred and forty feet at the waterline. On the other side of the dock were two speedboats and a sailboat.

She thought how nice it would have been if they had been out on the sea today in the sailboat. Just the two of them, no one else. They could have dropped the sails and drifted and made love in the open cockpit under the sun. But that was not the way it was.

She turned and started back toward them. All afternoon Steve had spent with the old man explaining the figures on the little white sheets of paper. Steve’s voice began to come clearly to her as she approached.

“The funds and the brokerage houses assure me they will go for a deal. And that means control. They are very unhappy with present management. But they don’t want cash.”

“What will they take?”

She stopped at her chair and picked up a package of cigarettes. She lit one while Steve answered.

“Debentures equal to thirty dollars per share and a bonus of class B non-voting common stock equal to five dollars a share. They feel it serves their tax picture that way.”

“It sure does,” Sinclair said. “They don’t pay any. At least not until the debentures and stock are sold or retired. But it still adds up to fifteen million dollars more than you thought.”

“There are compensating factors,” Steve said. “Firstly, we can expense the interest and cost of debentures; second, we don’t have to lay out the cash; third, by the time we have to pay them off we will have had the use of one hundred and fifty million dollars worth of their film library. In effect we’ll be paying them with their own monies.”

“Do they understand that you are spinning off the distribution end of the company?”

“Yes,” Steve answered. “They couldn’t care less. They feel it’s the losing end of the business. But I do have a problem there.”

“Yes?” Sinclair asked.

“They’re not interested in financing Samarkand.”

“You mean Sam Benjamin?”

“Same thing,” Steve said.

“Did they have a reason?” the old man asked.

“They had lots of reasons. But none of them the truth. What it comes down to is they won’t do business with what they call a ‘Jew promoter.’”

“If we have to take the distribution company, the deal’s no good for us,” Sinclair said definitely. “I’m not going to have that five-million-dollar annual operating deficit eat into our profits.”

“I have a way around it,” Steve said. “I think.”

“You don’t sound sure.”

“You never know until you try,” Steve said. “The way I see it, we can supply fifty percent of his production capital. What I had to do is to find the rest of the financing for him.”

“Have you spoken to him yet?”

“No. I wouldn’t do that until I had clearance from you.”

“You’ve got it,” Sinclair said. “But I hope your friend doesn’t disappoint you. If he opens his mouth about this deal before we’re ready, he can blow the whole thing.”

“I know that,” Steve answered. “I’m going to have everything set before I go out there to see him. We make the tender the minute he agrees.”

“Do you really think it will work?”

“Why shouldn’t it? We’ll start with seventy-one percent of the stock in our pockets. It only takes nine percent more and we can consolidate the companies. And we should pick that up the first day.”

“Okay. Just don’t lead with your right,” the old man said, getting to his feet. “I wouldn’t like to see you catch one on the chin.”

Suddenly Steve grinned. “I feel better now.”

“Why?” Sinclair was puzzled.

“I was afraid you were getting soft,” Steve said. “But your message comes through loud and clear.”

Sinclair laughed and walked over to where Marilu was lying, “Signorina Barzini, I apologize for being so poor a host,” he said in flawless Italian.

She answered him in the same language. “In my profession I have grown accustomed to it. Men are always talking business.”

“It is your friend’s fault,” he gestured at Steve. “I think he is crazy to be talking business when he could be with you.”

Still in Italian, she replied. “He is many things. To many people. But crazy he is not.”

“That is very deep. And very Italian. Would you care to explain to an old man who does not quite understand?”

She hesitated.

“I do not mean to pry,” he said quickly. “You do not have to answer.”

“It is not that,” she said. “I was just thinking how to answer.”

He was silent.

“To me, he is the lover I thought I would never know. To Sam Benjamin, he is the friend that he never thought he would deserve. To you—” She stopped.

“Go on,” he said. “To me—?”

“To you—I think—he is the son you never had.”

“And what is he to himself?” the old man asked. “What do you think?”

A dark sadness seemed to appear in her large green eyes. “To himself—he is not good enough. He is pursuing a dream that will never be real.”

***

“Who will head up production for you?” Sam asked. “He’s the guy I have to live with.”

“Jack Savitt,” Steve answered. “He’s selling his agency to Artists and Writers Inc.”

“Good,” Sam said. “I like him.”

“Let me get it clear in my mind,” Roger said. “Trans-World—Sinclair takes over the studio and the foreign distribution companies. Samarkand—Trans-World, the domestic and Canadian companies. We finance production fifty-fifty; we share profits fifty-fifty. We each make pictures outside the financing deal but you can make them only for TV.”

“You’ve got it,” Steve said. “We’re interested only in making features for television.”

“Will they be distributed theatrically abroad?”

“Yes,” Steve answered.

“Isn’t that competitive with us?”

“I don’t think so,” Steve said. “The quality is not the same. Without the domestic market we’re automatically limited.”

“I’m satisfied with that,” Sam said. He turned to Dave Diamond. “What do you think?”

“I’m satisfied,” the banker said. “I have everything set for the revolving loan. You begin with a credit of fifteen million dollars.”

“What if I buy foreign pictures for domestic distribution as I have in the past?” Sam asked. “How do you fit into that?”

“The same as before,” Steve said. “You have no restrictions. I would like first crack at them, but if it’s your own money, you can do as you see fit.”

“That’s fair enough,” Sam said. “There’s only one thing I insist on.”

“What’s that?” Steve asked.

“I’m the one who tells Craddock.”

Steve laughed. “Be my guest.”

“I’ve been waiting to get that son of a bitch,” Sam said. “When do you think we’ll be ready?”

“As long as it takes your lawyers to read the papers,” Steve answered.

“This is Friday,” Sam said. “We’ll sign on Sunday.”

“The tender will go out Monday,” Steve said.

Sam grinned. “I wish I could see Craddock’s face when he hears about it.” He turned to Roger, a note of triumph in his voice. “Samarkand—Trans-World. How about that? We’re a major.”


CHAPTER TEN

“It’s done,” Steve said, coming into the apartment. “We’ve got ninety-two percent of the stock the first day.”

“Congratulations,” she said.

“This calls for champagne.” He took a bottle from the small refrigerator and filled two glasses. “Start packing,” he said. “We’re leaving for California in the morning.”

“I’m already packed.” She looked down at her glass of champagne, then back at him. “But I’m not going with you. I’m going back to Rome.”

He was surprised. “What for? I thought you didn’t like any of the pictures they offered you.”

“Nickie came up with a proposition I do like,” she said. “Marriage.”

He didn’t speak.

She took the cable from the small desk and gave it to him.
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His voice was soft. “So that’s it.”

“That’s it,” she said. She made her voice light. “Unless—”

He looked at her as her voice trailed off. “Unless what?”

She shook her head, her voice suddenly tight in her throat. “Nothing. It would not work anyway. I am an actress and I have my work. We would not fit together.”

“You could give up your work.”

It was her turn to be surprised. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

“I guess so,” he said. “That’s what it sounds like, doesn’t it?”

The tears came to her eyes. “But you never said you loved me. Even when—”

“I love you,” he said.

She came into his arms. “What took you so long?”

“I’m stupid,” he said. “I didn’t know until I suddenly realized I was going to lose you.”

She kissed him quickly and stepped away from him. She held up her glass to him. “Thank you, Stephen Gaunt. But, no.”

He almost dropped his glass.

“Don’t be so surprised,” she said. “But we both know it would not work. I would not give up my career.”

“You would rather be an actress than a woman?” he asked.

“I’m greedy. I’ve always been greedy,” she answered. “I want both. With you I must make a choice.”

“And with Nickie?”

“I have both. I know him. We have been together a long time. He knows me and he does not object.” She sipped her champagne and smiled. “You can relax. You’re safe.”

He began to smile. A moment later they were both laughing. He held out his arms to her and she came into them again. “Italian Girl, tonight we’re going on the town for the biggest night you ever had.”

“No,” she said. “Tonight we’re staying in.”

He kissed her. “I do love you. You believe that, don’t you?”

She nodded. “I believe you. Because I remember what you said. That we can love each other. And we do. But I also know something else that you do not.”

He looked his question.

“There are two kinds of love. One is the marrying kind. And ours is the other.”

***

Sam could feel the difference the moment he drove on the lot the next morning. The suddenly hushed greeting of the guard at the gate instead of the usual hearty bellow. The small clusters of employees who suddenly stopped talking to look after his car as it passed them. The pile of telephone messages on his desk.

“The trades are all calling,” his secretary said.

“Tell them a statement will be issued later today,” he said, knowing that Steve was meeting with the management of Trans-World that moment in New York.

“Mr. Craddock called and would like to see you if you have a few moments to spare.”

The son of a bitch didn’t waste any time, Sam thought. Let him come. We’ll see how he likes getting his balls cut off. Aloud, he said, “Tell him I’m clear now.”

He watched his secretary put down the telephone. “Mr. Craddock’s on his way.”

Craddock came in with a smile. He held out his hand. “Congratulations, Sam,” he said in a sincere voice. “I think it’s the best thing ever to happen to Trans-World.”

Sam looked at him doubtfully. “You do?”

“You bet I do,” Craddock said. “Something had to be done and the management back East was twenty years behind the times.” He lit a cigarette. “Now maybe some pictures will be made. They forgot that’s what this studio is for.”

“You fucking idiot!” Sam almost shouted. “You’re fired! Don’t you know that?”

Craddock smiled. “Of course I know that.”

“And you don’t care?” Sam asked incredulously.

“Of course I care,” Craddock said, drawing on his cigarette with obvious pleasure. “But, man, look at me. I’m smoking. Even inhaling. And that’s the first time in ten years a cigarette isn’t burning its way into my ulcer. By the way, who do they have in mind to replace me?”

“Jack Savitt,” Sam answered without thinking, still in a state of shock.

“Jack Savitt.” Craddock’s voice was approving. “A good choice. Very qualified. He’s already got an ulcer, so the job won’t throw him.”

Sam stared at him. If nothing else the man had the balls of a brass monkey. They couldn’t be cut off. They had to be ground off. There wasn’t another production head in town that had kept his job that long. That and the fact that he fought for every dollar he could get for Trans-World as if it were his own. If Sam had had someone like that operating in production for him, maybe he would never have been in the trouble he stepped into.

“I spoke to my attorneys this morning,” Craddock said. “I told them to get ready to settle my contract. Do you have any idea how long it will be before they’ll contact me?”

Sam shook his head. “That’s Sinclair’s department. It’s their studio. I’m just leasing space here, that’s all.”

“That’s okay,” Craddock said. “I can wait. My contract still has three years to run.”

Sam made up his mind. In a kind of way it was obviously the most logical thing he could do. “Look, Rory, with my taking over the distribution company I’m going to spend most of my time out of the studio. I need someone to take over production from me. And you’re the guy. You know the plans, the product, and the studio. Are you interested?”

“You mean you want me to make pictures?”

Sam nodded. “I want you to do for me exactly what you did for Trans-World.”

“I’m interested,” Craddock said.

“Well then, damn it!” Sam said. “If you’re interested, get off your ass and find me some pictures to put into production. We have a distribution company that needs product.”

“I’ll get right on it,” Craddock smiled and dragged on his cigarette. Suddenly the smile vanished and a look of pain crossed his face. He looked at the cigarette as if it had suddenly betrayed him, then ground it out in the ashtray.

“What happened?” Sam asked.

Craddock stared at him. “The damn cigarette began to burn hell out of my ulcer,” he said angrily. “I should have known the feeling was too good to last.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“What do you mean you don’t want a bar mitzvah?” Sam yelled. “Your grandfather and grandmother are coming from Florida especially for it.”

Junior had a stubborn look on his face. “Aw, c’mon, Dad. It’s a ritual hangover, that’s all it is. Like circumcision, it means nothing in modern society.”

“Nothing?” Sam roared. “I’ll give you nothing across your ass. You’re going to make your bar mitzvah if I have to drag you down to the shul myself.”

“Sam,” Denise said quietly. “Don’t get excited. Your blood pressure.”

“My blood pressure’s all right. What ain’t all right is this little jerk’s head. He needs somebody to screw it back on straight.”

“Let’s talk about it quietly,” Denise said.

“Okay,” Sam answered. “So we’ll talk.” He turned back to Junior and his voice dropped to an almost calm tone. “You’ll make your bar mitzvah or I’ll break every bone in your body.”

Denise looked at her son. “You can go now. Let me talk to your father.”

The boy left without a word. They waited until the door closed behind him. Sam looked at her.

“A fine mess you make of things,” he complained bitterly. “I turn my back for a minute and look what happens. You can’t even handle a simple assignment like getting your own son to make his bar mitzvah.”

Denise was angry. “A simple assignment? The big executive comes home once in six months from the road and talks to his wife like she’s an employee or something. What are you going to do next, Mr. Big Man, fire me?”

“If you were working for me, I would have—” He stopped suddenly and looked at her. A puzzled tone came into his voice. “Mama, why are we talking like this?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I didn’t start it. But for the last year you’ve been in another world. We never see you anymore.”

“There was so much to do,” he said. “The whole company had to be reorganized or else we’d wind up losing five million a year like they did. But it will be better now that I’m bringing Charley in from Rome to be my assistant.”

“You’ll find something else to take you away,” she said. “We’ve been through that before. When Craddock took over production, when Roger took over administration, when you hired that man from Twentieth to be sales manager, but you’re involved just the same.”

“I’m the boss,” Sam said. “If I didn’t keep an eye on things, they’d get away from me.”

“So then what do you need all those men for and pay them such fantastic salaries?”

“So that I can be free to concentrate on the big problems, that’s why.”

“I thought you just said everything was straightened out. What big problems are there?”

“I want to review our relationship with Sinclair. Do you know how much money I made for them with our pictures last year? Seven million dollars. That’s more than we kept for ourselves.”

She looked at him without speaking.

“The new Barzini picture alone will make them over four million,” Sam added.

“I thought Steve got her to do that picture. She said she didn’t want to come back to Hollywood, but she did.”

“Why shouldn’t she?” he asked. “Between her and her husband they’re taking another three million home. All we’ll get out of it is a lousy million and a half. I got word the other day that UA would like to take over foreign distribution of our product. And they’re willing to take ten percent less for distribution and five percent less profit share.”

She looked at him steadily. “I wouldn’t be in such a hurry if I were you. After all, it was Steve who put you into this.”

“He was only doing it for himself,” he said. “If I didn’t take over the domestic company he couldn’t make the deal. Sinclair wouldn’t go for the operating loss and antitrust would probably step in. He didn’t do me any favors. I saved his ass. Besides giving him product for practically nothing.”

“You’ll talk to Steve, I’m sure he’ll work something out.”

“Sometimes he can get very stubborn,” Sam said. “He’s got the typical goyishe attitude that a deal’s a deal.”

***

“The old man’s on the warpath,” Junior said, throwing himself on the ground beside the pool in front of his sister.

Myriam looked down at him from the lounge. She put aside the script she was reading. “The bar mitzvah thing again?”

He nodded. “He’s got a bug up his ass. Now it’s because Grandma and Grandpa are coming up from Florida.”

“I guess you’ll have to go through with it then. You know how he is about them.”

“Yeah.” He pulled off his shirt, revealing a thin wiry frame.

“Do you know if Mother’s spoken to him about me yet?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “Dad got started on me and I think she cooled it until he’s in a better mood.”

“Damn. I hope she doesn’t wait too long. If I don’t give them a definite answer with a week, I could lose my place. The Actors Studio has more applicants than they can handle.”

He looked at her shrewdly. “You ain’t never goin’ to get there if you let your boyfriends keep using the glove compartment in your car for a storage place.”

She stared at him. “You’ve been sneaking around!”

“I have not,” he said quickly. “Mama wanted to use it and asked me to clean it out a little. You’re just lucky I happened to look in there. If Mama had found the stuff that would have been your finish.”

“What did you do with it?” she asked.

“I’ve got it in a safe place,” he said. “I figure the next time I see Razz, I’ll get him to ransom it.”

“It’s not Razz’s.”

“Then whose is it?” he asked.

“Mine,” she said.

“Yours?” His voice was skeptical. “Okay. I dig the reefers. But the rubbers too?”

She didn’t answer. Her face was slightly flushed.

“You’re okay, Sis,” he said, a grudging admiration coming into his voice. “I hope I get lucky enough to find a girl like you when I start makin’ out.”

“You giving it back to me?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said. “But I’m keeping five reefers. They’re better than the crap they been pushing around school.”

“You’re not smoking?” her voice was shocked.

“Sure,” he said. “All the kids are. But not much though. Just a few drags at a time. It’s groovy.”

“You better take it easy,” she said. “You’re a little young yet.”

“I can handle it,” he said confidently.

She was silent for a moment. “And what about the rubbers?”

“You can have ’em back,” he said. “They’re a little too big for me.”

***

Denise looked out the window and saw them splashing in the pool. “Come, Sam, and take a look,” she said.

He put down the paper and walked over to her. They stood there for a moment watching them.

“We’re lucky,” she said, marveling. “Did you ever think that time I came into your office we would be so lucky?”

“No,” he said. He watched Junior streaking across the pool in a racing crawl, the water behind him churning into champagne-like bubbles. “That kid swims like a champion.”

“They’re good children too,” she said earnestly. “You should hear the stories I hear. The way kids act nowadays. It’s unbelievable.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I know.” He turned back from the window and picked up the paper again. “But he’s still going to make his bar mitzvah.”

“He’ll make it,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

“He’d better,” Sam said.

He seemed in a better mood now, she thought. Maybe this was the time to talk to him about Myriam. “You know, Sam,” she said. “I’ve been talking to Myriam about her future. About what she wants to do.”

He put down the paper and looked at her. “Yes?”

“She’s a very pretty girl,” Denise said quickly. “And she wants to go back East to school.”

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “USC isn’t good enough for her?”

“No,” she said. “She says she can’t get the kind of training she wants here.”

“What kind of training?” Sam asked.

“Dramatic training,” she said.

“Dramatic training?” His voice began to rise. “You mean she wants to become an actress?”

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked. “After all, you know how proud you were when she played the lead in those plays at school.”

“That was different,” he said. “That was school. You know how I feel about actresses. They’re all whores. I won’t have my daughter going around to casting offices like a tramp.”

“Myriam’s not like that,” Denise said. “She’s a serious girl. Last month when Lee Strasberg was out here, he gave her an interview and he thinks she has talent. He accepted her for the Actors Studio. And you know he just doesn’t take everybody.”

“Uh-uh,” he said. “I’m not going to let her live in New York alone.”

“She won’t be alone,” Denise said. “Roger said he would keep an eye on her.”

In spite of himself, Sam began to feel a secret pride.

“You got to let her do it, Sam,” Denise said. “You’ll break her heart if you don’t.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

“Your fat little friend is feeling his oats again,” Jack said as Steve entered his office.

Steve sat down. Jack’s secretary placed a cup of coffee in front of him. “What’s happening now?”

“He just elected to do the best three properties we found for him outside the agreement.”

Steve picked up his coffee. “So?” he asked mildly.

“Come off it, Steve. That’s not fair and you know it,” Jack protested. “How am I going to keep running the studio without a loss if he uses his minimum overhead charge for other company’s benefits?”

“Has he announced a distributor yet?”

“UA,” Jack said. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Nothing,” Steve answered shortly. “He’s within our agreement. He can elect to make his pictures with his own money if he wants to.”

“You’re not going to say anything to him?” Jack was angry.

“Not a word.”

“Okay then, I quit,” Jack said. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to find properties for him to screw us out of.”

“Stop looking then,” Steve said mildly. “You have enough to do on our program. Let him find his own properties.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Absolutely. There’s nothing in our agreement that says we have to turn over to him any property we buy. The only reason for that is because we’re partners.”

“That’s better,” Jack said. He went behind his desk and sat down. “What if I see something great?”

“Buy it. We’ll worry about finding a producer later. There’s nothing in the agreement to keep us from doing that.”

He put down his coffee cup, walked over to the window and looked out. The studio street was crowded. “They look busy enough out there.”

“We’re movin’,” Jack said in a pleased voice. “Production begins on the first of our two-hour features next month and we’re scheduled for one a month after that.”

“Good,” Steve said. “I’ll start thinking of time slots then.”

“We’ll be ready earlier if you like.”

“I’m in no hurry,” Steve said. “The schedule’s holding up. The new medical series, ‘GP,’ is getting good Nielsens. I notice, though, when we’re in the hospital instead of outside, the ratings are slightly better. You might look into that and plan a few more inside stories.”

“I’ll check it.” Jack made a note on his memo pad.

“Have you spoken to Sam recently?”

“He’s not around much. I do all my business with Craddock.”

“See if you can find out if he’s on the lot. Maybe I can drop in and have a talk with him.” He went back to the chair and sank into it wearily while Jack picked up the telephone. He leaned back and closed his eyes.

“Sam’s on a swing around the exchanges,” Jack said.

Steve opened his eyes. “I’ll catch up to him the next time I’m out.”

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine. Just tired, that’s all. I’ve been on a merry-go-round for a month.”

“You need a vacation.”

“No time,” Steve answered. “Tomorrow morning I’m due in Montreal to try to lock up the Intercontinental Football League for the next few years. The day after that, Washington for the congressional hearings on broadcasting. Then Chicago for the NAB conventions. After that, London to check on the series we’re doing in association with British TV.”

Jack shook his head. “I wish I could be of more help to you.”

“I know that,” Steve smiled, taking a small pillbox from his pocket. “But one of the penalties that goes with my job is that everybody wants to see the president of the company. Could I trouble you for a little water?”

“No trouble.” Jack filled a glass from the carafe next to his desk. “What’s that you’re taking? Vitamins?”

“No.” Steve swallowed the pill. “But I take those too. This is a benny. It’ll hold me up for the rest of the day.”

“That’s rough stuff. You can get hooked on them.”

“I only use it once in awhile. When I’m very tired,” Steve said. “I didn’t get much sleep last night. The plane came in late.”

“You better try to get a real vacation,” Jack said. “I wouldn’t like anything to happen to you. Life wouldn’t be worth living around here.”

“I’ll be all right.” Steve got to his feet. “Now, how about looking at those pilots you say are so great?”

***

“Have there been any kickbacks since you told them we’re going with UA for the three pictures?” Sam asked.

“None at all,” Rory answered. “I expected Jack to squawk—but nothing. It’s been a month now. I guess they’ve been too occupied with their own problems.”

“How are their pictures coming along?”

“Okay, I guess. They began production on one last week.”

“Is it any good?”

Rory shrugged his shoulders. “Who knows? At any rate it’s not much. What can you get for six hundred thousand dollars these days? A good property costs that much.”

“Yeah.” Sam felt curiously disappointed. He had been sure he would hear from Steve about their switch in distribution. It would have been a good jumping-off point for renegotiation. “And what about those properties we were after?”

“No dice,” Rory answered. “They’re gone.”

“Gone? You mean someone else bought them?”

Rory nodded.

“How come?” Sam’s voice began to grow tight. “I thought I said get them.”

“I know what you said, Sam,” Rory said smoothly. “But when I checked into it I found they were already sold.”

“Who bought them?”

“I don’t know,” Rory answered. “The only thing I’ve been able to find out is that the same party got both of them.”

“The same party?” Sam said thoughtfully. “Levine?”

“I don’t think so. If it were Joe, you would have read it in the trades. I think it’s a new syndicate and they’re not making any announcements until they set a deal.”

“Find out who they are,” Sam said. “If they’re looking for a deal maybe we can work something out with them.”

“I’ll do that,” Rory said. He smiled. “There’s one I’m pretty sure of. I put in a bid of a half million for Blue Jeans and next week it will be the number-one book in the country according to The New York Times.”

“Good,” Sam said. “When do you think you’ll hear about it?”

“Any minute now,” Rory answered. “I’ve got a call into the Matson Agency right now. They were opening the bids this morning.” The telephone rang. “That could be them.”

He picked up the telephone and spoke into it. Gradually his smile faded. A moment later he put down the telephone. He spoke in a disbelieving voice. “That’s gone too. Seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars.”

Sam stared at him. “Who bought it?”

Rory shook his head. “They wouldn’t say. I gathered that it was the same group that bought the others.”

Sam got to his feet. “I don’t get it. Did you hear of any other properties that they acquired?”

Rory shook his head. “No. Only those three.”

“I smell something rotten.” Sam asked, “Don’t you?”

“In what way?”

“It’s almost as if somebody’s trying to shaft us.” He walked around the desk and looked down at Rory. “Who else knows we were interested in the properties besides you and me?”

Rory thought for a moment. “No one except our secretaries.”

“And how did we hear about them?”

“The usual channels. The studio story department sent them up to us with the galleys and a report.”

Sam took a deep breath, his face flushing with suppressed anger. “The usual channels?”

Rory nodded.

“And you still think you haven’t had any kickbacks from Sinclair?”

Rory’s ulcer twinged. He reached for his Gelusil.

“Then you’re not as smart as you think you are,” Sam said. “Or maybe it’s that I know Steve Gaunt better than you do. This is his way of letting us know he doesn’t like what we’re doing.” Sam sat down heavily. “He’s going to use those properties as a club to get us back into the fold.”

“What are you going to do?” Rory sucked on the tablet.

“Two can play that game. Steve’ll find out that I’m not just another shmuck like he’s used to dealing with. I’ll bust him.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“Simple.” Sam smiled conspiratorially. “You just let them know everything we bid on. And you bid on everything even if we don’t want it. They’ll top our bids and the next think you know they’ll be so loaded with crap, they’ll come yelling to us for mercy. Then we’ll really shove it to them.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Steve got to the reception just as Sam stood up to make his speech. He slipped into an empty seat at a table toward the back of the room and looked around.

Behind the main table, a giant banner was strung across the wall.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY SAMUEL BENJAMIN, JR.
OUR BAR MITZVAH BOY!

Sam banged a spoon against a plate to gain attention. Slowly the room began to quiet down. Sam stood there, weaving slightly, smiling. After a moment, he held up his hands.

“Friends, Goyim and Landsleit, welcome to my son’s bar mitzvah.” He paused while everyone applauded. “In case you didn’t notice when you came in, there are fifty white Rolls Royces waiting outside. When we leave here, they’re taking us to the airport where there will be fifty white DC Eights which will fly us direct nonstop to Kenya, Africa. At the airport there will be waiting fifty white hunters with fifty white elephants. We will board those fifty white elephants and go on a safari into the jungle. Each of you will be given a white rifle to shoot your own rarest of creatures, a white tiger. As we approach the jungle, single file on the narrow path, the chief white hunter will hold up his hand and we will stop. And we will wait.

“And do you know what we’ll be waiting for?”

The shouts of laughter came up from the room. “No, Sam. Tell us.”

He looked around smiling. “For Joe Levine’s bar mitzvah safari to clear out of the jungle ahead of us.”

The roar of laughter grew even louder and applause broke out through the room. Sam smiled and held up his hands again for quiet.

“Thank you,” he said. He looked around the room. “I’ve opened some of my pictures with smaller crowds than this. In case you’re not doing anything next Tuesday—”

Again they began to laugh. This time Sam waited until they subsided by themselves.

“But, seriously, friends, some of you might be asking yourselves, why is Sam Benjamin doing this? Why is he going to all this trouble? After all, it’s nothing but a bar mitzvah and boys make them every day.

“But it’s more than that to me. How else can a poor boy from the Bronx who got lucky say to his son”—he turned to Junior and spoke directly to him—“I love you. And I’m proud of you.”

In the silence, Sam bent down and kissed his son. Then he straightened up and looked into the room. “Thank you,” he said simply and sat down.

Steve made his way up to the front table as the party began to break up. Sam was busy talking to some people and Denise was the first to see him.

“Steve,” she said in a pleased voice.

He kissed her cheek. “Congratulations. It’s a lovely party.”

“I’m glad you came. It seems like it’s the only time we see each other. I still owe you a brust flanken dinner.”

“Someday when things are a little more quiet.”

“Even if you keep the meat in a freezer, four years is a long time to wait,” she said.

“Has it been that long?”

“Yes,” she said. “the last time you saw the children was at the Academy Awards.”

“It won’t be that long this time, I promise.” He turned to Junior with a smile. “Remember me?”

“Yes, Uncle Steve.”

Steve grinned, taking an envelope out of his pocket. “My friends tell me this is the custom. Congratulations.”

Junior took the envelope and peeked into it. A wide grin broke over his face. “A five-hundred-dollar bill,” he said in an awed voice. “And I thought I was through collecting the loot!”

“Junior!” Denise’s voice was shocked.

Junior grinned again, shoving his hand out to Steve. “Gee, thanks Uncle Steve,” he said enthusiastically, pumping his hand up and down.

“You’re quite welcome,” Steve smiled. He turned back to Denise. “Where’s Myriam? Since I’m here I’d like to say hello.”

“She was here a moment ago,” Denise answered, looking around.

“She’s gone home,” Junior said. “She said she still has some packing to do.”

“That’s right,” Denise said. “She’s going to school back East and she’s leaving tomorrow morning.”

“I’m sorry I missed her,” Steve said. “Give her my best.”

“I will,” Denise smiled proudly. “You wouldn’t recognize her, she’s so pretty.”

“Especially since she got her nose job,” Junior piped up.

“Junior!” Denise’s voice was sharp.

Steve laughed. “It’s all right, Denise. I’ll keep it in the family. I won’t tell anyone.”

“There’s nothing wrong in it,” Denise said defensively. “Many girls do it nowadays.”

“Of course,” Steve said in a soothing voice. “You’d be surprised at the number of beautiful actresses who have had it done.”

“Yes,” Denise agreed. “And especially since she’s—”

Sam’s bellow interrupted her. “Hey, Steve!”

They shook hands. “Congratulations.”

“What do you think of my boy?” Sam looked at his son admiringly. “I think he’s going to be a six-footer.”

“He’s too much.”

“Come, let’s get a drink,” Sam said, taking his arm and moving him to the bar. “Two Scotches.”

“Yes, Mr. Benjamin.” The bartender put the drinks down in front of them.

“Cheers,” Sam said.

They drank.

“How’s it going?” Sam asked.

“The usual,” Steve said. “Win a few, lose a few.”

“I’ve been picking up a lot of properties the last few months.”

“So I’ve noticed.” Steve’s voice was noncommittal.

Sam glanced at Steve’s face, looking for hidden meanings. But he could read nothing there except polite interest. “I think we ought to have a meeting.”

“I’ll be in the studio tomorrow,” Steve said.

“I’ll call you in the morning.” Sam turned and looked out at the room, a smile breaking over his face. “It’s a hell of a party, isn’t it? I bet there never was a bar mitzvah like this.”

***

Myriam snapped the lock on the last valise and stared down at it. She heard the car in the driveway and crossing the room quickly, turned off the light. She had had enough family for the day.

Slowly she began to undress in the dark. The tightness was still inside her. Nothing had gone right. At least as far as she was concerned. If it hadn’t been for the bar mitzvah she would have been out of here last week. Sometimes relatives could be too much. Especially her kid brother. It was uncanny how aware he was of what she was thinking.

“Who are you looking at?” he had whispered at the table as their father got up to make his speech.

She didn’t answer.

He followed her gaze. “That’s Uncle Steve.”

She still didn’t answer.

“You’ve got the hots for him?”

“Oh, shut up!” she whispered angrily, feeling the heat creep into her face. She forced herself to look away and Daddy had begun his speech, distracting her brother.

But he had been right. It had always been like that for her. Even at the Academy Awards years ago when he came in with that actress. She could have gladly killed her. And after that, she even felt a twinge every time she read his name in the columns. He was always going with one girl or another. An actress or a model. Maybe that was what gave her the idea for herself.

When the speech was over and Steve started toward the table she felt a sudden impulse to flee. She turned to her brother. “Tell Mother I’m going home to finish packing.” She left before he had a chance to answer, walking right past Steve on her way out. Strange, the way she felt about him and he didn’t even recognize her.

She began to grow angry with herself. She was acting like a child, not a girl who knew the score. She walked over to the dresser and opened her purse. There was one stick left.

She lit it and dragged the smoke deep into her lungs. She felt calmer almost immediately. Slowly now, she unfastened her brassiere and dropped it to the floor. Naked, she went to the window and opened it.

She stood there, letting the cool night air flow over her while she blew the smoke out the window. She closed her eyes and leaned against the sill.

She wondered where he was now. He had come alone but that meant nothing. He probably had a late date and was balling some girl right this moment. She wondered what it would be like making love with him. She began to feel warm and put her hand down and touched herself. She was wet and flowing.

She dragged on the cigarette and went back to the valise and opened it. From a side pocket she took out the pink battery-powered vibrator. She sat down on the edge of the bed, dragged again on the cigarette and, putting it into an ashtray, lay back.

She turned the base handle and its small hum filled the room. It was suddenly loud in her ears. She wrapped her legs around a pillow and, covering the vibe, held it against her clitoris. She tripped off to the moon and the suddenness of her orgasm brought his name in a half scream to her lips.

“Steve!”

His name hung there in the darkness.

The tears came to her eyes.

Then sleep.

***

“He fucked me!” Sam raged, coming into the house. “He sat there smiling like a snake. ‘I’m your friend,’ he said. Then he shoved the umbrella up my ass and opened it!”

Denise stared at him in bewilderment. “Who are you talking about?”

“Steve, that’s whom I’m talking about,” he said angrily. “Your goyishe friend. Who just yesterday came to my son’s bar mitzvah and ate our food.”

“I can’t believe it. Not Steve.”

“Yeah, Steve,” he replied. “All I wanted was a nice quiet talk. To straighten out the inequities in our deal. That’s all.”

“What happened?”

“He sat there righteous as a judge behind his desk. ‘You should have come to me before you made the UA deal,’ he said.

“I explained to him I had to do it for my own self-protection. The way things were working out, Sinclair was making two dollars for every one of mine.

“‘You read the agreement,’ he said. ‘Nobody forced you to sign it.’

“‘But I was doing you a favor,’ I explained. ‘You wanted to make the deal and I helped you out.’

“‘You also made yourself seven and a half million dollars,’ he said. ‘But I’m your friend. If you’re unhappy I’ll let you out of the deal even though it’s still got five more years to run.’”

“What did you say?” Denise asked.

He looked at her as if he just saw her for the first time. “I need a drink,” he said abruptly.

She followed him to the bar and waited while he poured himself a drink and swallowed it in one gulp. He filled his glass again and turned to her.

“‘What about those four and a half million dollars worth of story and play properties that I bought?’ I asked him.

“‘You bought them. We didn’t,’ he says as calm as if he’s talking about the weather. ‘You didn’t notify us as required by the contract.’”

He swallowed half the second drink. “I stared at him, trying to read his face. But there was nothing there. He needed me more than I needed him. I felt it. He had to be bluffing. I called him.”

He finished the drink and put the glass heavily down on the bar. He stared at it morosely.

“What happened then?”

“Nothing. The lawyers are meeting tomorrow.”

He looked at her, the hurt showing in his eyes. “I guessed wrong.”
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BOOK FOUR

STEPHEN GAUNT


CHAPTER ONE

From somewhere in the dark the telephone jangled in my ears. I struggled up through the sleepy abyss and reached for it. “Hello.”

“Steve?” The voice grated in my ear.

“Yes,” I said, still too far off to recognize it.

“Angel, here.”

It all came together and I was awake. Angel Perez was VP Daytime Programming. One time he had been an actor, then he switched to production. He was better behind the camera than in front of it. For the last year I had been using him as my unofficial assistant. I needed a man in New York to listen since I was spending most of my time on the coast now.

“Yes, Angel. What is it?”

“The house is on fire. I think you better get back here.”

I swung my feet over the side of the bed. “What’s happening?”

“The old man called a special meeting of the board yesterday.”

“I know,” I said. “I got the notice.”

“You should have come in for it,” he said. “I got word they blew your ass over the special programs.”

I knew what he meant. They were good television but bad programming. They didn’t get the ratings. I had already heard from the sponsors. They weren’t happy either.

“I told them to expect that,” I said. “But we should do them anyway. You have to put something in once in a while.”

“Southern Products canceled. They didn’t like your equality angle on the labor special. They said that you made a target out of them.”

“I’m not responsible for their own guilt feelings,” I said.

“So you’ll be a dead hero.”

“There’s got to be more to it than just that.”

“There’s also your old friend,” he said.

“I’ve got lots of old friends.”

“Not like this one,” he said. “Dan Ritchie. He came in with another old buddy of yours, Sam Benjamin. They have a whole new idea to revitalize the network. They claim you drifted away from your policy of film and entertainment and that you’re now embarked on a crusade to reform the world. They say that your involvement with the Kennedy’s blew your mind as well as your judgment.”

“You’re remarkably well informed for being down on the thirty-first floor,” I said.

“I’m reading the memos.”

“Where’d you get them?”

“The old man. He called me upstairs and made me a committee of one to study the situation and report back to him.” He paused. “He knows how close we are. Maybe this is his way of warning you.”

“He say anything else?”

“No. You know the way he is. Freezeville.”

It was typical Sinclair. “What time is it?” I asked.

“Ten o’clock here. Seven, your time.”

“I’ll be in this evening. Meet me at my apartment at eight o’clock.”

“Good.” There was obvious relief in his voice. “I got a girl I want you to meet. Out of sight. An actress. Marianne Darling. She’s got the whole town turned on. And she wants to meet you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah,” he said. “When she found out I knew you, she zeroed in on me like a rocket. Made me promise the next time you were in town, I’d set it up. Seems like she’s followed your career in the papers or something. She knows more about you than you do.”

I was interested. “Okay. Bring her with you.”

“I’ll bring Faith too,” he said. “Maybe we’ll swing a little bit.”

Faith was his girl. “Fine. See you tonight.”

I pressed down the bar on the phone, then released it. The operator came on. “Yes, Mr. Gaunt?”

“Get me on the ten a.m. to New York.” I put down the phone and started out of bed. I had another idea. I called Jack Savitt at home and woke him up.

“I’m going into New York this morning,” I said.

“Anything wrong?” he asked quickly.

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Want me to drive you out to the airport?”

“No. There’s something else I want you to do for me.”

“Name it.”

“Sam Benjamin. Bring me up to date on him. What and how he’s doing.”

“I haven’t heard much since he moved back to New York last year,” he said. “Only that he’s in constant trouble and is slow paying his bills. He’s had bad luck with his last batch of pictures. Dropped about eleven million.”

“I know that,” I said. “What I want to know is what he’s involved in now.”

“I’ll get right on it.”

“You call me at my apartment in New York tonight.”

“Have a good flight,” he said.

I went into the shower. I turned it on hot, then ice cold, then hot again, and when I got out at least I wasn’t asleep. But I was still logy and tired, so I took a benny before I shaved and by the time the shave was over I was alive.

There was a foul-up and the limo never got there so it was nearly six o’clock and dark by the time I caught the cab at Kennedy International. I was surprised to see the snow piled against the sides of the roads. Then I remembered. It was Christmas week in New York.

In L.A. it wasn’t real. Not the snow; it was white plastic. Even Santa Claus wore a summer-weight costume. I pulled the topcoat around me.

“Where you in from?” the hackie asked.

“California,” I said.

“Shmulck,” he said. “You needed this weather?”

“I like it,” I said. “It’s a change.”

“I’d move out there,” he said. “Only my old woman won’t leave the children. The grandchildren, I mean. She couldn’t wait to get our own kids out of the house and now the grandchildren run around screaming all day and she’s in seventh heaven. I can’t figure it out. I’ll never understand women.”

“That makes two of us,” I said.

He grunted and settled into the driving. For the rest of the trip he was silent until I gave him a tip. He looked at the fiver and grinned. “Happy Chanukah.”

“Buy the grandchildren a Christmas present,” I said.

I let myself into the apartment and turned on the lights. Everything was just the way I left it three months ago. Even to the fresh ice in the bucket on the bar.

I fixed myself a drink and picked up the phone just as it began to ring. Sheila’s voice echoed in my ear. “Welcome home, boss. I’m downstairs in the lobby with your messages.”

“Come on up.” I fixed another drink. By the time I finished, the door chime rang.

She stood there, the snow still clinging to her black coat. She smiled. “Hello, Stephen.”

I kissed her cheek. “One of the nice things about coming home is you.” I took her coat. “There’s a Scotch on the bar for you.”

We went to the bar and she picked up her drink. “Oh, boy,” she said.

I didn’t speak.

She finished her drink and put down the glass. “I’m glad you’re back. Everything’s gone peculiar.”

“Tell me.”

“There’s an undercurrent. I can’t put my finger on it. Earnings are off. Everybody’s uptight. You’re not there to cool it off and Sinclair sits in his tower and fires memos down the floors like paper airplanes, scaring the shit out of everybody.” She stopped for breath. “I think I could use another drink.”

I fixed it for her. “It was you who got Angel to call me?”

She nodded. “How did you know?”

“I guessed,” I said. “Angel’s no angel. And he’s ambitious. Somebody had to convince him it was better to go with me than against me.”

“Your being at the coast all the time is no help,” she said. “The staff keeps churning.”

“Someday I’m going to move the executive offices out there. The only thing we need in New York is a sales office. The rest is crap and tradition.”

“You call it what you like, Stephen. The fact remains it’s still here.” She didn’t say the rest of it, but I knew what she was thinking.

This was where I belonged. I was president of the company. I had to be here, not so much to do anything but to defend my job. That is, if I still wanted it.

And that was at the heart of it all.

I didn’t know anymore whether I wanted it or not.


CHAPTER TWO

The years turn you on. The years turn you off. I had them all. I had been running up the hill for so long it became a habit. If I slowed down a little, it looked to everybody like I was beginning to slide. So off I would go again.

I didn’t blame Spencer. He had his own job to do. To watch the machine with a critical eye, to goose it if he felt it dragging. And I was the only one there for him to goose. I was the man in charge.

“Who knows I came in?”

“Pretty much the whole office by now,” she said. “There were lots of lights still burning when I left. They want to be ready for you tomorrow.”

“I won’t be in tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll work the phones from here. Set up the auxiliary board.”

She knew what I meant. I had a special multiple-line hookup direct from my office. Everything came through just as if I was in the office. The caller never knew that I wasn’t there.

“Anything special?” she asked.

“Yes. Just keep Sinclair away from me. I don’t want to talk to him.”

“What if he insists?”

“Tell him exactly what I said. I’m too old to play any more games. And he should be too.”

She gave me the rest of the messages and closed her notebook. I walked back to the door with her and helped her into her coat. She looked up at me, a strange expression on her face. “Are you all right, Stephen?”

“Sure,” I said. “Why?”

“I don’t know. You seem a little strange. As if you don’t really care that much.”

“I’m a little bored with it. I’ve made this trip too many times before.”

“It’s more than that.”

“Maybe I’m tired. I’ll be all right in the morning.”

She let it go at that. “Good night, Stephen.”

I closed the door behind her and went back to the bar. I made myself another drink and sat there. Fogarty was no fool. She knew me. Maybe better than I knew myself. Could be she saw something in me that I didn’t. I swallowed some of the drink and began to go through the pile of memorandums she left for me.

I lost track of the time. It could have been about a half hour before the doorbell rang. I finished the last memo before I got up to answer it.

I was half a mile away when I opened the door. The girl there brought me home in a hurry. She had long, dark blond hair halfway down her back, an oval face, and blue-violet eyes with four pairs of false eyelashes. She wore a short, fluffy lynx coat on which the snowflakes looked like a decoration. Her nose was pert and tilted just a little and her smile showed small, white, even teeth and a sensual lower lip.

“Hello,” I said.

“I’m Marianne Darling,” she said. “I’ll make it easy for you. You can call me Darling Girl.”

I grinned. “Come in, Darling Girl.”

“I closed the door and took her coat. She wore a purple knit mesh micro and long matching purple boots that climbed up over her knees halfway across her thighs. There was at least six inches of white meat between the top of the boots and the bottom of her dress and from the way it clung to her, she wore nothing beneath it.

She walked ahead of me into the apartment. Her eyes went everywhere at once. I stood there watching her. “What do you think?”

She turned to me. “I like it. It’s all male and leathery.”

“What do you drink?” I asked, leading the way to the bar.

“What are you drinking?”

“Scotch.”

“I’ll take the same,” she said. “It makes life simpler.”

I poured her drink and splashed some more into mine.

She held the glass toward me. “Bang, bang,” she said.

We drank. She saw Fogarty’s glass on the bar with the faint touch of lipstick on the rim. “I’m early,” she said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“No interruption. My secretary came over to give me my messages.”

“Oh,” she said.

I took the papers from the bar and put them on the desk near the window. She followed me across the room and looked out. The snow was falling.

“It’s lovely from up here,” she said.

I looked out the window. “Yes.” I had almost forgotten how lovely it could be. I turned back to her. “You make yourself comfortable,” I said. “I want to grab a shower. I’m still sticky from the trip.”

“Okay.” She wandered back to the bar while I went into the bedroom.

I got out of my clothes and left them on the bed. I got into the shower stall and turned on the hot water. The heat eased the pressure, the roar of the water soothed the nerves.

I don’t know how long I stood there when I heard her calling. “Yes?” I shouted back over the water.

“The phone’s ringing. Should I answer it?”

“Please,” I yelled.

A moment later the bathroom door opened. “It’s from the coast. Jack Savitt,” she said.

I cut the water and opened the shower door. “Give me the phone from the wall.”

She came into the bathroom and stood, hesitating.

“Right there,” I said, pointing.

She looked at me doubtfully. “Is it safe?” she asked. “I heard—”

I laughed. “It’s safe.”

She gave me the phone gingerly. I took it. “Jack,” I said.

“Who’s the girl?” he asked. “She’s got a great sound.”

“You don’t know her,” I said. “What did you find out?”

“Pretty much what we figured. He got into a big hole and the banks turned on the heat. They’re getting ready to step in and take over. He put Dan Ritchie on last week to unload everything he could to television for the quick and ready.”

“How does it tie in to the move on us?”

“Ritchie still has friends in the home office. You have twenty-six specials scheduled. That’s twenty-six features that can be shown if he can knock you off.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Not right now. I’ll get back to you tomorrow.”

I reached around the shower door and gave the phone back to her. I heard the click as she put it back on the wall. I closed the door and turned the water on again.

Through the opaque glass I could see her standing there, the purple of her dress making an odd design. She didn’t move.

“Anything wrong?” I called.

“No,” she said. “I’m just looking.”

“Looking?”

“At you,” she said. “It’s a wild sight through that glass. It’s like you’re all over the place. Crazy effect.”

I turned off the water. “Better give me a towel,” I said. “Before you do something rash.”

“I already did,” she said. “Twice. Once when I gave you the phone and just now while I was watching.”

“Give me the towel anyway,” I said. “And stop wasting it. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”

I stepped out into the towel and wrapped it around me. I pulled another towel from the rack and began to dry myself.

“I’ll get your back,” she volunteered.

I threw her the towel. Her hands were quick and sure. “You’re not Japanese?” I asked.

“Do I rook Japanese?” she laughed.

The bathroom door opened and Angel stood there. A grin split his face. “How cozy. I see you’ve already met.”

“Fix yourself a drink,” I said. “I’ll be right with you.”

“Okay,” he said and disappeared.

I took the towel from her hand. “You too.”

She made a face. “And I thought I would help dress you.”

I laughed and pushed her toward the door. “Go ahead, Darling Girl. I’m a big boy now. I can dress myself.”

They were draped around the bar when I came out. I said hello to Angel’s girl and fixed myself a drink. “Any of you kids had dinner?” I asked.

Angel shook his head. “No.”

I looked at the girls. “Where would you like to eat?”

“Anything wrong with the room service here?” Darling Girl asked.

“No,” I answered.

“Then why fight the snow? When we can be all comfy and cozy here,” she said. “We can stay in, turn on, and ball.”

Angel began to laugh. “What did I tell you, boss? Isn’t she too much?”

I stared at her while I picked up the phone. “Maybe,” I said. I saw the flush creeping into her face and the operator came on. “Give me room service,” I said.

The steaks weren’t too bad and once when Angel started to talk shop, I stopped him. “Tomorrow. Time enough.”

The waiter took out the table and for a moment there was a silence. Then Angel got to his feet. “Come on, Faith, baby. Time for us to go.”

I made no move to stop them. After they were gone, she still sat there. We stared at each other for a long time. “What are you thinking?” she finally asked.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “Why are you coming on so strong?”

She smiled. “Maybe I like you.”

“Again. Why?”

“It’s a long story.” She got to her feet and walked toward the bedroom. “Someday I’ll tell you.”


CHAPTER THREE

I sat there at the bar drinking Scotch. Everything seemed down for me. I just didn’t want the effort. It could have been a half hour before she came back.

“Hey,” she called from the doorway. “You goin’ to sit up all night drinking?”

I turned to look at her. The only thing she had on was her boots. I stared at her. She had painted her nipples purple to match her costume.

She smiled. “Like it?”

“It’s different.”

“I have some smack,” she said. “I rubbed it on my nipples. It makes them tingle.” She came into the room and put a cigarette in her mouth. “Give me a light,” she said, leaning toward me.

I held the match for her. The acrid odor of pot filled the room quickly. “Want a drag?” she asked.

Silently I took the joint from her. I pulled the smoke into my lungs. I felt nothing. Nothing was working.

She took the reefer back from me. “Man, you’re way down.”

I didn’t answer.

“Do you want I should go?” she asked.

I took a long time making up my mind. “No.”

She dragged on the reefer. Her eyes were beginning to darken. “You goin’ to look at me all night?” She was beginning to slur her words.

“Maybe,” I said.

She nodded. “Okay, if that’s what you want.” She crossed the room and put on the record player. “You won’t object if I have some fun?”

I smiled. “Be happy.”

She began to sway in time to the music. She dragged again and passed the reefer to me. I sat there on the bar stool watching her dance. She moved around the room, turning off the lamps until there was only a faint light coming from behind the bar. She cut into the bedroom and I put the reefer in my mouth and dragged on it.

She was back in a moment, holding something in her hand. I couldn’t see it in the dim light. She moved toward me. “I’d like you to meet my true love,” she said.

I looked down at her outstretched hand. The slim pink vibrator shone faintly. She turned the base handle and it began to hum.

“Steve, meet Steve,” she said.

I looked at her. She was completely serious. “We really met when I was fourteen,” she said. “And he’s been with me ever since.” She pressed it to her cheek, then down the side of her neck and around to her breasts. She reached for the roach with her free hand.

I gave it to her. She dragged once, then gave it back to me. Her eyes were swimming now.

I put the roach out in a tray and refilled my glass. I watched her in the shaded mirror behind the bar.

She was moving with the music, her eyes half shut, passing the vibrator down across her stomach. She stopped suddenly and pressed it into the neatly trimmed, dark pubic patch.

Suddenly she opened her eyes wide and stared at me. Her legs began to tremble. “Steve!” she cried out and sank to her knees, the vibrator falling from her hands to the carpet where it lay humming obscenely.

After a moment, she picked it up and turned it off. She looked up at me, a faint smile coming to her lips. “That’s crazy, isn’t it?”

I shook my head.

“It’s a wild orgasm,” she said.

“I wouldn’t know.”

She got to her feet. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”

I turned back to the bar. The room was a strange mixture of odors. Female, pot, whiskey. I picked up my drink.

“Fix me one,” she said from the doorway. I turned to look at her. She was completely dressed. I threw some ice into a glass and poured the whiskey over it.

She took it from my hand. “Bang, bang,” she said. She swallowed the drink in one gulp and walked toward the door. She picked up her fur coat from the chair and wrapped it around her. She stood there looking back at me. “Good night,” she said.

“Good night,” I said.

The door closed behind her and a few minutes passed while I sat there with the drink in my hand. Then the house phone rang. I picked it up.

She was calling from downstairs. “I forgot to tell you something.”

“What is it, Darling Girl?”

“I love you,” she said and hung up.

***

The dreams socked in that night. It happened every time I returned to the apartment. Barbara was there. Maybe Sam was right. I should have moved.

But I hadn’t and there she was. We were that close and then—nothing. She was gone and would never come back.

I rolled over on the bed and pushed the dreams away. No more. I let myself open wide once and blew it. I was not about to make the same mistake again.

It was better the way it was. No ties. No hangups. Everything cool. You came and went as you pleased. No guilt feelings because you had something else to do or something else on your mind.

But still I remembered the way it was when we began to make it. Beautiful. Like nothing I had ever known before or since. But, after that, the pain. Only the pain.

No more. I pushed at the dream and tried to sleep. Then the dream went all crazy and Darling Girl was dancing again. Only this time she wore Barbara’s face and kept smiling at me with Barbara’s smile.

The slow teasing smile she had when she was putting me on. I reached for her and Barbara vanished. I sat up in bed, looking into the dark.

The room was silent and empty. After a moment I got out of bed and took a sleeper. That did it. I went out like a light.

***

I woke up to the music of the telephone. I was still logy when I answered it.

It was Angel calling from the lobby. “I kept ringing your bell,” he said. “I finally went downstairs and called.”

“Come on up,” I said. I pressed down the bar and released it. The operator came on and I ordered breakfast. Then I staggered into the bathroom and threw some water on my face.

Angel was bugged with curiosity, but he didn’t ask any questions. I didn’t volunteer any information. I swallowed some coffee and we got on the trolley.

He moved fast. He had all the ratings, all the costs, and all the answers. He was bright, tough, and ambitious, and not about to let this one get away from him. Not while Sinclair was watching.

The pattern began to come clear as I listened to Angel. As smart as he thought he was, he lived on the surface. Underneath, Sinclair was already churning up the waters. All Angel could see was that the old man had called on him.

The arithmetic was simple. The specials blew two nights a month for us. At first there had been a great deal of enthusiasm on everyone’s part, even the sponsors. At last something was being done that they could be proud to be a part of. Then the ratings came in.

Pride went before ratings. Down. They translated them immediately into sales response and were beginning to have second thoughts and were looking for a graceful way out. Up came the same old reasons. Blame it on the public. After all, it was they who switched channels.

Sinclair knew of my commitment to the project and this was his way of telling me that he was unhappy. He made the opening move. Angel was just a piece on the chessboard.

But the old man was losing his touch. King’s knight pawn to four was a bad opening for him. He was about to lose Angel.

“Good work,” I said. “I like the way you’re thinking and your approach is sound.”

“Thanks, Steve,” said Angel, creaming visibly.

I sat and thought for a moment. “Got a good backup man in Daytime?”

“Pete Reiser,” he said. “I had him on game shows, but I think he’s ready.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m moving you to Special Programming. That’s one flight up and fifteen grand more a year. I’m going to let you handle the whole thing. I have every confidence that you’ll straighten it out.”

He stared. “You won’t regret it, Steve. I’ll work my ass off.”

“I know you will. But you’ll still have to keep an eye on Reiser until we’re sure he can do the job.”

“No sweat, Steve. I understand.”

“I think you better get out to the coast and grab a firsthand look at the rest of the shows. I want to get your comments.”

“I’ll be on the plane tonight.” He got to his feet. “By the way, I have the report ready for Sinclair. What shall I do with it?”

“Send it to him, of course.”

“There’ll be a copy for you as soon as my girl finishes typing it.”

“Thank you.”

I waited until he had left the apartment before I picked up the telephone. I didn’t even have to check to find out the report had already gone to Sinclair. I would get it when he figured a safe enough time had elapsed. I woke Jack Savitt up at home.

“Angel Perez is coming out there,” I said. “Bury him.”

“He’ll get the ‘A’ treatment,” Jack said.

“When you complete those arrangements, you get on a plane and come in here.”

“What for?”

“I want you to handle the Ritchie-Benjamin deal.”

“Wait a minute,” he said. “That started top level. That means you’re elected. Sinclair won’t have anyone but the network president handle it.”

“You come in,” I said. “I’ll take care of Sinclair.”

I put down the telephone and lit a cigarette. Sinclair wanted to play. He was entitled. After all, it was his bat and ball.

But he was going to be in for a few surprises. There was a whole new set of rules. And he would have to learn them, the first being that he shouldn’t play games.


CHAPTER FOUR

Angel’s report was on my desk when I went into the office the next day. I picked it up and skimmed through it. He was busy making points. The only person he didn’t try to assassinate was Sinclair himself.

I grinned to myself. Angel was too eager. Sinclair could read right through this one. It was too obviously self-serving. But he did make one good point. With me at the coast most of the time, there was a lack of direction in New York.

It was nothing new. We had all seen it coming for a long time. I had brought it up to Spencer almost two years ago. But he had sloughed it off then. “Spread yourself,” he had said.

I didn’t even bother. I merely concentrated on what I thought were the major items on the agenda. The rest had to drag behind. But no more.

I threw the report into the trash basket. Reports didn’t make television programs. I pressed down the intercom. “Let me know when Sinclair comes in,” I said.

“He’s right here,” Spencer’s voice came from the doorway.

I looked up and smiled. I got to my feet and held out my hand. “Mr. Sinclair,” I said.

He made a wry face as he took my hand. “I recognize that tone of voice,” he said. “So it’s going to be a formal meeting?”

“It’s time,” I smiled.

“Before we begin, am I allowed to say that I’m glad to see you, Steve?”

I grinned. “I’m glad to see you, Spencer.”

He nodded and sank into a chair in front of my desk. “Why did you send Perez to the coast?” he shot at me.

“To kill him,” I said. “I don’t like shits.”

“I asked him to do a job.”

“That was your mistake. He was working for me. It was me you should have asked.”

“His report makes sense.”

“So did mine two years ago. But you didn’t want to do anything then. I predicted we would have problems. Now that we have them, you’re ready to do something. You weren’t then.”

“He can’t be too bad,” he said. “After all, he did call you.”

“After he gave you the report. He was just playing it safe.”

“I’m chairman of the board and responsible for the financial affairs of the company. You can’t say this year has been a roaring success.”

“You forgot something,” I said.

“What’s that?”

“When you made me president of the whole company, I automatically became its chief operating officer. I don’t like anyone usurping my authority. Not even you.”

“Don’t be so touchy, Steve, I was only trying to help.”

“I know that. But you broke the rules. And you can’t do that anymore. It’s another kind of ball game now.”

“You mean to say I can’t take corrective measures when I see something wrong?” He was beginning to lose his temper.

“There is something you can do,” I said. “Tell me.”

“How the hell can I tell you anything when you’re out of the office all the time?”

“Did you ever hear of the telephone?” I was deliberately nasty.

He cooled off. “What are you going to do now? The board is looking for answers. Our billings are off by eleven million dollars this year.”

“Pressing the panic button won’t get it back.”

“You’re spending too much time at the coast,” he said. “Sales are suffering because of that.”

“They won’t hurt next September when our new programs begin.”

“That’s a long time off. It’s less than a week to the new year. We still have this winter and summer figures to worry about. Let’s face it, Steve. No one knows the agencies as well as you do. You have to come back here. You can’t be in two places at once.”

“Now you’re making sense,” I said. “I can’t be in two places at once. But you’re wrong about the other. There is someone who knows the agencies as well as I do.”

He looked his question.

“Jack Savitt,” I said. “You’ve forgotten that he’s spent his life on Madison Avenue selling agencies as well as sponsors and networks his programs.”

“But what about the studio?”

“He’s done his job there,” I said. “He got it started and running. He’s also brought along some top backup men ready to take over. I think it’s time we moved him up.”

He was silent for a moment while he thought that one out. “What do you intend to give him?”

“I’ve asked him to come in and handle the Benjamin proposition.”

“Wait a minute,” he protested. “That’s your job.”

“It’s the job of the president of Sinclair TV,” I said.

“But you’re still the president.”

“That was my mistake,” I said. “When I took over your job as president of Sinclair Broadcasting, I should have put another man in my old job. I think it’s about time Sinclair TV had a new president.”

“And what will you do?”

“The same thing you did when you had my job,” I said. “Drive everybody crazy.”

He began to laugh and got to his feet. He started for the door, then turned back to me. “Come up to Greenwich for dinner on Sunday?” he asked. “The snow is very pretty up there.”

“I will, if I’m not back on the coast by then.”

He nodded. “Just one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Have you figured out yet when I can retire?”

I answered promptly. “When you’re sixty-five.”

He laughed and went out the door. I looked after him and then began to smile to myself. He lost the skirmish and won the war. He was still smarter than I was. I suddenly realized that he had gotten everything he wanted.

***

It was dark by the time I left the office, and I didn’t see her as I came out of the building. I crossed the curb to the car and was about to get in when she tapped me on the shoulder.

“You work late, Mr. Gaunt,” she said.

I turned to her. She wore another kind of fur coat this time. Red fox, I think. With a hood that covered almost all her face and all I could see were her eyes, dark and shining.

“I’ve been waiting since five o’clock,” she said.

“That’s stupid. If you wanted to see me, why didn’t you come upstairs?”

“Would you believe—I was afraid?”

“Of what?”

“That you wouldn’t—didn’t—want to see me.”

“It still would have been better than standing out here all evening and freezing your ass off.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” she said, taking an old-fashioned pocket flask out of her pocket. She held it upside down to show me it was empty. “After a while I didn’t even know it was cold.”

“You’d better get in the car,” I said, taking her arm. She didn’t move. “No. I wasn’t waiting for that. You don’t have to take me with you. I just wanted to tell you I was sorry I made such an idiot of myself last night.”

I didn’t speak.

“I don’t know what happened to me,” she said. “It was like—all of a sudden—I came unglued.”

There was something very young in her face. I took her arm again. “Get in the car.”

Quietly she got into the big Continental limousine. I followed her and closed the door. The chauffeur turned and looked back at us. “Where to, Mr. Gaunt?”

“Where do you live?” I asked her.

“Riverside Drive and Seventy-eighth,” she answered. She began to shiver and drew back into the corner of the seat, making herself very small.

The limo pulled out into the traffic. I turned the heater on full blast. The warm air poured over us. By the time we were in Central Park, it was like an oven.

“That better?” I asked.

“Y—yes,” she said. “Do you have a cigarette?”

I lit one and passed it to her. She dragged on it. After a moment, she stopped shivering. She looked out the window at the snow in the park. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“You said Riverside and Seventy-eighth, didn’t you?”

“I don’t want to go there,” she said.

“Okay. Where then?”

She looked at me, the smoke curling up from her face. “With you.”

“I’m going home to sleep,” I said, “I’m beat.”

She was silent for a moment, looking at my face. “Okay, then it doesn’t matter. You can let me off here.”

We were in the middle of the park. The snow was piled high at the edge of the road. “You’re crazy,” I said. “It’ll take you an hour to walk out.”

“I like walking in the snow.” She leaned forward and tapped the chauffeur on the shoulder. “Stop here.”

He pulled the car over to the curb and she opened the door and got out. She stood there, the cold air pouring into the car. “Thanks for the lift.”

She closed the door, climbed over a snowbank to the sidewalk and began walking. I watched her for a moment as the car began to move and passed her slowly. Her head was down and the hood was pulled over her face; all I could see was the tip of her nose. Then she was behind us and I sat back in the seat. A moment later there was a thud against the rear window behind me.

I turned and looked back. There was another thud as the second snowball hit the window. I saw her winding up with the third. “Hold it,” I told the driver.

He stopped and I went out the door. The third snowball whistled past me. I scooped up some snow, packed it into a ball and threw it. It broke across her shoulder. “Got you!” I yelled.

I made the mistake of stopping to gloat and she caught me with the next snowball. It broke across the back of my neck and poured icily down my collar. I picked up some more snow and charged her.

She ran for a tree and, hiding behind it, bombarded me as I approached. I could hear her yelling with glee. Fortunately her aim didn’t match her enthusiasm. By now I was close to the tree and she broke and ran again.

I caught her in the back with two in a row and then as she stopped short to scoop up some snow, crashed into her. We plowed into a snowbank and rolled over and over down the other side. We came to a stop and I rubbed her face with snow.

“This’ll teach you not to be such a smart ass,” I laughed.

She was suddenly motionless, looking into my face. “You’re laughing,” she said. “You really can laugh.”

“That’s a stupid thing to say.”

“No.” She shook her head earnestly. “You’re really laughing. And I never saw you laugh before.”

Her arms went up around my neck. Her nose was cold, her lips were warm, and her tongue was like a fire searching my mouth. After a moment, we caught our breath.

Her eyes went into mine. “Yeah,” she said. “Really. Yeah.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Jack came in on the red-eye from Los Angeles. That put him down at Kennedy at seven a.m.; by eight fifteen my doorbell was ringing.

She came up like a shot. Her eyes were wide and frightened. She clutched the sheet to her. “Who’s that?”

“Easy,” I said. “My first appointment.” I got out of bed and reached for my robe.

“Will it take long?” she asked.

“Couple hours.”

“Oh.”

“You come out whenever you want,” I said. “You don’t have to hide.”

“I’m going back to sleep. If he leaves before noon, you come and join me.”

“And if he doesn’t.”

“I’ll kill him and drag you to bed.” She pulled the sheet over her head and I went out to get the front door.

Jack was all hopped up. Even the nemmies he had taken on the plane hadn’t worked. He kept jumping up and down all through breakfast.

“You mean the old man didn’t even raise one objection, not one squawk?”

“Not one squawk,” I smiled. “As a matter of fact, he seemed pleased about it.”

“Does he know I’m Jewish?”

“I imagine so. There’s very little he misses.”

“My God,” he said in an awed voice. “Imagine that? A Jewish boy, president of Sinclair TV. Ten years ago we couldn’t even get a job here.”

“Tomorrow the world,” I said.

He stared at me, then abruptly sat down. “My legs are weak.”

“You need some more coffee.” I filled his cup.

“I’ll be all right. It’s just that it all happened so quick. When you called me the second time yesterday and told me, I couldn’t believe it”

“You believe it now?”

He looked at me and nodded. “Yes. Do you know what convinced me?”

I shook my head.

“The snow,” he said. “When we came in for our landing I saw the snow and I knew it was true.”

“The announcement is going to the papers this morning,” I said. “You have a luncheon date with Sinclair, twelve thirty at Twenty-One; at two thirty you have a staff conference to meet the department heads.”

“Will you be there?” he asked.

“Not at lunch. But I will be at the staff meeting.”

He nodded. “I’ll clear everything with you.”

“No,” I said.

He was puzzled. “Who do I report to then?”

“Nobody.” I looked at him. “You’re head of the network now. It’s your baby. You make the decisions. All I ask is that you keep me informed.”

“Suppose I bomb?”

“Then it’s your ass,” I said. “But you won’t bomb. You’ll make mistakes. Sometimes you’ll guess wrong. But I’m betting you’ll be right more often than not.”

“That’s fair enough, Steve.” He opened the briefcase he had brought with him and took out some papers. “I’ve been studying the schedule on the way in. I have some ideas. Want to hear them?”

I nodded.

“You won’t like the first couple of things I’m going to tell you.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“I’m canceling the rest of the specials. No matter how you look at it, they got to be losers. Until we develop a replacement show, I’m going to movies.” He paused and looked at me.

I nodded. “What’s the other?”

“Angel Perez,” he said. “I know you don’t like him. But he’s bright and he’s tough and ambitious. I want him to be my executive vice-president.”

I was silent.

“I told you that you wouldn’t like it,” he said.

“I don’t have to,” I said. “You’re the one who has to live with him. Just watch your rear at all times.”

“If I can’t take care of myself, then I don’t deserve the job,” he said.

“Good enough. What else?”

He then proceeded to tear apart three of my favorite programs. “They’re old and tired. They’ve been on the air three to five years and they’ve had it. I’d like to dump them all right now, but I haven’t enough replacements, so I’ll phase them out one at a time, beginning with ‘Hollywood Stardust.’”

“Hollywood Stardust” was our person-to-person show, only we went into the stars’ homes and did it there. It was great when we started four years ago, but it had gone way down. There just weren’t that many real stars around. “What are you putting in its place?” I asked.

“A teen-age rock show,” he said. “Rock groups, dancing, light effects, lots of girls in minis, lots of crotch shots, big noise.”

“That’s primetime you’re talking about,” I said. “Not American Bandstand time.”

“That’s right. But if ABC can find a primetime show in Lawrence Welk, then we ought to be able to get to the kids. What do you think?”

“What difference does it make?” Then I grinned at him. “Like I said, you make the decisions.”

“Okay,” he said. “Now what about the Benjamin deal?”

“You’ll find a copy of the proposal on your desk when you get into the office. You look it over and then we’ll talk.”

He got to his feet. “I’ll get back to my hotel and clean up, then head for the office.”

I walked to the door with him. “See you this afternoon. Good luck.”

I stood there until he got on the elevator, then went back into the apartment and poured myself another cup of coffee. Suddenly I felt old. It wasn’t that long ago I had stood where Jack stood now. All the enthusiasm, the hopes, the plans. I couldn’t get excited about them anymore. Everything had become cut and dried. For the first time I began to appreciate Spencer’s role in the company. Somebody had to tear the ship apart once in a while in order to rebuild it.

“Has he gone?” Her voice came from the bedroom door.

I turned. She had it open a fraction of an inch and was peering through the crack. “Yes,” I said.

“Good.” The door opened wide and she came into the living room. She had a towel wrapped around her sarong-style and her skin was still wet from the shower. “I was beginning to think he would never leave.”

“Want some coffee?” I asked.

“Do you have any pineapple juice?”

I nodded. “In the refrigerator.”

She went behind the bar for a can of pineapple juice. She punctured it and poured some into a glass filled with ice. She took a bottle of vodka and filled the glass to the top. She stirred it quickly and tasted it. “That’s good.” She held the glass out to me. “Try some?”

I shook my head.

She shrugged and lifted the glass. “Bang, bang.” She drank as she walked back to me. “What time is it?”

“About ten o’clock.”

“Shit! I had an audition this morning and forgot it.” She sat down and reached for the telephone. “Mind if I call my service?”

“Go ahead. I’ll shave meanwhile.”

When I came out of the bathroom she was back in bed. There was a fresh glass of pineapple juice on the table next to her. “My agent’s pissed off because I missed the audition.”

“Was it a good job?”

“A commercial. I wouldn’t have gotten it anyway. They were looking for a Sandra Dee type. And that’s one thing I’m not.”

I couldn’t fault that.

She looked at me. “You going right in to work?”

I shook my head. “Not until after lunch.”

“Good,” she said. She rolled over on her stomach. “Do you think I have a beautiful ass?”

I looked down at her. There was only one answer. “Yes.”

“Then why are you standing there? Come over here and kiss it.”

I walked over to the bed and bent over her. She jumped when I slapped her and rolled over. There was a strange look in her eyes. “What did you do that for?”

I said nothing.

She smiled slowly and rolled back on her stomach. “Do it again,” she said. “I like it.”

***

Spencer was waiting in my office when I returned from the conference room after introducing Jack to the department heads. He took one look at my face. “You could use a drink,” he said.

We walked over to the bar and he fixed two drinks. “Cheers,” he said.

We drank.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“Like I gave away my first baby,” I said.

He nodded. “Now you know how I felt.”


CHAPTER SIX

“They want six million dollars for the package,” Jack said. “I’m going to pass.”

“Okay.”

He looked across my desk. “Benjamin’s not going to like it. He felt sure you were going to go for it.”

“I don’t know why. I never spoke to him about the deal.”

“He says you made him a commitment when he was at the studio. That you still had an obligation to take them.” He lit a cigarette. “He’s up the wall, desperate for the money.”

“That’s his problem.”

“Ritchie tells me that the lawyers have gone over the dissolution agreement and that if we don’t arrive at a compromise, they’ll sue.”

“They won’t sue,” I said.

“What makes you so sure?” he asked.

“Sam’s not about to admit that he’s tight. He can bring the walls down around him if his creditors find out how bad the situation really is.” I got to my feet.

“Some of the pictures aren’t that bad,” he said.

I got annoyed. “You’re president of the network. Buy them or don’t. Whatever you like. But you make up your mind. That’s your job.”

He thought that one over. “Okay,” he said. He started for the door.

“Jack,” I called after him.

He stopped and looked back at me. “I’m not angry with Sam,” I said. “I like him. But I’m not going to be pushed around or threatened.”

“I understand,” he said and went out the door.

The intercom buzzed. I pressed down the switch. “Miss Darling on four.”

I picked up the telephone. “Hello, Darling Girl.”

“What are you doing for lunch?” she asked. “I’m horny as hell.”

“Sorry, I have a date.”

“Business or pleasure?”

“Pleasure.”

“I’ll kill you if you’re going out with another girl,” she said vehemently.

“My aunt is coming down from the Cape.”

“Yeah,” she said sarcastically. “And I suppose you’re taking her to the Four Seasons?”

“That’s right,” I laughed. “How did you guess?”

“I hate you,” she said and hung up.

***

I sat there at the poolside table, drinking my third Scotch. Aunt Prue was late. I should have guessed. She never could resist Saks Fifth Avenue when she came to town.

I finished the drink and signaled the maître d’. A fourth Scotch appeared as if by magic. At this rate, by the time Aunt Prue got here I would be bombed out of my mind. I looked toward the long entrance hallway. It was empty. I felt a hand touch my shoulder then looked around.

“I hope she stands you up!” Darling Girl said in a fierce whisper.

Before I could reply, she followed the maître d’ to a table and sat down facing my way. She ordered a drink. I grinned and she stuck her tongue out at me.

“Do you know that young lady?” Aunt Prue asked.

I jumped to my feet. I hadn’t even seen her arrive. “Sort of,” I said. I kissed her cheek.

The waiter held her chair and she sat down. “Extra dry martini, straight up and very cold,” she ordered and turned to peer at Darling Girl. She turned back to me. “She’s very pretty. But her hair is dyed and she’s had a nose job.”

I stared at her. “How can you tell?”

“The hair is easy,” she sniffed disdainfully. “And nobody on earth was born with a nose that perfect.”

I smiled. Aunt Prue had to be close to seventy and she didn’t miss a thing. “I got smashed waiting for you,” I said.

“I dropped by Saks.” The waiter brought her drink and she picked it up and held it toward me. We clinked glasses. “Much love,” she said.

“Much love,” I answered.

She tasted her drink. “Very good.” She took another sip and put it down. “Everything all right with you?”

“Yes,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

“There was something in the paper about Sinclair TV having a new president. I thought maybe you got fired.”

I laughed. “That’s not the way it is. I had too much to do, so I put on another man.”

“A company can’t have two presidents,” she said with irrefutable logic. “Even I know that. Now you better tell me the truth, young man, because if you’re not there any longer, I am going to sell my stock.”

“You don’t have to do that.” I explained it to her. After a while she understood.

“Good,” she said. “I’m glad that you did it. You have been working too hard.”

“Not really.”

“You’re too thin.”

This I heard before. “I lost four pounds just waiting for you to arrive.”

She sipped her martini. “You ought to get married again,” she said. “What are you waiting for? You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

“I’m waiting for the right girl,” I said. “Someone like you.”

“That’s a copout,” she said disdainfully.

“Aunt Prue, where did you learn to speak like that?” I asked in surprise.

“We’re not exactly isolated up there on the Cape. We have television too.”

“Okay.” I signaled for the menu. “Let’s order.”

The waiter came to the table. He put a folded piece of paper down next to me. “From the young lady,” he whispered, with a sidewise gesture of his head.

I looked down at the note. “Dinner tonight? If you’re not too angry. M.”

I scribbled my answer on her note and gave it to the waiter. He went back to her table.

“Wouldn’t it be simpler if you invited her to join us?” Aunt Prue said.

“If I wanted her to join us, she would have been at the table when you arrived.”

“I’ll have another martini,” Aunt Prue said testily. “You don’t have to snap at me like that.”

“Okay. I’ll ask her.” I began to get up, but when I looked over, she had already gone.

“Now see what you’ve done,” Aunt Prue said. Suddenly she was on her side. “You’ve probably ruined the poor child’s lunch and driven her away.”

I stared at her.

“Stephen,” she said. “You haven’t changed since you were a child. You’re just as rude as ever.”

I leaned back with a sigh and ordered another Scotch. “Make it a double this time,” I said. There was no other way to go.

“Is she in love with you?” Aunt Prue asked.

“Who?”

“The girl you drove out of here.”

“You think every girl I talk to is in love with me,” I said. “Besides I didn’t drive her out.”

“I know your reputation, Stephen,” she said. “We also read the newspapers up there.”

I was getting annoyed. “I know. You also have electricity, gas, and telephones.”

Aunt Prue looked at me. “You do like the girl!” There was a note of discovery in her voice.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to,” she said positively. “I can tell.”

I hid behind my whiskey glass.

“Stephen.”

“Yes, Aunt Prue?”

“If you do like her, really like her, don’t hold back.” Her voice was very soft. “Don’t be afraid.”

***

It was almost eleven o’clock when Jack finally left my office. He had not wasted the afternoon. He came in with a format for the rock show that seemed to have great promise.

“I spent all afternoon on the phone with Angel,” he said. “That boy knows the music scene. I told him to start coordination on the coast. The best American groups are out there, L.A. and San Francisco. I’m sending him to Nashville next week to look over the scene there.”

“Okay,” I said.

“That’s about it.” He began to fold up his papers. “I’ll try to put on a contact man to stay in touch with the record companies and the music publishers so we can be on top of what’s happening.”

“You’ll need a very hip producer too,” I said.

He nodded. “I’ve been thinking about it, but I haven’t come up with a man yet.”

“I might have one for you. Bob Andrews.”

Jack was surprised. “He’s not a producer. He’s a disc jockey.”

“The number-one disc jockey in the country,” I said. “The kids love him. He was the first to play Elvis, the first to play the Beatles. And he has one great added value. He’s under contract exclusively to us.”

He was even more than that. Because of him we had the number-one radio station in New York. Before he had come to work for us, we had the biggest loser of all time.

“I like it,” Jack said.

“I’ll have him call you in the morning.”

“What if he isn’t interested?” Jack asked. “He’s number one where he is, maybe he wouldn’t want to change.”

“He’ll be interested,” I said. “For two years he’s been after me to go into the record business or buy a record company. If we’re going to put music in primetime, maybe the whole thing makes sense now.”

“We should have gone into it years ago,” Jack said. “Do you know how much RCA is making on Elvis, how much Capitol is making on the Beatles?”

“I know.”

“That’s about it.” He shoved the papers into his attaché case and got to his feet. “I’m beat. I’m going back to the hotel and get some sleep.”

The telephone began almost as soon as he had gone. I let it ring a few times, until I realized that Fogarty had already gone home, and picked it up.

A blast of noise, voices, and music hit my ears.

“Steve?” Her voice was hushed and quiet.

“Yes, Darling Girl?”

“I’m stoned.”

“So what else is new?” I asked.

“No. I really mean it. I’m all the way out,” she said. “I’ve been tripping all night.”

I didn’t answer and for a moment there was silence. I could hear her breathing over the background noise. “Steve,” she said. “Are you still there?”

“Yes.”

“Steve. Why didn’t you take me to dinner tonight?”

“I had work to do,” I said.

“I would have waited for you,” she said.

“You seem to be doing all right.”

“I missed you,” she said. “I was lonely. I was sitting home alone. Smoking pot and crying. I had to get out.”

“Sounds like a great party,” I said.

“Will you come and get me, Steve? I want to be with you.”

I hesitated.

“Please.”

“Okay,” I said, reaching for a pencil. “Give me the address.”

***

It was an ancient walk-up tenement near Twenty-eighth and First Avenue and I could hear the noise from the street and smell the pot in the ground-floor hallway as I began to climb the stairs. The noise great louder and the fumes stronger by the time I reached the top floor. The last staircase was an obstacle course of couples involved in doing their own thing and paying no attention at all to each other or to me as I stepped over or around them.

“Man, you’re late,” the long-haired boy in the doorway said as I came up to him. “You have a lot of catching up to do. That will be five dollars, please.”

I put the five-dollar bill in his outstretched hand. He gave me a twisted stick. “Light up and turn on,” he said.

If I had thought the noise was loud, it was silence compared with the blast of sound I got when I stepped inside. I stood in the narrow foyer for a moment letting my eyes get used to the semidarkness. The big noise came from the room just beyond. I moved toward it. The sound stopped and the room went abruptly dark as I reached the doorway.

I could feel the hushed expectancy of the crowd flowing around me. I stood there waiting, trying vainly to see into the darkness.

The deep baritone voice came from the far corner of the room. “And now Don Rance presents his latest work in living art, Preview of the New Year. Done in Hershey’s chocolate fudge, blueberry and strawberry jam, orange marmalade, peppermint candy, Reddi-whip and, of course, the fantastic bod of Marianne Darling!”

The blaring music and the lights came on together. I blinked my eyes a moment. Then I saw her.

She was standing on a table in the center of the room, holding a sign over her head, her back to me. Her body was covered with a wild mélange of colors made by the syrup and jams already beginning to melt. Slowly she began to turn around.

The crowd went wild. They burst into applause and roars of approval. They began to press closer around the table.

I heard her voice over the noise. “What’s the matter with you people? Can’t you read?” She was laughing wildly and moving with the music.

They leaped toward her, their tongues out, licking at her body. The colors began to smear, one into the other. The little table began to wobble as they tried to leap higher and higher.

Still laughing, she kept her balance and completed her turn. Now she was facing me. I stared at her.

Her breasts were painted into giant testes, red and purple, and from between them drawn in sticky chocolate-fudge syrup was an erect phallus pointing down and disappearing into her Reddi-whip-covered pubis from which appeared the hook end of an inch-thick, long, candy-striped peppermint cane. The sign she held above her head had just two words printed on it.

EAT ME!

Her eyes found mine and for a brief moment, they cleared. But she was too far out and she had already made her commitment. The clouds came back and she smiled at me. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she yelled.

Just then a man reached up and pulled the peppermint cane from her and buried his face in her whipped-cream-covered crotch, his tongue licking the cream avidly. The table finally collapsed and she went down in the midst of the screaming crowd and was hidden by the mass of bodies pressing forward.

I closed my eyes and fought the nausea inside me. Then I turned and ran from the apartment. I didn’t stop running until I had gone down the stairs and out into the street. Then I leaned my head against the cold stone of the gray building on the corner and retched out my guts.

It was Barbara. All over again.


CHAPTER SEVEN

“Mr. Benjamin on the line for you,” Fogarty said.

I pressed down the button. “Hello, Sam.”

His voice was filled with reproach. “Why do you hate me, Steve?”

I laughed. “What makes you think that?”

“You sicced Jack Savitt onto me. You know I never could communicate with him.”

Sam had come up in the world. “Communicate” was a word I had never heard him use before. “I didn’t sic him onto you,” I said. “That’s his job. He’s network president now.”

“So what’s a title between friends?” Sam asked. “We always dealt direct. Face to face. Why not now?”

“It’s not my job anymore, Sam. You wouldn’t want me to go over his head, would you?”

“Yes,” Sam answered flatly.

“I won’t do it, Sam. That’s not the way I operate.”

He was silent for a moment. “Okay,” he said. “Does that mean you won’t come to dinner tonight if I ask you?”

“Ask me.”

“How about it? It will be like old times. Junior is down from school for the holidays and Myriam is honoring us with her presence. I’ll even have Denise make brust flanken for you, if you want.”

“You don’t have to. Just give me the address.”

“Seven hundred Fifth, eight o’clock.”

Sam had come up in the world. Fifth Avenue was a long way from the Bronx. I hoped half the things I heard about his problems weren’t true. It would be heartbreaking if he had to go all the way back.

The intercom clicked. “Mr. Savitt and Mr. Andrews are here to see you.”

“Ask them to come in.”

She opened the door and they came into the office. I waved them to seats in front of the desk and a moment later she came back with the coffee. By the time we finished shaking hands all around, the coffee was served and the cups were in front of us. She closed the door behind her.

“I see you and Jack got together. What do you think of the idea?”

“I’m flipped out,” he said in his hip, resonant announcer’s voice. “I’ve been waiting for something like this for a long time.”

“I’m pleased,” I said. “Did Jack also tell you about our plans to go into the music and record business?”

Andrews nodded. “He mentioned it but said that you would fill me in.”

“It’s simple,” I said. “We’re starting a separate division and I think you’re the man to head it up. You know the business and have the respect of everybody in it.”

“I don’t believe it. It’s like getting all the goodies at once.”

“I was approached a few months ago by Joe Regan about taking over his company. What do you think of Symbolic Records?”

He thought for a moment. “It’s not a bad company. Musically they’re in all the grooves, they have a good library of standards which they acquired when they took over the old Eagle Record and Music companies. They get their share of hits and have fair distribution.”

“What’s on the flip side?”

He grinned at my use of his own language. “They have lousy administration and management. They’re into the Mafia shylocks for their financing and the word is out that the squeeze is on them.”

“Any idea how much they owe?” I asked.

“I hear between two and three million dollars,” he answered. “And at thirty percent interest, they have no room to swing.”

“Are they worth a shot?”

He nodded. “Worth getting more information on. The label is good in the trade.”

I like the conservatism of his approach. Strange that you could know a man for so long and never really know him in depth. I would have been the last person in the world to give him credit for business brains. But then I suppose I should have known better. He had negotiated his own contract with us and it was a bitch. The best dee-jay deal in the world.

I pressed the Fogarty button. “Get Joe Regan at Symbolic Records in Los Angeles.” I turned back to them. “Now about the show, what are your plans?”

“I thought Bob might go out to the coast after the first of the year and get it started,” Jack said.

“I have a few dates over the holidays that I can’t get out of,” Andrews said. “I’m doing a New Year’s rock show at the old Brooklyn Fox.”

“That seems all right with me,” I said.

The intercom clicked. “Mr. Regan on the line.”

I picked up the telephone. “How are you, Joe?”

His voice had an echo. I sensed that he had me on the box so I could be heard by other people in his office. “Couldn’t be better, Steve. And you?”

“Good,” I said. “Thought I’d check and find out if there was anything new on that matter we spoke about a few months ago.”

“Nothing much has happened, Steve,” he said. “We’ve had a couple of offers, but they weren’t the kind of association we were interested in. Right now we’re in pretty good shape. We got a couple of records on the charts.”

“Still interested in talking?”

“Could be,” he said cautiously, then blew the whole thing with his next question. “When would you like to sit down?”

“I’ll be back in California tomorrow. Why don’t you come over to the studio for lunch?”

“Twelve thirty okay?”

“Perfect,” I said and put down the telephone. “You heard the conversation. I’ll meet him tomorrow.” I got to my feet. “I’ll keep you informed.”

They left the office and Fogarty came on the intercom. “Miss Darling called twice while you were in the meeting. Do you want me to get her for you?”

“No.” I clicked off, then put the switch back on.

“Yes, Mr. Gaunt?”

“If Miss Darling should call again, tell her that I have no interest in talking to her.”

Fogarty was silent for a moment. “Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I said and clicked off.

***

Denise opened the door for me herself. “Stephen,” she smiled. “It’s been a long time.”

I gave her the roses and kissed her cheek. “Too long,” I said. “But you look younger than ever.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Now I know why I like seeing you. You’re good for my ego.”

I followed her into the living room. Outside the windows the snow covered the park, and the sound of traffic far below rose faintly to our ears.

“What would you like to drink? Sam is showering, he’ll be out in a minute.”

A maid gave me the drink. I tasted it. Good. “This is a lovely room.”

“I’m glad you like it,” she said, pleased. She gave the flowers to the maid. “You can’t decorate in California the way you do here.”

I nodded. California living was much less formal. “Happy to be back?”

“Yes,” she said. “Sam is too. He never really liked California. He’s a New Yorker through and through.”

Junior came into the room. He was almost as tall as I, slim and slightly awkward, with long, evenly cut hair. He came over to me, his hand out. “Uncle Steve.”

We shook hands. “Junior,” I said. I grinned at him. “Either I’m growing shorter or you’re growing taller. It has to be at least three years since I’ve seen you.”

“Yes,” he laughed. “At my bar mitzvah.”

I nodded. “That was a swinging affair.”

He laughed again. “It sure was. My father had a ball.”

Sam came into the room. “How do you like it?” he asked, gesturing to the apartment.

“It’s great,” I said.

He turned to Denise. “Where’s Myriam?”

“She’ll be here,” Denise said.

“It’s after eight o’clock,” he said. He turned back to me. “That daughter of mine has no concept of time. She’s always late.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ve got time. I’m not leaving until eleven. I’m making the midnight plane.”

“Going back to the coast?” Sam asked.

I nodded.

The doorbell rang. “That must be Myriam,” he said. “I’ll get it.”

I turned back to Denise. We could hear his voice from the other room. “What kind of a way is that to dress?” he yelled. “If your skirt was any shorter you’d have to shave!”

We couldn’t hear her reply.

Junior grinned. “Pop’s at it again.”

I turned to the door just as they appeared in it. Sam came right into the room, but she stood there staring at me. I stared back at her.

Sam stopped and turned around. “Myriam, you remember Uncle Steve, don’t you?”

She hesitated a moment, then came toward me, her hand outstretched. “Of course I do,” she said.

I took her hand. Her face was pale beneath her makeup. There was a strange frightened look in her eyes. “Myriam,” I said.

Over her shoulder I could see Junior watching us with a peculiarly private form of amusement. I suddenly realized that he had been the only person in the room who had known in advance what would happen.

“But I think I’m a little too grown up to call you ‘Uncle’ anymore,” Darling Girl said.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The maid returned with the roses in a vase. She looked questioningly at Denise.

“Put them on the piano, Mamie,” Denise said.

Mamie crossed the room, put down the flowers, and turned to us. “Dinner is ready.”

I was seated next to Darling Girl. She was busy playing games. “Are you going to be in town for awhile?” she asked.

“I’m leaving for the coast tonight,” I said. Opposite me, Junior grinned. I saw him glance at his sister.

“Myriam was thinking of going to the coast,” he said. “She says there’s more work out there.”

“Over my dead body, she’ll go,” Sam said. “I have enough trouble keeping track of her right here.”

Mamie placed the soup in front of us. I took a spoonful and almost dropped it in my lap. Beneath the tablecloth, Darling Girl had put her hand on my cock.

“What do you think, Steve?” she asked in a falsely sweet voice. “Don’t you think there is more work out there?”

“I’m not all that sure,” I answered. “It would seem to me that if you have real talent one place is as good as the other.”

“You’ll go out there only if you have a firm job,” Sam said.

She looked into my eyes, teasing. “Why don’t you give me a job, Uncle Steve?”

“That’s enough,” Denise said firmly. “Steve came here for dinner, not to be bothered.”

“I don’t mind, Denise, I’m used to things like that. I have a standard answer.”

“What’s that?” Darling Girl asked.

“Send in your picture. I’ll see that it gets to the casting department.”

“Then what happens?”

“They put it in the file-and-forget folder.” I almost went out of my seat as she pinched me.

“I’m sorry I asked,” she said in a cold voice.

***

I looked at my watch. “Time for me to go. Thank you for a lovely dinner, Denise.”

“We enjoyed seeing you.”

“Can you give me a lift?” Darling Girl asked. “I’m going to Ninetieth and York. It’s on your way.”

“Okay,” I said.

“I’ll go down to the car with you,” Sam said. He went to the foyer closet for our coats.

“So long, Uncle Steve,” Junior smiled. We shook hands. He glanced around quickly to see if anyone was near. “Myriam’s been in love with you ever since she was a kid,” he whispered. “That’s why she was so shook up when she saw you.”

I looked at him with relief. At least there were some things he didn’t know. “So long, Junior.”

We went out into the elevator. Sam looked at me. “What are we going to do about those pictures?”

Darling Girl was watching us with peculiar concentration. I didn’t answer.

The elevator door opened. “You go on to the car,” Sam said to her. “I want to talk to Steve for a minute.”

She kissed his cheek and ran out. I saw the chauffeur hold the door for her. When it closed Sam turned to me.

“That girl’s a problem. She’s running with all the bums in New York. I don’t dare tell her mother.”

“She’s young yet.”

“I hope she finds some nice boy and settles down,” he said.

“She will. Give her time.”

The words seemed to come reluctantly to his lips. “We’ve always been friends. I’ll lay it right on the line for you. If we don’t make a deal and make it quick, I’m bust.”

I saw Darling Girl looking back through the window of the car at us. I turned to him. “How much do you need?”

“Four million dollars.”

“What about Dave Diamond?”

“I can’t go to him. I’m into him for ten million now and he’s hollering.” He took a deep breath. “I had a run of bad luck, but I got a couple of pictures almost finished that I think will be winners.”

That was film talk. Nobody ever made a picture that wasn’t going to be a big winner. I looked out at Darling Girl. She was still watching us.

“What have you got that isn’t in hock?”

“Nothing.” He thought for a moment. “Except the stock in my company.”

“What can you get for that?”

“Right now?” He didn’t wait for my answer. “Not a penny. But if I had the room to operate with the four million it would be worth twenty-five million in a year.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll take twenty-five percent for four million dollars and give you an option to buy it back within one year for the same money or book value, whichever is higher.”

“You mean Sinclair will buy twenty-five percent of my company?”

“No. Sinclair won’t,” I said. “I will.”

He took my hand and gripped it hard. For the first time since I knew him, he was speechless.

“Tell your lawyer to call me at the studio tomorrow,” I said and went out to the car.

It was a hell of a price to pay for fucking his daughter.

She moved to the far end of the seat as I got into the car. “Ninetieth and York,” I said. “Then American Airlines at Kennedy.”

“No,” she said. “That was just an excuse to get out of there. I’ll go to the airport with you.”

“What for?”

“I want to talk to you.”

I was silent.

“You could at least listen,” she said.

“Skip York Avenue,” I said to the chauffeur. “We’ll go right to the airport.”

She pressed the button near her and the glass partition went up, blocking the chauffeur from us. I took a cigarette and lit it. She looked at me. I held the pack toward her.

She dragged on the cigarette and leaned back in the seat. She looked at the chauffeur’s head, not at me. “I love you,” she said.

The car went two blocks.

“You don’t believe that, do you?” She still wasn’t looking at me.

I didn’t answer.

“I’m not a child,” she said. “I’m not crazy. I got hung up on you when I was a little girl. It’s always been like that?”

“Why didn’t you tell me who you were when you came in that night?”

“At first it was a big joke,” she said. “Then I was afraid. Afraid you’d be angry and stop seeing me.”

Suddenly I was tired. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. “It doesn’t matter now,” I said wearily. “It’s over.”

I heard her move on the seat and opened my eyes. “Because of last night?”

“No,” I said.

“Then why?”

“Because I’m too old to start teaching kindergarten to emotionally disturbed children.”

“Is that what you think I am?”

“What do you think you are?”

Her eyes filled with tears, but she kept looking at me. “Like everyone else,” she said. “A little mixed up, a little frightened. Trying to grab it all in before the bomb. What makes you think I’m so different from every other girl you’ve been balling?”

“Maybe that’s just it,” I said bluntly. “You’re no different.”

“Oh!” She gasped as if I had physically hit her. She closed her eyes. We didn’t speak until the car came off the Van Wyck Expressway into the airport. He turned onto the ramp at the terminal.

“Steve,” she said.

I looked at her.

“Take me with you,” she asked.

“No.”

She seemed to shrink at the coldness in my tone. Her voice grew very small and very tight. “Don’t close me out, Steve. I’ve nowhere else to go.”

The car stopped and I got out. I leaned back into the car. “Myriam,” I said. “Would you like to do yourself a favor?”

She just looked at me with wide dark eyes.

“Do what your father wants. Find yourself a nice boy and settle down.” I started to close the door.

She put her hand on the door and held it open. “Steve. Please.”

“Turn it off, Myriam. You’re a big girl now,” I said wearily. “Can’t you see it just won’t work?”

I pushed the door shut and walked into the terminal without looking back.


CHAPTER NINE

My first stop in the morning was Dave Diamond’s office on the second floor of the California Consolidated Bank’s head office on Wilshire Boulevard. He came out from behind the walnut executive desk that made him look half his size and held out his hand. “This is a surprise.”

I took his hand. Over in the corner of the room a small television set was running the latest market figures. It was one of the services of our UHF station. It was amazing how big an audience it pulled. Everybody was interested in money.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, as his secretary put a cup of black coffee in front of me.

“Two things,” I said. “First, I want you to give me a complete rundown on Joe Regan and Symbolic Records.”

“You’ll have that in ten minutes,” he said. “We keep a current file on all companies we do business with.” He spoke a few words into the telephone and turned back to me. “What’s the second?”

“I want to borrow four million dollars.”

“Personally?” he asked.

“Personally.”

“Money’s very tight,” he said.

“I know. That’s why I’m here. This is where you come when it’s hard to get.”

He laughed. “You guys must think I print it.”

“Don’t you?”

He laughed again and became serious. “What’s your collateral?”

“Sinclair stock,” I said.

“Good collateral, but do you have enough stock to cover the loan? We’re allowed to lend seventy-five percent of the market value.”

“I have enough.”

“Okay,” he said. “When do you want the money?”

“As soon as I can get it.”

“I’ll put it in the works.” He picked up the telephone again and spoke a few minutes to his loan department. “See how easy it is? Just visit your friendly neighborhood banker.”

I smiled.

“If it’s not a secret,” he asked delicately, “what do you want the money for?”

“I’m buying twenty-five percent of Samarkand.”

He stared at me incredulously. “Sam Benjamin’s company?”

I nodded.

“I don’t believe it. You gotta be too smart for that. Do you know how much he owes us that he can’t pay back?

I had nothing to say.

“Eight million dollars!” he said vehemently. “And I was the world’s prize shmuck to give it to him!”

I smiled. Sam even had to exaggerate his disasters. “Well, now you don’t have to feel so bad. You’ve got company.”

“It may sound crazy to you,” he said. “Like I’m talking against myself. Your loan is good business for us, we charge the highest interest rates in town. Besides that, we’ll grab a million dollars of that money right off the top before he even sees it because that’s what’s due right now. So you see we can’t get hurt by it and still, I’m telling you just one thing—” He paused to catch his breath. “Don’t do it!”

His secretary came into the office and put some papers on his desk. “The report on Symbolic Records that you asked for, Mr. Diamond.”

He nodded and she left the office. He looked down at the report and then back at me. “Now if you wanted to but this company I would say it’s a smart thing. They’re doing good business and once you get rid of the shylocks and put in proper management you got a chance. But the other’s like throwing the money into the sewer.”

“I appreciate your honesty, Dave,” I said. “But I’m committed.”

“Nothing’s committed until the money is passed,” he said. He saw I wasn’t going to answer. “Okay. But I’m your friend. At least you can tell me why.”

“Let’s put it this way,” I said. “Everybody has to pay his dues. I’m paying mine.”

***

By the time I completed the arrangements at the bank, signed the papers, had the stock certificates brought up from the vault, it was almost twelve o’clock.

“Everything’s clear on this end,” Dave said. “I’ll credit Sam’s account as soon as you notify me.”

“I’ll call you from the studio.”

Joe Regan was waiting by the time I reached my office. “Give me ten minutes,” I said. “And we can go right over to the commissary.”

“Take your time, Steve,” he said.

I went into my office and placed a call to my attorney in New York and another call to Sam. The attorney’s call came through first.

“It’s a simple transaction, Paul.” Briefly I explained it to him.

“I understand,” he said.

“I’ll arrange for Sam and his attorney to go over to your office,” I said. “As soon as I hear from you that they have delivered the stock and signed the repurchase option, I’ll have the money transferred to his account.”

“It would be preferable if the money could be paid over at the time of the closing,” Paul said.

“All right. Notify me when you set the closing and I’ll have Dave Diamond at the bank on a conference hookup.”

“That’s better,” Paul said. “I’ll get back to you.”

Sam was on the line as soon as Paul got off. “The money is ready for you,” I said. “Have your attorney get in touch with Paul Gitlin. He’ll handle the closing for me.”

“Why Paul Gitlin?” Sam snorted. “I’ve done business with him before. He’s a monster.”

“For four million dollars you can afford to love him,” I said.

“Can I get the money today?” Sam asked.

“He says all you have to do is deliver the stock, sign the agreement, and you’ve got the money.”

“I love him already,” Sam said.

I put down the telephone and had my girl bring Joe Regan into the office. “How about a drink before we go over to lunch?” I asked. “There’s no hard liquor sold in the commissary.”

“Bourbon and water,” Joe said quickly.

I nodded to the girl and she went to the bar and fixed our drinks. She brought them to us and left the office.

“Cheers,” I said.

He nodded and we drank. “Ah, that helps,” he said. “I’m glad you called. I really couldn’t speak the other day. I had some people in the office and I had to put you on the box.”

“I guessed as much.”

“They’re beginning to squeeze,” he said. “They want to move in the way they did on that company back East.”

I let him talk.

“I was getting ready to turn it over to them. It’s getting so that I can’t sleep nights.” His glass was empty. “Can I have another?”

I got up and walked over to the bar. I refilled his glass and went back behind my desk.

He took a swallow of the drink. “I was going to give it to them and walk away from it. Can you imagine that? Fifteen years of my life and I’m ready to chuck it.”

“What does it take to get them out?”

“Just pay them what I owe them,” he said. “They don’t own any stock—yet. That was the next step. They offered to knock off half the loans for fifty percent of the company.”

“How much do you owe them?” I asked.

“About a million seven.”

“That’s not bad.”

“To you,” he said. “But not to me. As much money as we make, I can never seem to catch up.”

“Relax,” I said, putting down my empty glass. “Let’s put our heads together. We ought to be able to work something out.”

I started to get up and the phone rang. It was Paul on the line from New York. “I just heard from Benjamin,” he said. “They’ll be over at my office at five o’clock. If you set up the conference call for five thirty, everything should be in order. That’s two thirty your time.”

“Will do,” I said.

“Steve,” he said.

“Yes.”

“It’s none of my business, I know, but have you thought about this?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Speaking as an attorney,” he said, “I’m not familiar with your employment contract, but there could be a clause in it that prohibits you from doing something like this.”

“There isn’t.”

“There’s also a question of ethics,” he said. “After all, they are a company with whom your company does business. There could be a question of conflict of interest.”

“It can never come to that,” I said. “It’s actually nothing but a loan; I’m taking the stock merely as a form of security. That’s why the repurchase agreement.”

“Then why don’t you let me draw it up that way?” he asked. “It might not help much, but it will look a little better if anything does come up.”

“You’re the lawyer, you do it anyway you think right. Just have it ready for him today.”

“I will,” he said. “I feel better about it already.”

“So do I, Paul. Thank you.” I put down the phone and turned to Joe. “Come on, let’s go to lunch.”

“I could just as well sit here and drink,” he said.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “I’ll have something sent in.”

He was smashed by the time he left. But I had a hunch that it wasn’t the liquor as much as it was relief. He was going to get two and a half million dollars of Sinclair stock for his company and we were going to pay off the debt.

The conference call came through almost as soon as he had left. Sam was on the line as soon as the formalities were completed. “I just wanted to thank you.”

“You don’t have to,” I said. “Just make it work and you get your stock back.”

“I will. Everything will be all right now. It really will be a happy New Year.”

That was the first time I realized that it was New Year’s Eve.

***

It was too late to make any plans. Besides I wasn’t in much of a mood to hit any of the parties. I was tired and all I wanted was to go back to the hotel, take a hot bath, have some dinner, watch a little television, and go to bed. I made only one mistake. I never should have turned on the television set.

Television on New Year’s Eve is filled with nostalgia. I began to drink. At nine o’clock, I watched the lighted ball drop down the Times Building at midnight in New York while Guy Lombardo played; at ten o’clock I caught Woody Herman at midnight in Chicago. By that time I had killed almost a bottle of Scotch and I stumbled into bed.

I thought I would go right to sleep, but the whiskey was working on me. I was too high to drift off. I lay there half in and half out of the world while the sounds of the approaching midnight grew louder around the hotel.

It was five minutes to twelve when the front doorbell of the bungalow began to ring. I waited a few minutes, hoping whoever it was would realize their mistake and go away. They didn’t. The bell kept ringing.

Finally I got out of bed, slipped on my robe. I threw the door open angrily, ready to blast anyone who stood there.

She was there, looking up at me with wide, timid eyes. “I was—I was afraid I wouldn’t get here in time,” she said in a soft voice. “Happy New Year.”

I opened my arms and she came into them.


CHAPTER TEN

I rolled over in the bed and looked at her. She opened her eyes. “Good morning,” I said.

She smiled. “Happy 1965.”

I kissed her. “Happy 1965.” I picked up the phone and asked for room service. I looked back at her. “What would you like for breakfast?”

She made a face. “Just coffee.”

“I’m starved,” I said and ordered the works.

“You’re not going to be able to eat all that,” she said.

“Watch me,” I said. I rolled on top of her pressing her into the bed with my weight. Her arms went up around my neck and pulled my face down to her. Her mouth was morning sweet.

“What would you have done if I hadn’t come out?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Been lonely.”

She held my cheek close to her face while she whispered, “My cunt feels so good. So warm and loved.” She drew back and looked into my eyes. “I’m still full of you. You poured. Man, how you poured.”

“You keep on talking like that,” I said, “and you might have to go through the whole thing over again.”

“You don’t frighten me,” she smiled. “I love it.”

I started to kiss her again, but the doorbell rang. “Damn,” I said.

She slipped out of bed. “You wanted breakfast.” She started for the bathroom. I called her and she turned in the doorway and looked back.

“You’re beautiful. Do you know that?”

“Go get your breakfast,” she laughed. “I don’t want to be responsible for your starving to death.”

I slipped into my robe and went to the front door. I was drinking the orange juice before the pink cloth-covered table came to a stop.

I had almost finished my ham and eggs by the time she came out of the bedroom, wrapped in a towel, her hair still wet from the shower. I looked at her with my mouth full and gestured to the chair.

She sat down, poured herself some coffee, and didn’t speak until I had finished mopping up my plate with the last piece of English muffin.

“You weren’t kidding,” she said when I put down my knife and fork.

“I told you I was hungry.” I poured myself more coffee. “I feel better now.”

She picked up her coffee cup.

I got up and pulled the venetian blind. The sunlight flooded into the room. “It’s a beautiful day out and we have a long three-day weekend in front of us. Why don’t we take off?”

“And go where?” she asked.

“Palm Springs?”

“Too dull,” she said.

“Las Vegas?”

“Too busy,” she said.

“The ocean? We can go down to La Jolla and charter a boat.”

“I get seasick just looking at the waves,” she said.

“What would you like to do then?” I asked.

“Why do we have to do anything?” she smiled up at me. “Why can’t we just stay in and fuck?”

“Can’t top that,” I said. “Okay, if that’s what you want, go get dressed.”

Her surprise showed in her voice. “What for?”

“If that’s all we’re going to do this weekend,” I said, “I’ve got a much more romantic place to do it.”

***

I turned the car into the driveway and went on into the carport. I got out of the car. “Come on.”

She followed me to the front door and I took out a key and opened it. “You walk down,” I explained.

We stopped at the bedroom on the first level and I put away the valise into which we had tumbled enough things for the weekend. I hit the button and the ceiling rolled back.

She threw herself on the bed and looked up. The overhead sun bathed her in gold. “I don’t believe it,” she cried.

“That’s only the beginning,” I said. I hit the other button and the bed began to move and the television sets came up and down around the room. I turned the switch off and everything stopped.

“Enough for now,” I said. “Let me show you the rest of the place.”

We went on down the steps into the living room. I pressed a wall switch and the drapes moved back. All Los Angeles lay there at our feet. I moved back the sliding glass door and we stepped outside. The small oval pool sparkled in the sunlight.

“It’s beautiful,” she yelled, kicking off her shoes and pulling her dress over her head. She dove into the pool and came up sputtering water. She squinted her eyes and turned her face toward me. “Whose place is this?”

“Mine,” I answered.

She swam back toward me, her naked body gleaming even more whitely in the blue water. She rested her arms on the edge of the pool. “How long have you had it?”

“Five years about.”

“Who lives here?”

“Nobody,” I said.

She was silent for a moment. “I don’t get it. With a place like this, why keep living in the hotel?”

“I’m not ready for it, I guess. Besides I get service in the hotel.” I began to take off my shirt. “I tried it for one night.”

“And?”

“It was too empty.” I stepped out of my shoes and slacks and pulled off my shorts. I ran naked to the diving board and held my hands over my head.

“Yum, yum, yum,” she laughed, looking up at me.

I dove into the water. Between the pool heater and the sun, the water was warm. I came up looking for her. I didn’t see her.

She was a white streak under the water as she caught me around the waist, her mouth nibbling at my loins. We sank into the pool and came up blowing water.

“Hey,” I asked laughing, “do you know you can drown trying to do something like that?”

“Do you know a better way to die?” she asked.

***

When the sun went down we had steaks and baked potatoes that I had picked up at the market on Sunset on our way over. Afterward we turned on the stereo and stretched out in front of the fireplace.

“How do you feel?” I asked as I turned to her with the brandy warmed by the hearth.

“Fantastic,” she said. She sipped her brandy. “Am I anything like your wife?”

I was startled. “What makes you ask?”

“Once, last night, when you were inside me, you called out her name. Barbara, wasn’t it?”

“Yes,” I said. “Barbara.”

“Do I remind you of her?”

I looked into my brandy glass. It was dark and golden. I swished the liquor around. “In a kind of way.”

“How?”

“Attitudes mostly. Nothing I could put my finger on. The way you both looked at life and approached it. Barbara was a very physical person. She, too, wanted to feel everything, taste everything.”

“Did she?”

“No,” I said. “But then, no one ever does.”

She was silent. Then she took another sip of the brandy. “I will,” she said.

***

Later that night when I was lying on her and in her and our skins were like extensions of each other, she looked into my eyes. “I want to see the sky,” she said.

“It will be cold, the nights are cold,” I said.

“I don’t care,” she said. “You’ll keep me warm.”

I reached across then hit the switch. The cool night air came rushing down over us. The moon painted her face a pale white.

She pulled my head down to her breast. “Don’t move,” she said. Then she pulled the sheet over us up to our shoulders. “Now turn your head and look up.”

It was beautiful. The moon and the stars filled the midnight-blue velvet of the sky.

“It’s like flying, isn’t it?” she whispered.

“Yes,” I said.

I could feel her tighten around me. “I love you.”

I thrust myself deeply into her until she groaned trying to absorb all of me. “More, I want more,” she said huskily. “Put all of you inside me. Your balls, your whole body. All of you.”

It was like that the whole weekend. We never left the house except to go to the market for food, the liquor store for wine and whiskey, and the Strip for grass.

On Monday I brought the rest of my things from the hotel and we moved in.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“I’ll have to find an apartment,” she said.

“Why?”

“You know why. How would it look if Mother or Daddy called me and the service answered, ‘Gaunt residence’?”

“That’s simple,” I said. “We’ll have a separate line put in. Only you will answer it.”

“And the address?”

“Nobody knows this place. That wouldn’t make any difference.”

She shook her head. “It wouldn’t work. The first thing they’ll want to do if they come out here is see my apartment. Just to make sure that I have a comfortable place to live.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Don’t look so hurt,” she laughed. “I’m not moving out. It’s just a cover.”

“Try to find a place nearby.”

“I’ll need a car too.”

“I’ve arranged for that already. A Mustang convertible will be delivered here for you tomorrow.”

“White with red leather?” she asked.

I nodded.

She flung her arms around me like an excited little girl.

That was on Monday. When I came from the studio Tuesday evening, she was pacing up and down the living room. “They didn’t deliver the car yet.”

“I’ll check them tomorrow,” I said casually. “I’ll get into a pair of slacks and we’ll go out for a bite to eat.”

“I’m not hungry!” she said petulantly and went up the steps to the bedroom. I could hear the door slam.

I went over to the bar and poured myself a drink. I wondered if there was anything I had done to upset her. I looked down at the ashtray behind the bar.

It was filled with cigarette butts, half of them roaches. It all began to make sense. She had been bored with nothing to do all day and now she was coming down from her high.

I swallowed some of my drink and sat there. I heard her footsteps on the stairs and turned around. She had put on a pair of pants.

She came toward me and took a cigarette from the bar. I held the light for her. She looked slightly pale, blue shadows under her eyes, and there seemed to be faint beads of perspiration on her forehead.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked.

“No,” she answered shortly. She dragged on the cigarette.

“What is it?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she said antagonistically.

“I think I might. Is it a female thing?”

For a moment I thought I detected a kind of relief in her eyes. “Something like that,” she admitted.

I didn’t speak.

“Ever since I began to take the pill,” she said. “There are times when I go out of whack.”

“Why didn’t you say so? Is there anything I can do?”

She shook her head. “No.” She dragged on the cigarette, then looked at me. “Can I borrow the car for a few minutes?” she asked. “I’ll run down to the drugstore. Maybe I can find something there that’ll help me.”

“I’ll drive you down if you like.”

“No. You don’t have to bother,” she said. “You take your shower and change. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Okay. The keys are in the car.”

She kissed my cheek. “Thanks.” She ran up the steps. I heard the motor start and the car move out of the driveway. Then I took my drink from the bar and went up to shower.

It was over an hour and I was on my third drink by the time she got back. I heard her footsteps on the stairs crossing over to the bedroom, then I heard the bathroom door close. I made myself another drink and waited. It was another fifteen minutes before she came down.

“How do you feel?”

“Better,” she said.

“You look better.” It was true. Her color was more normal and the blue shadows seemed to be disappearing from beneath her eyes. “What did the druggist give you?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But he made me take it there and wait to see if it worked. That’s what took so long.”

“I’m glad it worked,” I said. “Would you like a drink?”

“No,” she smiled, taking my arm. “You must be starved. Let’s go out to eat.”

“Okay,” I said, putting down my drink. “But you might have to drive. I think I’m a little smashed.”

“My poor baby,” she smiled. She pulled my face down to her and kissed me. “I’m sorry I gave you such a hard time.”

***

She found a small apartment on the hill just below the house. She put a telephone into the apartment and an extension line to the house. That way whenever the telephone rang in the apartment, it would also ring at the house. It worked very well.

She was generally awake and on the phone to her agent by the time I left in the morning. She spent a good part of the day running around town on interviews. Once I asked her how she was doing.

“It’s a drag,” she said. “All most of them want is to get laid.”

Another time when I came home, she was sitting in the fading light in the living room, dragging on a reefer.

“Aren’t you turning on a little early?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

I went over and kissed the top of her head. “You can talk to me,” I said. “I’m your friend.”

“I have to get a job,” she said. “I have to.”

“Why the blues?” I asked. “You’re only out here a few weeks. It takes time until you get established.”

“Daddy’s raising hell,” she said. “He says if I don’t get something within a month, he wants me to come home.”

“You spoke to him?”

“Just before you came home,” she answered. “He and Mother called me.”

“Keep on making the rounds,” I said. “Something will turn up. They’re beginning to cast next fall’s shows.”

“So what?” she asked. “I keep losing the job to somebody’s girlfriend. Maybe I’m using the wrong approach.”

“No, you’re not,” I smiled. “You’ve got a friend at Sinclair.”

She looked up at me, a hope in her eyes. “You mean you’ll do something to help me?”

“I might,” I put on a false leer. “Of course you know what that means. You’ll have to show your appreciation. You might even have to sacrifice your honor.”

“I’m willing, I’m willing,” she laughed. She got to her feet and pulled off her dress. “Now?”

“It’s as good a time as any,” I said, pulling her to me.

The next morning I heard they were looking for a new girl in one of our Western series. I had her go up for it. It wasn’t much of a part, but it was good exposure and she got it.

***

At the end of the month I had to go into New York for the board meeting. Besides, the rock show was ready and I wanted to see how Jack would juggle the schedule to accommodate it. She drove me out to the airport.

“You hurry back,” she said.

“I will,” I promised.

“And stay away from the New York girls. I’m a very jealous woman.”

“I know that,” I laughed. I kissed her and went into the terminal as she drove off. But the airport was socked in by fog and at one o’clock in the morning when they announced that all flights were canceled for the night, I caught a taxi and went home.

She was fast asleep, curled in a ball, the sheets kicked down around her feet. There was a kind of childlike defenselessness about the way she lay there that made me smile to myself. A dozen burglars could have come and gone and she wouldn’t have known the difference. Gently, I picked up the sheet and covered her.

I undressed in the dark and went into the bathroom, closing the door before I turned on the light so that I would not disturb her.

I went over to my washbasin and turned on the water. As usual, it ran cold and I waited for the hot water to come through the pipes. I glanced over at her washbasin and forgot all about the hot water. The two washbasins were built into the same marble counter. Her side was normally cluttered with her makeup and hairpins and combs and brushes. Tonight there was something added. A teaspoon, some burnt wooden matches, and a hypodermic needle.

There was a small envelope lying beside the hypo. I picked it up and opened it. There were several small packets inside. I took one out and opened it. It was filled with a fine, white, crystalline powder. I put some on my finger and tasted it. The sickly bittersweet taste of “shit” lingered on my tongue.

Suddenly it all made sense to me. Her peculiar attack of nervousness the day the car didn’t arrive. The strange glazed look in her eyes that night in New York I went to pick her up at the party. The funny way she slurred her speech at times as if her tongue were too thick to say the words. No one ever traveled that far on pot.

But I still couldn’t believe it.

I took a washcloth from the rack and held it under the hot water until it was soaking wet. I squeezed it out and went back into the bedroom. I pulled the sheet away from her and hit all the lights.

She came awake with a start. “Steve!”

I grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her arm out straight. I began to rub the inside of her elbow with the washcloth.

She tried to pull her arm away. “Steve! Have you gone mad?”

I held her arm tightly without answering. The makeup came off all over the washcloth. I looked down at the suddenly naked white flesh. The needle marks were there. All around the purple-blue veins.

I flung the washcloth angrily across the room. “Damn you!” I said. “Damn you for a stupid bitch!”

My Darling Girl was a first-class addict.


CHAPTER TWELVE

I sat at the bar in the living room, swirling the Scotch in the glass. I heard her footsteps on the staircase behind me. I didn’t turn around.

She crossed the room and sat down at the bar beside me. “Steve.”

I didn’t look at her. “Yes?”

“I’m not on the stuff. Really. It was only because I was lonely. I missed you and I couldn’t sleep.”

“Don’t lie to me, Myriam,” I said. I turned to look at her. “I counted at least six punctures on your left arm. How many have you got on your right?”

“I can kick it anytime I want.”

“Who are you kidding, Myriam?” I asked. “Did you ever try?”

“I’ll prove it,” she said. “Look.” She opened her hand and showed me the small packets. She got down from the stool and went behind the bar. She turned the water on in the sink and began to open the packets one by one and empty them.

I reached over the bar and took one packet from her hand. I opened it and tasted it. Bicarbonate of soda. I gave the packet back to her. “I never knew a junkie yet who could pour the stuff down the drain.”

She stared at me. Slowly she turned off the tap. “I love you,” she said. “Do you know that?”

“Sure,” I said sarcastically. “I would not love thee half so much, loved I not heroin more.” I put Scotch in my glass and walked away, leaving her. I sank into the couch facing the window. Los Angeles lights were out there in the night. But somehow it didn’t look all that beautiful anymore.

She came from behind the bar and stood in front of me. “What are you going to do?”

“Nothing.” I looked up at her. “It’s your problem, not mine.”

The tears began to well into her eyes. “Don’t turn me off like that, Steve.” She sank to the floor in front of me, clasping me around the knees. The racking sobs shook her entire body. “Help me, Steve. Please help me.”

She grabbed at my hand and began to cover it with quick tiny kisses. The hot tears burned my skin. “Help me, help me, help me,” she kept murmuring over and over.

I looked down at her. For a moment I could have cried. After all, it wasn’t that far back that she was a little girl. I stroked her hair.

She caught my hand and held it to her cheek. “What am I going to do?” she asked, her voice filled with despair.

I was silent, looking at her.

“Tell me, Steve,” she said insistently, almost fiercely.

“There are three things that I can think of that you can do,” I said. “But I don’t think you’ll do any of them.”

“Tell me,” she said again.

“One, you can go back to New York and tell your parents. Have them help you.”

“No,” she said. “It would kill my mother.”

“Second,” I said, “you can go to England and sign on. At least that way you’ll get the stuff under medical supervision.”

“No. That would take me away from you. I’ll be over there and you’ll be here. And I couldn’t come back.”

“The third is the roughest,” I said.

She didn’t speak.

“Sign yourself in at Vista Carla.” It was probably the best private narcotics rehabilitation center in America. And the most expensive. But they had every modern technique that was needed. Medical and psychological. “In the morning.”

I felt the cold shiver run through her. Fear was a very real thing. “Is there anything else?”

“Sure there is,” I said harshly. “Don’t do anything. Just keep on the way you’re going and slide into the shithouse.”

She was silent for a long while. I lit a cigarette and gave it to her, then lit another for myself. I watched her. There were lines on her face that had never been there before.

The cigarette had burned almost to her fingers before she spoke. “If I do that,” she asked, “you won’t leave me?”

“No,” I said.

“You’ll come and see me?”

“Yes.”

“You mean it?”

I nodded.

“I won’t make it without you,” she said. “I know that.”

“You’ll make it,” I said, drawing her up into my arms. “I’ll help you.”

***

Vista Carla was set in the rolling hills just back of Santa Barbara. We got there about noon. If it weren’t for the ten-foot iron fence around the ground and the uniformed guard at the big gate, it could be mistaken for a rich man’s country mansion.

I stopped outside the closed gate and gave the guard my name. He went back into the gatehouse and came out with a small book.

“Is that the patient with you?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “Miss Darling.”

He peered into the car at her for a moment. She didn’t look at him, just down at her nervously twisting hands. He nodded and stepped back. “You go on up the driveway,” he said. “Turn left at the top and stop at the main entrance. You’ll find a place to park there. Dr. Davis will be waiting for you.”

He went back into the gatehouse. Through the window I saw him press a button. The large iron gates began to swing open. He picked up the telephone as we drove in. The gates swung closed as soon as the car had passed.

An attractive young woman was waiting for us on the steps leading to the entrance. She was wearing a white smock over her short dress. She came down the steps as soon as I had parked the car.

“Mr. Gaunt?” she asked, her hand outstretched.

Her grip was firm and businesslike. “I’m Dr. Shirley Davis.”

“Good to meet you,” I said.

She turned toward Myriam as she came around the car. “Miss Darling? I’m your doctor, Shirley Davis.”

Myriam nodded. She looked at me questioningly.

Dr. Davis laughed. It was a pleasant laugh. “In case you’re wondering about it, I really am a doctor. I’ll show you my diplomas and certificate when we get to my office.”

Myriam laughed. She held out her hand. “Happy to meet you, Dr. Davis.”

I looked at Dr. Davis approvingly. Score one for her. For a moment, Myriam almost sounded as if she meant it. We went up the steps. Dr. Davis took a key from her pocket and opened the door. We went inside and the door swung shut automatically behind us.

“The foyer is furnished in genuine Mexican-Spanish antiques of the nineteenth century,” Dr. Davis explained as she led us through it to her office. “It was donated to Vista Carla by a foundation.”

We paused in front of a dark oak-paneled door. Again Dr. Davis took a key from her pocket. Again the door locked automatically behind us.

The room was comfortably furnished. The only sign that it was a doctor’s office was a small wooden cabinet behind the desk, through the windows of which I could see various colored vials of medicine.

“Why don’t you sit here on the couch, Mr. Gaunt,” Dr. Davis said, “while Miss Darling and I attend to the necessary routines? There are some magazines on the table if you care to read.”

I sat down as they went to the far end of the room. Dr. Davis took out some forms. She began to read the questions in a low voice.

I picked up the magazines. They were back issues of medical journals. I imagined they would be very interesting if you were a medical historian. I put them down and looked out the window.

An occasional patient went by, always accompanied by a nurse. Other than that, the green rolling lawns seemed almost pristine in their virginity.

“I guess that about completes the forms,” I heard Dr. Davis say. I turned back into the room from the window.

The doctor was standing, holding a large manila envelope. “If you’ll place all your valuables in this,” she said, “we’ll keep them in the safe for you. They will be returned when you leave.”

Silently Myriam took off her rings, a bracelet, and the gold chain she wore around her neck. She dropped them into the envelope.

“Your wristwatch also,” Dr. Davis said.

Myriam unclasped her watch and dropped it into the envelope. The doctor sealed it and placed in on the desk. She pressed a button.

A gray-haired motherly nurse came through the door behind the desk. She stood there waiting.

“Mrs. Graham will show you to your room,” Dr. Davis said. “You will take off all your clothes and put on a hospital gown. Then we’ll begin our examination and tests.”

“This way, my dear,” the nurse said in an agreeable voice. She held the door open behind her.

Myriam got to her feet. She glanced apprehensively at me.

“Don’t worry,” Dr. Davis said quickly. “Mr. Gaunt will be in to see you in your room just as soon as we get you comfortable.”

I smiled reassuringly at Myriam. She tried to return the smile, but she didn’t quite make it. She turned and followed the nurse through the door. I walked over to the desk.

Dr. Davis sat down again and gestured to the seat that Myriam had occupied. I sat down. It was still warm.

“Do you know when the patient had her last shot?” Dr. Davis asked in a cool, businesslike voice.

“As far as I know—last night,” I answered.

“Do you know how long she’s been taking drugs?”

“No.”

“Do you know about how often she takes drugs?”

“No.”

While she had been asking questions she had been studying the papers in front of her that had the information she had gotten from Myriam. Now she looked up at me. “Did the patient come here voluntarily, or under coercion?”

“Voluntarily.”

“Do you think she has a genuine desire to rehabilitate herself?”

“Yes.”

“She’s a very pretty girl,” she said. “I hope we can help her.”

I didn’t answer.

“You know, in cases like this, more depends on the patient than ordinarily.”

“I understand,” I said.

She took out a form. “Please let me know where you can be reached in case of any special problems.”

I gave her all the numbers, including the apartment in New York.

“I hope it won’t be necessary to disturb you,” she said. “But one can never tell. While, as you see, we do observe maximum security precautions, this is a clinic not a prison and sometimes patients do manage to elude us.”

I nodded. “When do you think I will be able to visit?”

“With luck, in one week,” she said. “More probably sometime near the end of the second week. The first two weeks are the most difficult for the patient.” She got to her feet. “I will call you just as soon as I feel she is able to have you visit her.”

I rose. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to her room. She should be ready for us.”

I followed her out through the door that Myriam used. Now I knew we were in a hospital. The corridor was green and sterile. We went up a flight of stairs and down another corridor. She stopped in front of a door and knocked.

“Come in.” The gray-haired nurse opened the door. She turned to Myriam. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, dear.” She walked out past me and I went into the room. The door snapped shut and locked.

Myriam looked like a child in the white hospital gown, propped up in the bed with pillows. I glanced around the room. It was pleasant enough, but the only window in it was high on the wall, near the ceiling.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

Her lower lip trembled. “Frightened.”

I sat down on the bed and took her in my arms. I kissed her. “You’re doing the right thing,” I said. “It will be all right.”

The door opened and the nurse came back in, wheeling a small table on which various instruments were laid out. “Time for us to begin our work, dear,” she said cheerfully.

Myriam looked at me. “When will I see you?”

“The doctor says I can probably come up next week.”

“That’s a long time,” she said. “Why can’t you come before that?”

“I’ll try,” I said.

She held her arms out toward me. “Kiss me again, Steve.”

I kissed her and held her for a moment, then went outside into the corridor. The doctor was waiting there for me.

We began to walk down the hall. “How does she seem to you?” the doctor asked.

“Okay,” I said. “A little frightened.”

“That’s normal enough,” she said. “It’s a big step she’s taking.”

We went down the stairs and at the bottom she turned to me. She held something in her hand. I looked down at it.

“By the way, she had these hidden in the lining of her handbag,” she said.

I nodded. “I kind of expected something like that.” Now I knew where the heroin had gone.

“Do you think she might have any more on her?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“Then don’t worry, Mr. Gaunt,” the doctor smiled. “If she has, Mrs. Graham will turn it up. She’s very good at that sort of thing.”

I thanked the doctor and went outside to my car. I drove down to Los Angeles International Airport and got aboard the three o’clock plane to New York.

The worst part of the whole thing was yet to come. Telling Sam and Denise about their daughter.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I was in the office early. Fogarty followed me with the coffee. She waited until I had taken my first sip. “There was a big panic here yesterday,” she said. “They didn’t know whether you’d be in time for the board meeting today and they couldn’t find you.”

I had some more of the coffee without answering.

“We were wondering whether to call Sinclair. It wouldn’t make much sense to have a board meeting without either of the executive officers present.”

Spencer was on vacation in the Caribbean. He had been gone almost a month. I look up at her. “I’m here.”

I knew she was curious about where I had been yesterday, but I volunteered nothing and she didn’t ask. She knew better. She began to run down the list of calls.

“Mr. Savitt wants to see you before the meeting. He would like to go over the new lineup before he presents it to the board for approval.”

“Ask him up as soon as we’re finished.”

“Mr. Regan called from the coast. He asked me to tell you that his board formally approved the sale of Symbolic Records stock to Sinclair. He asked that you call him as soon as our board approves so that the press release can be coordinated on both coasts.”

I nodded.

“Mr. Benjamin called. He asked me to express his satisfaction to you on the conclusion of the new deal. You don’t have to call back.”

“What deal?”

“Mr. Savitt tried to reach you yesterday and tell you. He bought a package of feature films from him.” She checked her notes. “That’s another thing he wanted to talk to you about.”

“Any other calls?”

“All routine. Nothing special.”

“Okay. Ask Mr. Savitt to come up.”

“Will do,” she said. She placed a folder on the desk in front of me. “There’s your copy of the agenda for today’s board meeting.”

I thanked her and looked through it as she left the office. But it was just a blur of words to me. Darling Girl’s face kept intruding between the paper and my eyes. The fear somehow mixed with trust in her young face.

Jack came into the office. We shook hands while Fogarty placed his coffee in front of him. He waited until she had left the office. “You don’t look well.”

“I’m all right,” I said. “I’m just tired.”

He was silent for a moment. “Maybe you can grab a vacation after the board meeting.”

“When Spencer comes back,” I said. “The bylaws of the company state specifically that one of us must always be around.”

“When is he coming back?”

I shrugged. “The end of March, beginning of April. Sometime like that.”

“That’s two months off.”

“I’ll make it, all I need is a good night’s rest.” I changed the subject. “Bring me up to date on the Benjamin thing. I thought you were dead set against it.”

“I was,” he said. “But Sam came in himself last week without Dan Ritchie and offered me a whole new proposal. He gave us our choice of the package for three million dollars. I got him down to two and a half and then skimmed the cream. I picked the twelve best of the lot. That’s a million and a half less than he had asked before.”

I didn’t say anything. Sam was no fool. With the additional financing he had gotten from me, he didn’t have to be sticky. Between the two, he had managed to put together six and a half million dollars.

Jack mistook my silence for disapproval. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s fine.” I said. “What happened to Ritchie?”

“I don’t really know,” he answered. “I heard they had a fight. Ritchie was supposed to come with the money from the sale of films to television and he struck out. Meanwhile Sam got financing somewhere so he canned him. Ritchie’s pissed off and threatening a suit. But, as far as I know, that’s all scuttlebutt.”

“New York is a fun city.”

“Yeah. Something going on all the time,” he answered. “Can you go over the scheduling now?”

“Yes.”

He took out the charts and schedules. I looked down at them. The same old shit. The headings across the top of the page were always the same. NBC, CBS, ABC, and SINCLAIR. I was bored with it.

***

It was after five o’clock by the time the board meeting was over. I went back to my office and put in a call for Sam.

He came on the phone in high humor. “I’ll make a rich man out of you yet,” he said. “By the time I buy the stock back from you it will be worth double what you loaned me for it.”

It was the first laugh I had that day. “You can ruin my tax picture for ten years with something like that.”

“In that case you better be nice to me,” he said. “Or I’ll pay you what I owe you.”

“I’d like to see you,” I said, turning serious.

“Why don’t you come up to the house for dinner? Only Denise and Junior will be there.”

“I thought Junior was away at school?”

“He just got kicked out,” he said. “They caught him smoking marijuana or masturbating or maybe both in the men’s room. You know how kids are nowadays.”

“I know,” I said. For a moment I almost canceled out. But it was his daughter and he was entitled to know. Now. “I can’t make dinner because I’m catching the nine o’clock back to the coast. How about a drink?”

“Where would you like to meet?” he asked.

“I’ll be at your apartment at six thirty if that’s all right with you.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll see you then.”

***

I got out of the limo in front of the apartment house. “Don’t go away,” I said to the chauffeur. “I don’t know just how long I will be.”

He nodded and I went into the building. I lit a cigarette going up in the elevator and dragged on it. It wasn’t going to be easy. There were a million other things I’d rather tell them.

The maid, Mamie, let me in and I followed her to the library. Sam and Denise were already there and the maid brought me a Scotch on the rocks without my having to ask for it.

“You look so serious,” Sam said as I took it. He laughed. “I don’t know whether I didn’t like you better when you were on martinis.”

I forced a smile. “Cheers,” I said. Even the whiskey tasted lousy.

Junior came into the room. “Hi, Uncle Steve.”

“How are you?”

“Don’t ask him anything,” Sam said. “He’s a bum.” But there was tolerant humor in his smile. “Imagine a son of mine getting caught doing a stupid thing like that.” He turned to Junior. “What was such a big rush? Why didn’t you wait at least until you got back to your own room?”

“Oh, Father,” Junior said in a disgusted voice. He looked at me. “I wasn’t the only one that got busted. There were four of us sharing one lousy little joint.”

It wasn’t getting any easier.

Denise started from the room. “Come, Junior. We’ll leave them to talk business.”

“Don’t go,” I said.

She stopped almost at the door and looked at me. There was an expression in her eyes that made me think of her for the first time as Myriam’s mother.

“This concerns you too,” I said.

She came slowly toward me. “Has it got something to do with Myriam?”

I nodded.

Instinctively she moved toward Sam. I saw her hand search out and find his. She didn’t speak. Just looked at me with a secret fear in her suddenly white face.

I took a deep breath. “Myriam signed herself into Vista Carla sanitarium yesterday morning.”

Sam still didn’t get it. “Is she sick?” he asked in a puzzled voice.

“Yes,” I said.

“Why didn’t she let us know? After all, we are her parents.” He was beginning to get angry. Suddenly he stopped and looked at me. “What’s the matter with her? Is she pregnant?”

“No,” I said. They were probably the most difficult words I ever spoke in my life. “Myriam’s on drugs. She’s addicted to heroin. She went into Vista Carla to try to break the habit.”

“Goddamn it!” Sam roared. He turned to Junior. “Samuel, go to your room!”

“No,” Denise said. “She’s his sister. Let him stay.”

“You and your ideas,” Sam yelled angrily. “Let her become an actress. That’s what she wants. Didn’t I tell you that they’re all nothing but whores and bums? Now I hope you’re satisfied.”

Denise stood there silently, the tears welling in her eyes. I watched her fight to control herself. After a moment, she turned to Sam. “I’ll pack a bag.”

“No!” Sam roared. “You’re not going anywhere.”

“But she’s still my baby,” Denise said. “And she needs me.”

“She didn’t need your help to get into it,” he snapped. “Let her get out of it the same way.”

Denise stared at him for a moment, then walked from the room. He turned to me.

“How did you find out about it?”

“She was at my house the night before last,” I said. “I went into the bathroom and found the hypo.”

I saw the blood climb into his face. His eyes were suspicious narrow slits behind the shining glasses. “What was she doing at your house?”

I didn’t answer.

He gripped my lapels with strong fingers. “Answer me, Goddamn you!”

I stared deep into the anger in his eyes. I pushed his hands away. “She was staying with me,” I said.

I never thought a man of his size and bulk could move that quickly. Too late, I saw the blur of his arm, then the pain exploded in my stomach and I bent almost double. I twisted trying to avoid the blow coming down at me. I caught it between my neck and shoulder and pitched forward to the floor. Another sharp pain exploded in my ribs as he kicked me. I tried to roll away from him.

“Papa! Papa!” Junior screamed, grabbing at him.

“Keep out of this!” He pushed Junior away violently. “I’m gonna kill the son of a bitch!”

I grabbed the edge of the couch and began to pull myself to my feet. Sam came toward me. I stared up into his face, almost unable to move.

Junior flung himself at his father again. “She was in love with him, Papa! She was always in love with him!”

This time Sam half turned and struck him. The boy slammed back against the library shelves. The books began to tumble and fall around him. “I said, keep out of it!”

The boy stared at him with horror-stricken eyes as he turned back to me. I was on my feet now, but I still had to hold onto the couch to keep from falling again.

“You sick bastard!” Sam said, staring at me. “You had to have her too. All the cunts in the world aren’t enough for you!”

I saw his arm go back, but there was no way in the world I could lift my arms to block him. I just didn’t have the strength.

Then, suddenly, Denise was between us. “Sam!”

He stood there, frozen, his fist still cocked.

“She’s twenty-two, Sam. And she’s a woman, not a child,” Denise said. “Steve didn’t have to come and tell us anything if he didn’t want to.”

He kept staring into her eyes. “Get out of my way,” he said harshly.

“She’s my daughter, not yours, Sam,” she said quietly. “Leave him alone!”

He blinked as if he had been hit. Slowly his hands fell to his sides. In spite of the pain, I felt pity for him as he seemed to shrink before my eyes. He walked to the door and then turned back to us.

But it was only Denise he spoke to, I did not exist for him anymore. “If you take one step to go to her,” he said in a shaking voice, “neither of you have to come back!”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I followed Dr. Davis into her office. “It’s not been easy for her,” she said. “She’s having a very difficult time.”

I didn’t speak.

“I’m not quite sure that you should see her even now.”

“It’s two weeks since she’s been here,” I said.

“We can’t work miracles,” she said. “We can only try. After all, she’s been hooked for more than three years now and it’s not that easy to get out of her system.”

“That long?”

“Yes,” she said. “Up to now we have had all we could do to cope with her physical problems. We haven’t had a chance to delve into her psychologically. And four times out of five that’s where we find the key to any kind of a cure.”

“What do you suggest I do then?”

“I would like you to see her,” she answered. “She loves you very much and you’re the only person she seems to want to see. But—”

I noticed her hesitation. “But what?”

“That could be because she thinks she might be able to convince you to take her out of here.”

I listened.

“You have to understand that, for the moment, she’s not the same girl you brought here. She’s like an animal driven by the demands of her addiction. She’ll do anything to get out and get the drug she needs. She’s already made two attempts to escape.”

“I wasn’t told about that.”

“I didn’t bother to mention it in our telephone conversations,” she said. “We accept that almost as normal. If I do let you see her, she’ll play on your sympathy in every way she can.

“What she needs from you more than anything else right now is love and understanding. But you have to draw a very fine line. You can’t afford to oversympathize. If you do, you’ll only raise her hopes that she can get out.

“It’s not an easy thing to do. Do you think you can?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “What do you think?”

“If it goes right, the visit can be extremely helpful. It can give her an even greater motive to get well.”

“Then I should try.” I put out the cigarette and got to my feet.

Dr. Davis nodded and I followed her into the corridor. “Do not appear surprised at the way she looks,” she said as we went up the steps to the second floor. “She’s lost a considerable amount of weight. Compliment her if you can. Try to make her feel attractive. That can be a big help.”

We stopped in front of Myriam’s door and she knocked on it. The same nurse who had been here the day we first came opened the door.

She turned back into the room. “Now, isn’t that nice, dear,” she said. “We have a visitor. Your young man has come to see you.”

“Steve!” I heard her voice. Then she came running to the door and flung herself into my arms. The door snapped shut as the nurse left the room.

“Steve,” she said, beginning to cry. “Steve, Steve, Steve.”

I held her tightly to me, stroking her hair. “Darling Girl,” I whispered.

She looked up into my face, trying to blink away the tears. “I must look horrible. They won’t let me have any makeup.”

“You’re beautiful,” I said. I felt the pang inside me. She was all skin and bones and her eyes were sunken hollows in her face.

“I know better,” she said. “Even if there isn’t a mirror in the room that I can look into.”

“You look fine.”

She walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge. “Come over here and sit next to me.”

I sat down next to her.

She took my hand and put it inside her gown on her breast. “I’m so horny,” she said, looking into my eyes.

I couldn’t speak. I had all I could do to keep from weeping.

“You know I’ve kicked it, don’t you?” she asked. “They say you don’t want sex until you’ve kicked it.”

“I don’t know.”

“It’s true,” she said earnestly. “Feel my cunt. It’s all wet, I’m so horny.”

I shook my head. “The doctor says you’re not strong enough for sex yet. You’re still run down.”

She was suddenly angry. “She would say that. All they care about is keeping me here so they can collect more money. I suppose she didn’t even tell you that I kicked it?”

“She told me you’ve made good progress,” I said cautiously.

“They’re crazy!” she said. She got to her feet. “I could tell you things about this place and the way they treat their patients, you wouldn’t believe.”

She glanced around quickly as if to make sure there was no one else in the room with us. Her voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. “You know that nurse, Mrs. Graham?”

I nodded.

“You think she’s nothing but a nice old lady, don’t you?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “Well, she’s not. She’s a sadist. She’s beaten me up several times. I’ll show you!”

She pulled her nightgown down from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She stood naked. “See the bruises?”

There wasn’t a mark on her. All I could see were her ribs pressing against her flesh and the pale, almost translucent quality of her skin.

She made no move to pick up her gown from the floor. “Besides that, she’s a dyke. More than once when I was asleep I felt her eating me.”

I picked up her gown. “Put it on,” I said. “I don’t want you to catch cold.”

Silently she let me slip the gown around her. She went back to the bed and sat down, looking up at me. “And that Dr. Davis, with her degrees and her high and mighty airs. Do you know what she does? She takes a couple of patients and a couple of orderlies into her room and has orgies every night. She’s cock crazy. She takes it in the mouth, cunt, and ass, all at the same time. Then during the day she puts on her airs and fools everybody. But she doesn’t fool me. I know better.

I just looked at her.

She was still for a moment, then she threw herself into my arms, sobbing. “You’ve got to take me out of this horrible place, Steve. I’ll go out of my mind if I have to stay here any longer!”

I held her tightly, she was shivering.

She looked into my eyes pleadingly. “You can take me out, Steve. Really. I’ve kicked it.”

“In a little while, Darling Girl,” I said. “First we have to build up your strength again.”

She tore herself away from me and flung herself across the bed. Her sobs racked her whole body.

I went over and placed my hand on her shoulder. Angrily she pushed it away. “Go to hell!”

I stood there, looking down at her for a moment, then started for the door.

“Steve!” she screamed.

I turned and she was on the floor, her hands clasped around my knees. Her eyes were swimming in tears. “Take me out of here, Steve. Please. I’ll be good. I’ll do anything you want. Only take me out!”

I raised her to her feet and held her against me. “It won’t be long now, Darling Girl,” I said.

Her hand went inside my jacket. Before I realized what she was doing, she had pulled my pen from my pocket. She held if over her head like a dagger. “If you don’t take me with you,” she screamed, “I’ll gouge out your eyes!”

I looked at her. She was wild and she seemed perfectly capable of carrying out her threat. “Okay,” I said as calmly as I could. “But how am I going to open the door? I haven’t got a key. I’ll have to call the nurse.”

Her eyes drifted for a moment to the call button beside the bed. That was all I needed. I grabbed her arm and got the pen away from her. She looked at me, then at her empty hand with unbelieving eyes.

“You tricked me!” she said in a child’s voice. Then she put her hands up to her face and began to cry.

I took her into my arms and soothed her. “I know it’s not easy, Darling Girl,” I said. “But you keep on trying. The sooner you get better, the quicker we’ll be together again.”

“I am better,” she cried. “I am better.”

Then the door opened and the nurse came into the room and the visit was over.

The doctor was waiting for me. “Come into my office,” she said.

I followed her and the door closed behind us. She looked at me. “You could use a drink.” She opened the medicine cabinet behind her and took out a bottle of Scotch and a glass. She gave me about two fingers of the whiskey.

I drank it like water. It burned all the way down, but I began to feel better almost immediately. “It wasn’t easy,” I said.

“I know. We were listening. We have a microphone in every room. It’s the only way we can keep on top of all the patients. You did very well.”

“I hope so.” But I had the feeling that she was just saying that to make me feel better.

She came out to the car with me.

“Mr. Gaunt.”

I stood there. She squinted at me in the sunlight. “I’m not trying to pry into your personal life. But a few answers from you might be very helpful to me.”

“Ask.”

“Exactly what is your interest in her?”

“I’ve known her since she was a child. Her parents and I have been friends for a long time.”

“But you were having an affair with her, were you not?”

“Yes.”

“How long did that last?” she asked.

“About one month at the time I brought her here.”

“One more question, Mr. Gaunt. Are you in love with her?”

I thought for a long time. Finally I answered. “I don’t know.”

She looked into my eyes for a moment. Then she dropped her gaze. “Thank you, Mr. Gaunt,” she said quietly.

I got into the car and started the motor. When I looked up again, she was walking back to the building.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

She refused to see me the next visiting day. “She didn’t tell us until this morning,” Dr. Davis said. “I tried to call you, but you had already left your home.”

“I don’t understand it.”

“It’s all part of the game she’s playing,” the doctor explained. “She’s punishing you for not taking her away. Either that or she has some idea about convincing you to take her out.”

I didn’t answer.

“I’m sorry you had to drive all the way for nothing,” she said.

“That’s all right,” I said.

“In spite of how it appears, we are making progress,” she said. “It’s a month now and her physical reaction to drug deprivation is considerably less. She’s even managed to gain a little weight. But she still refuses psychiatric guidance. She won’t even speak to the therapist.”

“How do you get her to do that?”

“We just keep on trying,” she answered. “Sooner or later she’ll want to talk to someone. If only to get a sympathetic ear. They all do, but right now she is still hostile toward us.

Mrs. Graham came into the office. She placed an envelope on the doctor’s desk. “She gave me this letter to mail for her.”

She looked at me and smiled. “Oh, how do you do, Mr. Gaunt? Our patient is being a little stubborn today, but don’t you worry. We’ll bring her around all right.”

She left the office and Dr. Davis looked down at the envelope. She gave it to me without speaking.

It was addressed to me. I opened it. It was written in pencil in an almost childish scrawl.



Dear Steve,

When you came up to see me yesterday they told you that I did not want to see you. They were lying. They are holding me prisoner here and beat me every day and abuse me. All they want to do is collect the money every week. I have kicked the habit and still they are not satisfied. This letter ought to convince you. I want to see you very much. Come and get me out. Love.

Your Darling Girl.





“Read that,” I said, giving the letter back to her. “I guess you were right.”

She looked at it without comment. I got to my feet. “I have to go to New York next week for a board meeting,” I said. “So it will probably be at least ten days before I can come up again.”

“Go right ahead, Mr. Gaunt,” she said, rising. “I’ll call you if any problem should arise. But I really don’t expect anything to happen.”

But this was one time the doctor was wrong.

Dan Ritchie had filed his suit against Sam the day before the board meeting. He was asking for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars as his ten percent commission on the package sale of films to us, plus damages and legal costs. And to make the cheese more binding, he included us in the suit. Specifically he charged Sinclair Broadcasting, the corporation, and me, personally, as coconspirators with Sam in an attempt to defraud him of his rightful commissions.

In his statement to the press accompanying his lawsuit, he said that unless his demands were met promptly he would expose what he called “the incestuous practice of business that exists between Sinclair and Samarkand and certain of their executives.”

I arrived in New York the day of the board meeting and Jack was waiting in my office.

“I told you we couldn’t trust the son of a bitch,” he said.

I grinned at him. “Which one?”

He stopped and stared at me. “You’re right. I never thought of that. There’s not much difference between Sam and Ritchie. They’re both greedy bastards.”

“Better not say that in public,” I laughed. “That’s no way to talk about our codefendant.”

“I don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head. “You have the weirdest sense of humor.”

Fogarty brought in the coffee. “Mr. Sinclair would like to see you at your earliest convenience.”

“Is he in already?”

She knew everything. “He’s been in his office since eight o’clock this morning.”

Jack waited until she had left. “He’s probably going through the roof.”

I sipped my coffee without answering.

“Aren’t you going up there?” he asked.

“Sure,” I said. “In time. Right now we’ve more important things to do than my going up there to hold his hand.”

“Do you think you can stand a little good news?”

“That would be a pleasant change.”

“The rock show is a solid hit,” he said. “We’re getting almost a forty percent share of the audience and the sponsors are killing themselves to get aboard.”

“Good.”

“I was thinking of going to twice a week with the show.”

“Don’t,” I said. “Too many guys get nailed at home plate trying to stretch an extra-base hit into a homer.”

“We need something to pick us up toward the end of the week.”

“You bought those films from Sam,” I said. “Use them.”

“I was saving them for next fall.”

“You have eight months to plan for next fall,” I said. “And only eight weeks left in this season before you go to reruns.”

He looked down at his programming schedule without speaking.

I finished my coffee and got to my feet. “I’ll let you in on the only thing I’ve learned in the years I’ve been in this business. All the sponsors buy is performance. The ratings they see today, they buy for tomorrow. And they’re for yesterday’s show.”

I left him and went up in the private elevator to Spencer’s office. He was sitting behind his desk fresh from his Caribbean trip.

We shook hands. “How was your flight?” he asked, in his ever polite manner.

“Another plane ride,” I said. “And your vacation?”

“Fine,” he answered. “I’m thinking of buying a winter place down there for when I retire. I’m a little bored with Palm Beach.”

“Not a bad idea,” I said, sitting down opposite him.

“The directors have been calling me all morning about this suit of Dan Ritchie’s.”

“I’ve had the calls too.”

“I don’t know anything about Benjamin’s case,” he said. “But I’ve talked to Harley. He assures me that we have no legal liability in the matter.”

Harley Garrett was our general counsel. A staid, very conservative attorney.

“I’m not as concerned about the lawsuit as I am about Ritchie’s allegations,” he said. “Is there anything you know that I don’t?”

“Perhaps,” I said. I told him about my loan to Sam, secured by the stock.

He listened attentively without speaking until I finished. Then he nodded thoughtfully. “That wasn’t very wise,” he said.

I was a little surprised. The Sinclair I had met when I came to work here ten years ago would have exploded. “But my relationship with Sam had no bearing on the purchase of those films. Jack bought them without my knowledge. I only learned about it after the deal had been completed.”

“You’ll have to explain that to the board,” he said.

I got to my feet. “I intend to.”

The directors weren’t quite as calm about it as he had been. They began to drag up all the bugaboos. The FCC, the SEC, antitrust, and internal revenue. After a while they fell to wrangling among themselves as to the proper reply to make.

“Perhaps we should try to negotiate a settlement,” Harley said finally. “The publicity can’t help our image if we have to go into court.”

“I’m against it,” I said.

“You won’t be able to keep them from intimating that you personally approved the deal because you would profit from it due to your equity in Samarkand.”

“At the moment I have no equity in Samarkand,” I said. “I only hold the stock as security for a loan.”

“Do you think there’s any chance of his repaying the loan?” Harley asked.

“I haven’t the faintest idea.”

“Even the repayment can be misconstrued to your benefit,” he said. “I think we should settle. It doesn’t involve that much money.”

“No,” I said flatly. “It’s blackmail and I don’t like it. Once you open yourself to blackmail, you’ll find a thousand nonsense things like this coming up to haunt you.”

There was a silence around the table. I looked at Sinclair. His face was expressionless. The telephone next to me began to ring.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” I said, picking it up.

Fogarty was on the line. “I wouldn’t disturb you, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “But I have a Dr. Davis on the line from Santa Barbara, California. She says it’s an emergency.”

“Put her through,” I said. There was a click on the line. “Dr. Davis?”

“I’m afraid I have bad news, Mr. Gaunt,” she said. “The patient got away from us this morning.”

“How?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” she admitted. “When Mrs. Graham went to her room after breakfast, she was gone. We’ve made a thorough search of the grounds, but she’s not on them.” She paused for a moment. “Do you want us to notify the police?”

I thought for a moment. That was all we needed right now. I could see the headlines. “No,” I said. “Don’t do anything. I’ll catch the next plane out.”

I looked around the table. They had been talking among themselves while I had been on the telephone.

“I think we ought to put the matter to a vote,” Harley said. “I make a motion that we negotiate a settlement in the case of Daniel Ritchie vs. Sinclair Broadcasting Corp., Stephen Gaunt, et al.”

I got to my feet and walked toward the door.

“Wait a minute, Steve,” Harley said. “I put a motion before the board. You have to vote on it.”

I stared down at him. “You vote on it,” I said. “I don’t give a damn.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Dr. Davis was waiting in the terminal when the plane landed. She came toward me. “Your secretary gave me your flight number.”

“You didn’t have to come down. I would have come straight there.”

“I felt I should,” she said simply, looking straight at me. “Besides I have some information that might lead us to her.”

“You found out how she escaped?”

She shook her head. “No. But we do know she’s in Los Angeles.”

“How?”

“We work with a private detective agency that has been very helpful to us in cases like this. I put them on.”

She led the way to the cocktail lounge and stopped before a table in the far corner. The young man sitting there over a glass of beer got awkwardly to his feet.

“Nick Jones, Stephen Gaunt,” she said. “Nick is top man at the agency.”

He held out his hand. “Howdy, Mr. Gaunt,” he said with a distinctly western twang.

He looked like no private detective I ever imagined. But then, all the conditioning I ever had was from motion pictures and television.

He stood at least six foot four, string-bean thin. He wore a white, western cowboy hat, curled tightly at the sides, slanted low over his face, a nondescript work shirt under a dirty brown, fringed suede jacket, and faded Levis. He had long brown hair falling halfway down his neck and a long drooping moustache flowing along his lantern jaw. He looked like Buffalo Bill come to life.

“Mr. Jones,” I said.

“Yew cawl me Nick,” he drawled.

We sat down. Dr. Davis ordered a Scotch and water and I had my usual Scotch on the rocks.

“Tell Mr. Gaunt what you’ve found out,” she said.

The western accent suddenly disappeared. The tone was businesslike and professional. “We learned that the subject hitched a ride on a truck at eleven this morning on the Pacific Coast Highway. She left that truck in Santa Monica at a gas station near Sunset Boulevard and got another truck going into Los Angeles. We haven’t been able to locate that one yet so we don’t know where she got off.”

“How did you find out about the first truck?” I asked.

“Many of the big interstate haulers have two-way radios,” he said. “I spoke to the driver myself.”

“Did she have any money on her?”

Dr. Davis answered. “Not when she left. Everything’s still in the safe.”

“She’ll need money,” I said. “I never heard of a pusher who gave credit.”

“She has money,” Nick said flatly.

“How do you know?”

“She got it from the truck driver,” he said.

“Why the hell would he give her money?”

He looked at me without answering.

The waitress came back with our drinks. I swallowed half of mine in one gulp.

“You’ve got to understand,” Dr. Davis said sympathetically. “She’s a very sick girl.”

I didn’t speak.

“It’s ten thirty now,” the detective said. “On Friday nights, the Strip turns on by eleven o’clock. If she hasn’t made a contact yet, chances are she’ll be around there. I alerted some of my friends in the sheriff’s department to keep an unofficial eye out for her.”

“Good,” I said.

“Meanwhile it wouldn’t do no harm if we ambled over and sort of looked around ourselves.”

I finished my drink. “I’m ready when you are. I’ve got my car in the lot.”

“Okay,” the detective said. “I’ll be on the corner of Sunset and Clark when you get there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Dr. Davis said. “Nick’s isn’t exactly the most comfortable transportation I ever had.”

“It gets me around,” he said dryly. “Besides it’s just right for my image.”

I looked at him. It was the second time that day I had heard that word. The whole world was concerned with its image. But I didn’t know what he was talking about until I saw him get into his car and drive off.

It was a dark green Ford ranch wagon.

***

The Strip was that portion of Sunset Boulevard running through West Los Angeles, bound on the west by the City National Bank as it turned off toward Beverly Hills and on the east by Schwab’s Drugstore, just past Lytton Center. During the day it was a dreary street, lined mostly with old buildings filled with hamburger joints, nondescript shops, and an occasional new, towering office building. It served mainly as a conduit for the traffic between Beverly Hills and Hollywood.

At night, it was another story. Then it came to life with bright neon signs. Restaurants, discothéques blaring the sound out into the street. And more than anything else, the kids were there. Thousands of them. All shapes, sizes, ages, and colors, walking, talking, looking, or just standing around. The faintly sweet odor of pot hung like a miasma over them, and from their slowly moving patrol cars, the white crash-helmeted sheriff’s deputies watched them, praying each night that nothing would erupt and turn the street into a churning volcano.

He was standing under the Clark Street sign of Whisky A GoGo just where he said he would be. We started toward him, but he made a faint negative gesture of his head and began to walk away.

He was an easy man to follow. He stood head and shoulders over the crowds. He seemed to know everyone there, kids as well as adults. Occasionally he stopped to talk to someone but it would only be for a moment, then he would walk on.

He went as far as the Gaiety Delicatessen on the 9000 block and then backtracked. “Nothing up here,” he whispered as he walked past us. “We’ll try down the other way.”

We waited until he had gone about twenty feet behind us before we turned back. He paused in front of Whisky. The music blared out into the night and the kids were lined up waiting their turn to get in. We paused in front of Sneaky Pete’s and watched him.

I looked up at the sign. There wasn’t any pleasure in recognizing that the group inside was the lead group on our rock show this week. He moved on and we trailed after him.

We wound up in front of the Body Shop, footsore and weary at two o’clock in the morning. He nodded toward a darkened building across the street and we followed him.

He stepped into the shadows. “The pushers aren’t out,” he said, his eyes hidden under the cowboy hat. “They’re all uptight and laying low. Something’s got them scared shitless, but I can’t find out what it is.”

“What do we do next?” I asked.

“I got a few places to go,” he said. “But you can’t come with me. Where can I contact you if I learn anything?”

I looked at Dr. Davis. “How about my place?”

She nodded.

I gave him the telephone number and he ducked out of the shadows into the street. We waited a few minutes to give him a start and then went back to my car.

***

“This is really lovely,” Dr. Davis said as we came down the stairs to the living room.

“I can use a drink,” I said, going to the bar.

“It wouldn’t hurt me a bit,” she said.

I made two Scotches and gave one to her. We drank silently. After a moment she walked over to the giant glass doors and looked out.

“Can we go outside for a moment?” she asked.

I pressed the buttons to roll back the doors. The night air was cool in the hills. It felt good. Down below us the lights twinkled. In the distance, almost level with our eyes, we could see the blinking and red lights of a plane on its approach to the airport.

“It’s so quiet up here,” she said.

“That’s why I built it. And yet, in five minutes you can be right in the center of the action.”

She looked at me. “Is that important to you?”

“I used to think so,” I answered. “Now I don’t know anymore.”

“Strange, how time alters our values,” she said. “When I graduated from medical school, I thought I knew everything. Now I realize how little I do know.”

“I think that’s part of growing up, Doctor.”

“I’m a little tired of hiding behind that title.”

“How do you like Doctor Girl?” I asked.

“I am a girl. You know that, don’t you?”

“You can’t miss it,” I said.

I don’t know how it happened but she was in my arms. Then it was like an atomic fire searing through us. We couldn’t wait to get at each other.

Our clothes made a trail up the stairs to the bedroom. We fell naked on the bed, tearing at each other like raging animals.

Then we exploded and fell backward on the bed, gasping for breath. We watched each other quietly for a long time; finally she spoke.

“That wasn’t very professional of me.”

“You came out from behind your title,” I said.

Her eyes fell for a moment. “Are you glad?”

“Yes,” I said.

She laughed and kissed me. “So am I.” She rolled away and got out of bed. She stopped at the bathroom door. “I could use a shower.”

I nodded.

She turned and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. A moment later, she was back. She held on to the frame of the door, her face white.

I stared at her.

“Do you have another bathroom?” she asked, in a faint voice. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Downstairs. Next to the bar.”

She ran across the room and I heard her naked feet on the steps. I got out of bed and went into the bathroom.

Darling Girl was there. Curled on her side in a fetal ball, her head on the floor between the toilet and the bathtub, her eyes open and staring, her right fingers touching the needle still in the crook of her left arm.

She had been there all the time we had been looking for her on the Strip, all the time we had been balling on the bed in the next room.

Now it all made sense. Where else did she have to go but home?

I heard the sound of the toilet flushing downstairs and went back into the bedroom. I picked up the telephone and called the police. Slowly I gave them the information they required and started to put down the receiver.

Suddenly I was angry. I slammed the receiver down, shattering the instrument. It fell to the floor, all the red and yellow and white and green and blue and purple wires running everywhere in and out of the tiny silver and brass screws like the threads in a mechanical brain.

I stared down at it and closed my eyes. I could hear Sam’s voice in my head all those many years ago.

What was that prayer? What did he call it? I couldn’t remember. But I could remember the words. I said them aloud.


“Yisgadal, v’yiskadash sh’may rabbo—”



I felt the hot tears burn their way into my eyes.

It was time I got off the plane.


That Day Last Spring

NIGHT


A man is a thousand parts. All of them other people. Those he loved, those he did not, those who merely passed through his life. And the total of him is the sum of all of them added together, divided by each other, subtracted from each other and multiplied individually and cumulatively. I looked around the room. And there I was.

Spencer and Johnston were talking quietly in one corner, Sam and Dave in the other. Outside on the terrace, Lawyer Girl was looking down at the city while, upstairs in my bedroom, Denise and Junior had closed the door and the world behind them.

I walked out on the terrace and stood next to Lawyer Girl. “What do you think?” I asked.

“You’re too high for me,” she said. “You’re flying jets and I’m still trying to get a Piper Cub off the ground.”

“It’s simple,” I said. “So simple I’m surprised they didn’t think of it themselves. All of them get exactly what they want. Period. Happy ending.”

“Not that simple,” she said. “They get everything they want except the one thing they all seem to want the most. You.”

I looked at her. “They don’t really want me. I’m an illusion they all carry in their heads. They’ll find that out as soon as they examine themselves.”

“Is that what you are to me too, Steve?” she asked. “An illusion in my head?”

I didn’t answer.

“I remember reading in the paper after I went back to San Francisco about the girl. The one who died. I cried for you, Steve. You must have loved her very much.”

I looked at her without answering. Sure, I loved her so much that I was fucking another girl while she lay dead in the next room. I remembered the evening I went to the apartment on Fifth Avenue the day after her funeral to pay my condolences.

***

Mamie opened the door and took my coat. Her warm black face was swollen with sorrow. “Evening, Mr. Gaunt,” she said.

“Good evening, Mamie,” I said.

“They’re in the living room,” she said.

I walked through the apartment, noticing the mirrors covered with sheets and the pictures in the frames turned to the wall. The wide doors to the living room were open and I stopped in the doorway.

The room seemed filled with people, sitting uncomfortably on wooden crates and boxes. A sudden silence fell over them and all faces turned toward me.

I stood there awkwardly, not knowing whether to go in. Jewish ritual was something I knew nothing about.

Denise came to my rescue. She rose and came to the door. She let me kiss her cheek and then, taking my hand, drew me into the room. “I’m glad you came,” she said. “I never had the chance to thank you for all you did.”

The hum of conversation began again as quickly as it had stopped. But I could still feel the eyes on me. Sam rose clumsily from the wooden box as we approached him. He held out his hand.

I took it. “My deepest sympathy, Sam.”

He stood there blinking his eyes without letting go of my hand. “Yes,” he said. “Yes.” He looked up at me, then, letting my hand go, took off his heavy black-rimmed glasses and polished them with a handkerchief.

“She was a good girl, Steve,” he said heavily. “She was sick.”

I nodded. “Yes, Sam.”

“That was it,” he said. He returned the handkerchief to his pocket and put his glasses back on. “She was sick,” he repeated, almost to himself.

I saw Junior watching us from across the room. His face was drawn and pale and his eyes were red-rimmed. He nodded to me, without moving from the wall against which he leaned. I nodded back.

“I’d like to talk to you, Steve. Privately,” said Sam. “Let’s go into the library.”

I followed him into the other room. He closed the door. He turned to me. “Would you like a drink?”

“Yes,” I said.

He went to the door leading to the foyer. “Mamie!” he called.

He didn’t have to tell her anything. She came with two drinks. He thanked her and she went out.

We sipped at our drinks. He walked over to the desk and put his glass down. The words were not easy for him. “I don’t know how to do this—say this. I never had to do anything like it before.”

I watched him without speaking.

“I had a long talk with Dr. Davis,” he said. “She told me everything you tried to do for Myriam.”

I was silent.

“What I want to say… I mean… I’m sorry.” He picked up his drink again. “I don’t know what came over me. I went crazy. Out of my head. But I’m sorry. I wanted you to know that.”

I took a deep breath. “It’s over, Sam. I’m sorry too. Sorry that it didn’t work. For her sake. Now there’s nothing we can do except leave it behind.”

He nodded. “It won’t be easy. I don’t know whether we’ll ever really get used to it.”

I was silent.

“And now there’s something else,” he said. “Junior. He hasn’t spoken to me since that day you were here. Even now, he turns away whenever I come near him.”

“He’ll get over it.”

“I’m not so sure,” he said heavily. “I’m not so sure.” He took a deep breath. “But that’s my problem. Let’s go back into the other room.”

He stopped, his hand on the doorknob. “Someday, I’ll make it all up to you, Steve,” he said. “For everything. You’ve always been a good friend.”

***

Good friend. I remembered his promise. But that had been three years ago and I hadn’t heard from him until this morning. I also remembered his promise two weeks after he made it, the day I sat in Spencer’s office.

***

Spencer looked at my resignation on his desk, then up at me. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I think it’s the best thing under the circumstances.”

“All you have to do is to persuade your friend not to go into court with Ritchie.”

“How can I do that?” I asked. “When in all honesty I think he’s doing the right thing. I said at the board meeting I didn’t believe in blackmail. I still don’t.”

“But the board voted for a settlement. Now the only thing that’s holding it up is Benjamin’s refusal. We’re even willing to pay off the entire liability in order to get it behind us. Then we can forget it.” He paused for a moment. “And you can forget about this.”

“No,” I said. “I think you’re going to win in court. But whether you do or not, it doesn’t matter. That stands.”

He got to his feet and walked over to the window and stood there looking out, his back to me. “Would it make any difference to you if I were to retire now and you were to take over my job?”

I felt an actual physical pain in my throat. I knew what he was offering. He would be the scapegoat in my place if he were to leave now.

“No,” I said.

He came back from the window of my chair and looked down at me. “Why, son?” he asked gently.

For a moment I couldn’t speak. Then I found my voice. “Because I let it fuck up my life, Dad. And it’s not fun anymore.”

“What are you going to do then?” he asked. “You’re still a young man. Not even forty.”

I got to my feet. “Go back to my house on the hill,” I said. “And see if I can find a way to live with myself.”

***

A way to live with myself. I guess that had always been the key. But it was not that easy to find the key when you lived in a vacuum. And that was where I had spent the last three year years. Waiting for something. I don’t know what. Something to give me purpose.

I turned and looked back into the house. Denise came down the stairs into the living room. She went over to Sam and said something to him. He nodded and went up the stairs.

She came out onto the terrace and looked at me. I saw the tears in her eyes. Suddenly she leaned forward and kissed me. “I think it will be all right now,” she said.

I smiled at her. “I’m glad.”

“Junior’s coming home with me,” she said. She went back into the house and up the stairs.

A few moments later Junior came down the stairs and out on the terrace. I stared at him in surprise.

“For a minute there, I almost didn’t recognize you.”

He self-consciously rubbed his hand over his freshly shaven face. “It does feel strange,” he admitted. Even his hair was sort of combed. “I’m not selling out,” he said quickly.

“I know,” I said.

“I’m going back to college,” he said. “That’s where it’s at now. You see those pictures on TV? You gotta be active, man, if you want to contribute. There just ain’t no room no more for dropouts.”

“Right,” I said.

“I’m goin’ back to the hotel with Mom.” He stuck his hand out toward me. “Thanks for everything, Steve.”

I shook his hand. No more “Uncle Steve” I noticed. “You’re welcome,” I said.

“Thank you too, Miss Kardin,” he said, turning to her.

She smiled, nodding, and he ran back inside. He disappeared up the stairs. A few minutes later I heard a car pull from the driveway and Sam came back into the room.

The four men sat together and talked. A few minutes later, Dave came out on the terrace.

He smiled at me. “They all like your idea.”

“Good.”

“It will work,” he said. “They’ll fit it all together. Sinclair will put in the broadcasting and record companies, Sam will put in Samarkand, and Johnston will put in his publishing and tape manufacturing companies and supply the overall financing and corporate shelter. When it’s all done, it will be spun off into a completely autonomous tandem corporation with no more than twenty-five percent of the stock to remain in their hands, the balance to go to the public. They even like the name you suggest for the new company: Communications Corporation of America. It’ll be the biggest thing to hit the market since Ford went public.”

“That’s fine,” I said.

“There’s only one hitch,” said Dave.

I looked at him.

“It’s your idea,” he said. “And they feel that you’re the only man that can make it work.”

I didn’t speak.

“They sent me out here,” he said. “Because I’m the only one in there who is impartial.”

I grinned at that. He was about as impartial as a fixed jury. He had nothing to gain from this but big deposits.

“I think you ought to do it,” he said. “After all, you’re goin’ to have a big stake in this when you convert your twenty-five percent of stock in Samarkand and your fifteen percent of stock in Sinclair. You owe it to yourself to make sure it works.

I still didn’t speak. They didn’t call him “The Shtarker” for nothing. He sold like crazy.

“You said you were looking for fun. It’ll be all new and if you don’t find it there, it’s no place.” He paused for breath. “They want you to think about it. You don’t have to rush. They’ll wait inside for your answer.”

I watched him walk back and turned to Lawyer Girl. Silently I took out a cigarette and lit it.

I glanced into the room over my shoulder. The four men had their heads together. “Look at them,” I said. “Already they’re plotting to take over the world.”

“At least they’re not dull,” she said.

“They’re all tough, hard, selfish men, you know that.”

“Yes,” she said. “But I know two of them, maybe even three who love you.”

I looked at her.

“And you love them too,” she said. “Even if you don’t admit it to yourself.”

“They’ll fight each other and scratch and claw and try to eat me alive,” I said. “They’re savages.”

“You can take care of yourself. Like Junior said. ‘You gotta be active, man, if you want to contribute. There just ain’t no room no more for dropouts.’”

“Then you think I ought to take it?”

She didn’t answer, just looked at me.

I turned and looked out at Los Angeles. It was late. Or rather it was early in the morning. In the east the first faint signs of dawn began to appear.

“And what about you?” I asked.

“I’ll go back to San Francisco and read about you in the papers,” she said.

I turned to look at her. “And if I asked you to stay?”

Her eyes looked into mine. “For two or three days?”

“Maybe more,” I said.

“I can be tempted.”

I looked at her for a long silent moment. “Don’t go away,” I said. “I’ll get rid of them.”

Then I went back into the house and bound myself over to the Philistines.


AFTERWORD

This is the third and final novel of a trilogy covering a fictionalized history of an industry that has had perhaps the greatest influence on the minds and mores of man in our portion of the twentieth century—the motion picture.

Beginning with The Dream Merchants, in 1949, a story of the pioneers of the motion picture industry; continuing with The Carpetbaggers, in 1961, a story of the people attracted to the motion picture industry by its gold and glamour; and concluding in 1969 with this novel, The Inheritors, which tells the story of today’s people, in an industry so enlarged in scope and influence that it no longer exists in its historical form, the author has endeavored to capture in words on paper the human beings of each of these eras. Whether he has been successful or not, only the reader can judge.

The author would at this time like to express his appreciation and gratitude to Herbert M. Alexander, for giving so much of himself, his editorial skills, and literary knowledge without which these writings would have been much more difficult.
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On the inspiration for Never Love a Stranger:


“[The book begins with] a poem from To the Unborn by Stella Benson. There were a lot of disappointments especially during the Depression—fuck it—in everyone’s life there are disappointments and lost hope…. No one escapes. That’s why you got to be grateful every day that you get to the next.”



On writing The Betsy and receiving gifts:


“When I wrote The Betsy, I spent a lot of time in Detroit with the Ford family. The old man running the place had supplied me with Fords, a Mustang, that station wagon we still have…. After he read the book and I was flying home from New York the day after it was published, he made a phone call to the office on Sunset and asked for all the cars to be returned. I guess he didn’t like the book.”



On the most boring things in the world:


“Home cooking, home fucking, and Dallas, Texas!”



On the inspiration for Stiletto:


“I began to develop an idea for a novel about the Mafia. In the back of my head I had already thought of an extraordinary character…. To the outside world he drove dangerous, high-speed automobiles and owned a foreign car dealership on Park Avenue…. The world also knew that he was one of the most romantic playboys in New York society… What the world did not know about him was that he was a deadly assassin who belonged to the Mafia.”



On the message of 79 Park Avenue:


“Street names change with the times, but there’s been prostitution since the world began. That was what 79 Park Avenue was about, and prostitution will always be there. I don’t know what cavemen called it; maybe they drew pictures. That’s called pornography now. People make their own choices every day about what they are willing to do. We don’t have the right to judge them or label them. At least walk in their shoes before you do. 79 Park Avenue did one thing for the public; it made people think about these girls being real, not just hustlers. The book was about walking in their shoes and understanding. Maybe it was a book about forgiveness. I never know; the reader is the only one who can decide.”



Paul Gitlin (Harold’s agent) on The Carpetbaggers after first reading the manuscript:


“Jesus Christ, you can’t talk about incest like this. The publishers will never accept it. This author, Robbins, he’s got a book that reads great, but it’s a ball breaker for publishing.”



From the judge who lifted the Philadelphia ban on Never Love a Stranger, on Harold’s books:


“I would rather my daughter learn about sex from the pages of a Harold Robbins novel than behind a barn door.”



On writing essentials:


“Power, sex, deceit, and wealth: the four ingredients to a successful story.”



On the drive to write:


“I don’t want to write and put it in a closet because I’m not writing for myself. I’m writing to be heard. I’m writing because I’ve got something to say to people about the world I live in, the world I see, and I want them to know about it.”




Harold Robbins titles from RosettaBooks

79 Park Avenue
Dreams Die First
Never Leave Me
Spellbinder
Stiletto
The Betsy
The Raiders
The Adventurers
Goodbye, Janette
Descent from Xanadu
Never Love A Stranger
Memories of Another Day
The Dream Merchants
Where Love Has Gone
The Lonely Lady
The Inheritors
The Looters
The Pirate
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