
        
            
                
            
        





	 

	She was watching him. Waiting.

	A melt-in-your-mouth popcorn blonde.

	How else would Death look to Joe Gideon? Broadway's hottest choreographer-director. Hollywood's bankable boy. Flying high in a mean Dexedrine dream, on the way to life's Big Fix. . .

	 

	She'd never envied the other women---the starlets, the ex-wife, the daughter. Joe's heart belonged to her.

	 

	And only his dancing stood between them now. . .
 

	ALL THAT JAZZ
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	For the dancers

	and the doctors

	and my dearest Jess.

	 


PROLOGUE

	SHE was watching him. Waiting. She was a long-legged knockout blonde. How else would Death look to Joe Gideon? The doctor, a kid for Christsake---a resident or intern, a first-year med student, for all he knew---had no idea that she was standing right next to him. No, the kid in the white jacket just stuck the needle into Joe's arm while the blonde, whom only Joe could see, watched and waited.

	"Feeling any pain now?"

	"No," said Joe. And everything went black.

	He wasn't the kind of guy who normally got next to make-believe people, no matter how breathtakingly beautiful or bright they seemed. He was Joe Gideon, Broadway's hottest director-choreographer, Hollywood's brilliant, bankable boy. He had too many real live people around to need a heart-to-heart with an invisible blonde.

	That was why, when he discovered her, when he began to meet her unexpectedly around strange bends in his mind, and when he opened to her---started to tell her things about himself that he'd never even told himself before---he knew something special was happening.

	Her name was Angelique. And he was the only one who could see or hear her.

	She'd let him know right away that she wanted him, would have him. She'd said that he'd been courting her forever. He v/as used to girls coming on strong---from the strippers in the burlesque houses where he'd hoofed as a kid, to the one-night stars he auditioned in the privacy of anywhere handy. But he knew that she was telling the truth, that she was an amazing, amusing, worthy adversary. And she was right. He did want her.

	But not yet. "Hold it. Slow down. I'm Joe Gideon, remember," he'd tried to tell her. "I'm not exactly notorious for making or keeping commitments."

	She'd laughed at him. . . and lied. She told him to take his time, all the time he wanted. She'd wait. That was the lie. She also told him that it was inevitable---fate, destiny, karma. It was only work that stood between them. His work was it, was all that stood between Joe and his date with fate, Angelique. But not to worry, she'd wait.

	What started happening was that in the middle of his doing or saying or simply feeling something, she'd show up. Or rather, he'd enter her unreality, the strange theatrical dressing room in which she lived.

	"We can't keep meeting like this," he kidded her. But he loved that enormous room in which they flirted with one another---where he sat before the mirror, talking and trying on strange costumes and makeup and hats for the hundred different heads he wore---where he was always welcome and was always tempted to stay. Only his work pulled him back to reality.

	He called it his work. She called it his performance.

	"The women, Joey. Why?"

	He laughed. "Because they're there?"

	She shook her head no.

	"Performance," he said then. "Yeah, I know. Performance."

	She nodded yes. "Do you know what they call it after you've performed sexually? The French call it le petit mort---'the little death.'"

	"That's after sex. Sex is just a petit performance. What's after the big one?"

	They both knew.

	"Angelique." He shook his head, laughed, delighted with her total understanding and acceptance of him. "You'll be the death of me yet."

	Now he was in the hospital and she was standing behind the young emergency-room doctor and everything had gone black; pitch black. Then there was that familiar between-the-scenes rustling. A set being struck, shifted. And Angelique was there in the darkness. He didn't know how he knew; he just did. Just like he knew it was his turn to watch and wait. But that was impossible. Anyone who knew him knew that he wouldn't, couldn't, simply watch---or wait. He was on the side of action, always. Whether it was brain-driven or pain-driven or sliding out from under a mean Dexedrine, Joe was the action. Joe was the show.

	"Looks familiar. Who is he?"

	"Joe Gideon."

	"No kidding? The director, huh? Stage, screen, and. . ."

	"Yeah. All that jazz."

	"The guy who put the broads in Broadway. Jesus, I thought he was younger."

	"Younger than what?"

	"Than that."

	"He was."

	Shooting through the darkness---white light! He knew it. An arc light, the kind they used on Broadway, outside to hype an opening night, or inside to slice like a laser razor, to focus-pocus attention. Attention, ladies and gentlemen!

	The arc light banged on, sliced forty-five degrees up through the darkness, up to the highwire on which Joe balanced. His dancer-thin---well, okay, his Dexedrine-thin---body shrouded in Danskin black, balanced, beautiful. His face white, peeping like a carved ivory Santa through the tight, sandy hair that worked down from his properly cropped temples to his chin, curling round, enclosing his laughing lips and light-reflecting grin. His carved, starved, smiling face was white but flushed with the height, the high of one more one-man, one-night stand.

	"To be on the wire," he heard himself recite, "is life; the rest is waiting."

	Her voice was soft, gentle, purring: "That's very theatrical." She was there as he knew she'd be, the strikingly beautiful blonde who'd waited behind the doctor's back. His Angelique.

	"Yeah, I know." He swung down from the wire. The set, the room he'd been working, turned out to be her dressing room again, his toy, that F.A.O. Schwarz of theatrical fancy, filled with every conceivable kind of grease paint, costume, and prop.

	"Did you make that up?" Angelique, who'd applauded his highwire act, asked.

	"Wish I had."

	She pulled out a chair for him. He winked at her, sat at the dressing table, and tried on a rakish cap.

	"What do you think?"

	She smiled slowly, appraising him with a smile as seductive and noncommittal as a wink. "I like it."

	"No." He tossed the cap into the darkness, turned his empty hand once, and popped open the opera hat that had appeared in it. "How about this?" He adjusted the high hat smartly, and struck an aloof pose.

	"Stylish," said Angelique in her purring way. "Very stylish, Joe."

	"But?"

	"But I've seen it before."

	"Where?" he demanded peevishly. Then, remembering, he added, "Yeah?"

	She smiled and nodded her head and he, with a gesture of rejection, a pout of his hand, tossed the opera hat after its predecessor, then turned from the darkness, his face shining with determination, into the blinding arc light.

	"This," he promised her, "has got to be the best one yet."

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Compared to the rest of the place, Joe Gideon's bedroom was as spare and handsome as his frame. Nothing but the best, the sleek room whispered to the baroque counterpoint of the Vivaldi tape he slipped ritually, each morning, into the cassette player. His other hand reached for the Visine. His fingers slid around the vial of eye drops on his bedstand and he lifted himself slowly, swinging his feet to the floor, gripping the little plastic dispenser as if it were a staff and he a bone-weary biblical prophet. With the Visine secure in his grasp, his bare feet stroking the desert-colored ruff of expensive carpeting beneath them, he made his way to the mirrored bathroom.

	First the eye drops, then the Alka Seltzer. Then the icy shower---an ascetic touch, echoing and reinforcing the spare, clear purity of Joe Gideon's space, ritual, body, and being. And then, diesel fuel for the clean machine: a handful of little heart-shaped pink pills washed down with black coffee.

	One, two, three, two, two, three, masterfully, mindlessly. The Gideon-choreographed morning: Vivaldi and Visine; Alka Seltzer and caffeine; the tingling rush of ice water and Dexedrine.

	Ta-dah! Brushed, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, Joe smiled at himself in the mirror, spread wide his arms, and announced, "It's showtime, folks!"

	The speed was already working in him by the time he touched the cool white pipe railing that ran along the balcony and down the charcoal-carpeted staircase to the living area below. Along the staircase wall, the Tango Palace sign splashed red and blue neon into the lavish carnival that was his living room. Girls to Dance, said the snaking light inside the Tango Palace border, and shimmered hotly across the room at the blue neon man in top hat and tails surrounded by lush green plants in Latin baskets.

	Blue light tried to tame the wild African pillows and brash Oriental carpets. Stage lights pointed to odd corners where mysterious trophies lurked: a silver Halloween mask, a mirror inscribed Oh Wow, a caricature of Joe from some show, looking like a wavy line. Photographs everywhere, souvenirs of life's tight companions or love's one-show stands. And in a corner near the dining room, a wooden merry-go-round horse rode pale and arrogant above it all.

	But the speed was rushing through Joe, winding him up and blinding him to the carnival chaos through which he moved. His mind was clicking like a metronome, clicking to the unconscious rhythmic snapping of his fingertips, as he previewed and compartmentalized the day ahead.

	First, cattle call at the Imperial: he needed a dozen dancers for NY/LA. Hundreds would show up at the theater, hundreds of New York's finest, because a Gideon-directed and---choreographed show starring Audrey Paris was as close to a guaranteed Broadway hit as you could hope to hoof in---a smash even before it was fully cast. And whether you were a tight tube of classical with just a year of modern or jazz to loosen your leg warmers, or a limber legend in your own town, a Gideon-Paris musical could not just keep you in a style to which you'd never been accustomed, but could catapult you out of the chorus onto the Coast---as it had Kimberly Welles. Joe Gideon's Broadway-to-Hollywood Express.

	He glanced at the photograph of Audrey on the chrome and glass étagère. Her smile was what you'd call "knowing." It always had been, he thought fondly, because, as it turned out, she'd always known. Joe Gideon's Broadway-to-Hollywood Express? Audrey Paris, the late, great Mrs. Joe G., would call it the Casting-Couch Caboose. She'd known about Kimberly from the first. She could pick them out at auditions almost before he did.

	"What do you think of the skyscraper with the velvet eyes, Joey?" she'd asked the moment Kathryn, his assistant, had hollered, "Next!" and Kimberly ambled onto the stage with five other moist hopefuls.

	Joe patted the pocket of his shirt, one of a dozen identical, tailored black shirts that should have fit like a second skin but fit, thanks to the Dexedrine, more like snakeskin, loose enough to wriggle out of and be left behind. Especially with the top two buttons open, which was the way he liked to wear them. Nothing constricting. No ties. Allegiances, perhaps, but definitely no ties. Sorry, he shrugged to the photograph of Audrey. . . and the photo of Kimberly nearby, and the ivory oval that held Katie's portrait. The joke stopped at the silver triptych that featured three photographs of Michelle.

	He patted the pocket of his black shirt and came up flat against his chest. Empty. The cigarettes were on the bureau upstairs. He stared for a last moment at the three Michelles in the silver frame: the gummy, grinning infant chewing on a tiny pair of ballet slippers; the amazingly leggy eight-year-old, in leotard and tights; and, finally, the most recent shot, taken only a year ago. Michelle, at ten and a half, stretching toward adolescence in a sweatshirt and jeans, but still as soft-fleshed as a baby---a glowing, growing, separate human being with just a pinch of Audrey and a dash of Joe still dewy round her smiling mouth, her strangely shy and mischievous grin.

	"Here's looking at you, kid." Joe winked at his daughter and then glanced back at the soft-focus portrait of Audrey, smiling knowingly.

	"You got me, didn't you?" He laughed aloud. "Why couldn't you have cooked me up a boy? I could have handled that. Nice, strong, butch kid who'd protect you from me. We could have named him Oedipus right away, and spared all the sparring. But a girl! A soft, needy sweetie who, for Christsake, respects me, expects me. . . has paternal expectations of me! Ah, Audrey, you got me that time. You know how I am about girls. You always knew, didn't you?"

	He turned and started for the stairs. "Best production number of our career?" he called back to Audrey, then dashed up two steps at a time to retrieve his cigarettes. His left hand went tingly. He massaged it mindlessly, and mindlessly too, he began to brush-step and slide toward the bureau humming, "Michelle, ma belle. . ."

	Okay. Auditions at the Imperial for NY/LA. Then over to the cutting room to see what he could do about The Standup.

	The Standup was supposed to be the new Joe Gideon film. Only it felt old. Ancient. The jokes weren't working. The nightclub scene, the crucial nightclub scene in which the comic was deteriorating on stage, manic, madly courting the death his routine was putting down, laughing at---in the face of---death. It wasn't working.

	How come Davis Newman, who could play character parts that ranged from the boy next door to a degenerating junkie, couldn't get the timing right on a comic, a part that should have been a piece of cake for someone as talented as Newman?

	Joe lit a cigarette, then tucked the pack of Camels into his pocket. He grabbed his beige safari jacket, the only non-black concession to his otherwise monochromatic outfit---black shirt, black belt, black jeans tucked into black boots. He grabbed his jacket and hurried downstairs again.

	It wasn't Davis Newman. Face facts, kiddo. It was Joe Gideon, auteur-director, whose timing was off. The raw material was all there on endless reels that dripped from their pins into the canvas editing bins below. And Eddie was doing his job, too. Eddie Lerner was one of the best---no, the best movie editor in the business. Joe wouldn't settle for less, not these days, when he didn't have to.

	So there it was. Davis Newman had done his job. Kimberly, who was co-starring in The Standup, had done hers. And damn well for an ingenue whom trade gossip insisted was just another pretty base in Joe Gideon's relentless ballgame. Kimberly Welles was going to surprise them. And, God help it, it looked like he might surprise them too, by turning out to be just another flash in the pan who couldn't really make it two in a row in the transition from stage to screen. Brilliant, they'd called 50 Beautiful Girls 50, his first film. And he had the awards to prove it.

	Well, The Standup was a brilliant film too. It just needed. . . Hell, whatever it needed, he'd work it out later, with Eddie. Right now, Ta-dah!, showtime, folks.

	Joe stepped out into the jangling chill of West 58th Street, shot his cigarette butt into the gutter, and headed for the Imperial Theatre where, with a little luck, out of a couple of hundred hungry dancers he'd find twelve to feed and maybe, just maybe, among them, a star.

	 

	It wasn't hundreds, it was thousands. One thousand dancers at least, packing the wings, filling every available bit of backstage space. They were stuffed shoulder to forward-thrusting shoulder, hollowed pelvis to flexed thigh, arched back to arched ass, up against one another and another and another and, finally, up against the wall. The entire backstage area had the terrifying aspect of an eastern Europen railroad station where potential concentration-camp inmates milled, waiting to audition with suicidal fervor for a choice spot at Bergen-Belsen.

	The frenzy overflowed onto the enormous stage of the Imperial, where Kathryn, Joe's assistant, was teaching the audition combination to clumps and lumps of bumping flesh. Counting. Short dark hair, large dark eyes, attached to a tight, trained body by---so it sometimes seemed---the leather thong around her neck that held a silver whistle. Kathryn's teaching vocabulary consisted of words of one syllable and basic arithmetic, simple single numbers called out and synchronized with the sharp, hard snapping of her fingers. "Turn, two, three, four; kick, six, seven, eight!"

	She blew her whistle and a troupe of dancers wound down, breathing hard, wheezing, laughing. The bleak backdrop of the audition stage bloomed with their hallucinatory colors and shapes: leotards of every fabric, stretch silk to wool; tights, solid, striped, slivered with runs, textured with handsewn scars and patches; sweatshirts and T-shirts and workshirts worn over body stockings; knee pads and leg warmers and rag-wrapped ankles.

	Joe watched thoughtfully from the rear of the theater. Cigarette smoke, his own, curled before his eyes as he watched the dancers on stage. It was an interesting effect. Smoke. He registered and filed it. He rolled up his shirtsleeves. It was funny, but he'd always done that---gotten ready to work by literally rolling up his sleeves. Then he took the whistle from his jacket pocket and slipped it over his head as he made his way into the steaming chaos backstage.

	The wings were like a dense jungle, the stage a tropical rain forest of dancers---wild creatures beaded with moisture, dripping---so damp and steamy that the empty orchestra pit threatened to fill like a moat with their sweat. By contrast, the audience was dry.

	Scattered within the first ten rows of the orchestra were LA/NY's producers---the starched, grey-haired, grey-suited Jonesy Hecht and his echo, Ted Christopher, whose most profound gesture of independence from his partner was to wear a blue-striped tie to Hecht's maroon-striped one.

	Christopher was also younger, taller, and more hirsute than the balding Hecht; that he couldn't help. But he did try to finesse the differences with a certain studied solemnity and an occasional, and probably painful, slouching of his normally rigid shoulders. He also kept his thick, dark hair cropped as inconspicuously as possible, and had once foresworn growing a mustache like Jonesy's, so that what the older man lacked on top he could flaunt between his fleshy nose and lips. Recently, Jonesy Hecht had shaved off his mustache. Still, Ted Christopher hoped to keep the balance between them tilted, as it had always been, in the more competent Hecht's favor.

	Larry Goldie, Christopher and Hecht's hatchet man, known officially as the company manager, rested his pitted chin on his knuckles and stared mindlessly at the stage. Some of the girls looked good; some of the boys looked good. At the moment, who made it and who didn't didn't matter to him. Later, when they were well into rehearsals and Jonesy or Ted decided that some little chicken had to be axed, then he'd care. Then they'd call him in to read the loopholes in the contract or arm-wrestle with Equity or try, in his painfully honest way, to simply convince the kid that he or she wasn't ready, wasn't right, for the show.

	For the Show. Larry Goldie cracked his knuckles and stared straight ahead. It was pathetic how some of them cared, actually believed, that they could possibly screw up a million-dollar Broadway production all by themselves. It wasn't a great job, but he was trained as an accountant, not as a high-school guidance counselor. He did the best he could, and, when it came to a Gideon show, he gave them the best contracts possible, the best money and the best options.

	Was it his fault that the best money was still shit? Or that these young, healthy, beautiful, starstruck kids didn't even really think about options until one of them broke an ankle or, God forbid, snapped a spine, or just got too old---like thirty, thirty-five? Hell, he wasn't much more than that himself. But for them, thirty-five was so far over the hill it would take a rescue team to find them if they hadn't made the big time by then.

	Instinctively, Larry turned to glance at Audrey Paris, who was sitting with her daughter toward the rear of the house. Some of them made it, he thought with genuine warmth. Some of them, like Audrey, would go on forever. Comforted, he turned back to face the stage. The thin-lipped smile that had momentarily creased his face disappeared and his eyes glazed over again as he watched Joe beginning the eliminations while Kathryn put the dwindling horde through its paces.

	"Turn, two, three, four; kick, six, seven, eight. . ."

	Paul Dann, the show's composer and lyricist, sat with Murray Nathan, the stage manager, a few rows away from the producing team. Dann was tall, slender, and edgy. He had watery blue eyes and fair, freckled skin. His pale red hair grew in cottony tufts that seemed to have been hand-thinned, plucked out nervously. His moustache was of a darker hue. It was reddish, but thicker and healthier-looking than the hair on his head, and just long enough for him to catch at a corner of it with his tongue and chew or tug distractedly at the moistened bristles. He looked the living antithesis of his music, which was strong, sensual, and self-assured. But in spite of his twitching and squirming and wringing of long, pale, classically trained hands, Paul Dann was far more his music than his looks.

	Murray Nathan, on the aisle, separated by a seat from Dann, was flipping through the audition cards. Waiting. It might be an hour before Joe wanted more of the cards; it might be a day. He glanced up at the stage and saw Gideon cutting through the chaos like a sheep dog through a herd, separating out, with wild-animal energy, the potentials from the impossibles. He was already snapping his fingers at Murray to feed him more audition cards.

	Joe was chain-smoking and laughing as he looked from one of the dozens of cards he held to one of the dozen girls standing before him, and back to the cards again. He'd be gesturing, teasing and easing an edgy kid. Then, suddenly, he'd move on. And his face would get tight and serious as a fist as he shot questions at a poised-looking girl, then open in congratulations if she didn't fold under his abrupt anger. He was cutting through them. First the girls.

	Murray shuffled the boys' cards. He read some mindlessly. They were three-by-five index cards. Each kid had been given a number; that was the first thing on the card, followed by: name; phone numbers---home and service; agent; Equity or not; and experience. Nathan smiled. Experience was where the young ones played, got creative. Only a raw virgin would leave that one blank. After one audition, they all knew better.

	". . . The Wiz?" Joe was asking a terrified girl with flowing, frizzed hair held back by two tightly braided sidelocks.

	"Mr. Gideon," the girl said after a pause, "I've never been in The Wiz or any show in my life. . ."

	Murray sank down low in his seat and groaned. Paul Dann said, "Nice voice. Contralto. Rich."

	"I had to put something on my card," she continued when Joe smiled at her, bemused and intrigued. "I really need a job. I owe Julliard a thousand dollars. . . so I lied."

	"That's okay." He looked back at the card. "Rima?" She nodded. "That's okay, Rima. I lie all the time myself."

	He moved on and her eyes followed him; big, beautiful brown eyes, already moist with gratitude, already half-blind with love. Murray shook his head and ambled toward the stage, the next set of numbers ready in his hand.

	Joe, he noted, was only one girl away from The One---Murray Nathan's pick for LA/NY's lucky lady. There had to be one per show, and the tall, chestnut-haired kid in the high-thighed lavender leotard pinched between unusually ripe breasts was his bet.

	Joe lit a new cigarette from an old butt, ground the latter under his boot, and, starting at the worn ballet slippers, worked his way up to the pale, quivering flesh above the plunging lavender neckline. And on up, almost reluctantly, to the wide-eyed, smiling, translucently pale face framed in thick chestnut hair. "Is this," he asked, "your home phone on the card?"

	The girl didn't laugh, she giggled. But it was a languid giggle, as ripe as her breasts with promises and possibilities, alive with mischief and fun. Murray congratulated himself. He only hoped she could dance too.

	"Victoria," Joe said, flicking the girl's audition card with his forefinger. He held her eyes with his, briefly, significantly. Then, declaring the contest of eyes an admirable, if temporary, draw, he released her and moved to the next girl in line.

	He studied her, top to toe, and stopped at the wedding band that seemed too tight for her raggedy-edged fingers. She was trying to turn the ring, nervously and without success. Her fingers rotated around the circle of gold, greased by her perspiration. The ring itself remained stuck in the slightly puffed flesh flanking it. Joe looked beyond the ring, behind it, to the girl's belly, then up to her defiant face. He dragged hard on the Camel, squinted through the smoke at her, and smiled.

	"What's cooking?" he said.

	She flushed furiously. "Too early to tell," she answered with quavering bravado.

	"Guess you'll know for certain in. . . say, six months?"

	"Five," she said.

	"Congratulations."

	The next girl had long, straight, Midwestern blonde hair, cornsilk salted with sweat. She rubbed her wet palms along her thighs as Joe studied her card. "'Sandahl'---that your real name?" She nodded. "Nice," he said. He took the towel from across his shoulder and gently patted her forehead, then he strode to the edge of the stage and exchanged cards with Murray. He returned his in two decks, winners and losers.

	Out of the cards he handed back, two were still in the contest. These Murray stuck into his shirt pocket. When he returned to his seat next to Dann, maybe he'd look them over. He wouldn't really have to, but maybe he'd do it just to keep the game interesting. What would really be interesting was if Victoria, the chestnut filly's card, wasn't one of the two.

	"Numbers 640 through 650," Nathan shouted. On stage, the colorful new line had already begun to form. Two girls were holding hands nervously. They saw Murray's eyebrow go up and, with a final good-luck squeeze, released each other's hands. The shorter of the two---a wiry, curly-haired redhead---straightened the middle finger of her released hand and used it to cast a firm, fast comment at the stage manager. Murray shrugged at her. The girl grinned and waggled all her fingers then, as if she'd merely been exercising them, and he, poor baby, had misunderstood her intent.

	"And who was the director of Traffic Jam?" Joe asked.

	A pixie-faced, dark-haired dancer with eyes as big, round, and hungry as a UNICEF poster girl's, replied, "You were, Mr. Gideon."

	"How was I?"

	"Terrific!"

	"And who was the choreographer?"

	"You were, Mr. Gideon."

	"How was I?"

	"Fantastic!"

	"Now that," Joe told all the dancers, "is how to get a job!"

	They laughed. He ground out his cigarette, lit another, and toweled his neck. He played his way down the line, offering himself to each girl in turn with snappy one-liners, seductive sweetness, a sharp thrust here and there. He worked his way through them with words, dancing, searching for the perfect partner. Sometimes he'd open with a surprise step---a brooding intensity or an utterly unearned smile of recognition---and each partner, each girl, responded differently. Some flowed with him. Some became intimidated and lost the beat. Some parried his thrusts too meekly, some too aggressively; none dared draw blood.

	When he got to the wiry redhead, he said, "We've met."

	She nodded.

	"Then why don't you look familiar?"

	"You turned out the lights too fast."

	He laughed and was suddenly overcome by a terrible paroxysm of coughing. "Excuse me," he said, sipping the water Kathryn brought him. He crumpled the little paper cup and tossed it into the wings. "Coughing is the only exercise I get."

	"Not quite," the redhead murmured. There was a brittle edge of anger in her voice.

	Joe moved on to a slender beauty in a rust-colored leotard and hand-knit violet leg warmers. There were streaks of light in her long brown hair, blonde highlights with a certificate of legitimacy that extended from roots to slightly limp split ends. With the gentleness of a beautician, he swept her hair back and up. "Beautiful," he said. "That's the way you should wear your hair. . ." He glanced at her card. ". . . Jennifer."

	"From now on I will, Mr. Gideon," she said with a gratefulness that seemed simple and sincere.

	His hand caressed her cheek as he released her hair. Her cheek was high-boned and warm.

	"Okay. . ." He turned to face the house. "Paul, you done the vocals yet? Know who's who up here?"

	Paul Dann nodded from his seat.

	"Right," Joe said. "Okay now---" he turned back to address the dancers, the entire group--- "Look, there are only twelve jobs, so some of you have to be disappointed. But, please, if you don't get the job, promise me you won't go home, kick the dog, and beat up your children."

	There was a ripple of nervous laughter. Then the UNICEF pixie put up her hand. "Mr. Gideon?" She blinked her big black eyes at him. "Suppose we do get the job?"

	"Casey," he said. "Casey, right? If you do get the job, go home, kick the dog, and beat up your children."

	She laughed warmly. They all did. But the leggy lavender job's contagious giggle won out. Joe glanced at her briefly, admiringly again, then leapt from the stage across the pit into the aisle. The moment he landed, he began to massage his left hand.

	 

	Angelique was waiting for him, watching as he tried on a large clown nose that lit up. He blinked the nose on and off and she smiled.

	"Now! That's what I call a real drinker's nose," he said, studying himself in her magic dressing-room mirror. "You know what you get when you give a drunk a pot of black coffee?" When she didn't respond immediately, he fluttered his eyebrows and blinked the nose twice. "A very alert drunk," he said.      

	"Who is also heavy into speed," said Angelique matter-of-factly. "Sleeps with a great many women. . ."

	Stays awake with a great many women. Awake. Sleep? Sleep? I don't even sleep with me." He spun around to face her. "A real turnoff, huh?"

	Her hair was almost as pale and luminous as her face. She was beautiful, achingly beautiful, beyond any cliche of feminine perfection because, God knew, he had no fixed preferences about what constituted beauty. From fire to ice, black to white, his taste had run the gamut. Still, he thought, he had never seen anyone as beautiful as she. He wanted to impress her, to have her.

	And damn it, she knew it. She knew it and she was impressed and she wanted him too. But not now. Now she watched and waited.

	"Is it a turnoff?" he asked.

	"Just the opposite," said Angelique.

	 

	He handed the audition cards to Murray, who had all of them now, except the one Joe had slipped out of the deck and tucked into his back pocket.

	"What about the boys?"

	Hecht, Christopher, Goldie, and Paul Dann came toward them, gathering around Joe. Only Audrey and Michelle waited quietly at the rear of the theatre.

	"I'll make up my mind about the boys later, but I know which girls I want." He pointed to the stage. "Okay. The kid with the big eyes, Casey; Sandahl; Jennifer, the acrobatic-looking one with the sandy blonde hair; Candy; Rima, the Wiz kid; and that one, Victoria."

	Murray nodded, all business, and jotted the names down on the sheet attached to the clipboard he carried.

	"Victoria?" Dann groaned incredulously.

	Joe overrode Dann's groan. ". . . And find out if any of the other ones are interested in being a swing dancer."

	Some of the girls had begun to disperse. Several turned and stepped forward, eager to take on the arduous---some thought it demeaning---job of under-studying everyone else, covering every other female dancer in the show. That was what the swing girl did; she was the underpaid understudy.

	"Victoria?!" Paul Dann persisted. "She can't sing a note. She's tone deaf, Joey."

	Carelessly, he patted the audition card in his back pocket. "With those legs, who cares?"

	Ted Christopher squared his shoulders and cleared his throat. He glanced at Jonesy Hecht, who was rotating a cigar between his teeth. "Look, Joey," Christopher ventured, "I know I don't know that much about dancing, but does she even dance as well as some of those other girls?"

	Joe winked at him. "She will." He made his way out of the somber knot of men, and started up the aisle. Murray came flapping after him.

	"Joey, I don't want to bother you, but I just want to check the schedule." He licked the lead point of his pencil and got ready to write. "The dancers go into rehearsal a week from Monday, and then the other actors and the book start the following week?"

	"Same as always, Murray."

	The stage manager scurried back to the waiting dancers. Joe continued forward, but Hecht called to him, "Joey. . . one minute. Can we talk?"

	The group had obviously been conferring urgently behind his back. "What about Diane?" Hecht asked as Joe approached them. "I had her in three shows and she was wonderful." Christopher nodded his agreement, grinned his approval.

	"She's reliable," Larry Goldie put in.

	Dann spit a newly gnawed cuticle from the tip of his tongue. "At least she can sing. Now I don't have a soprano. You left me without a soprano, Joe. I've got to have a soprano!"

	"Paul---" he put his hand on Dann's corduroy-jacketed back "---the tall guy in the back, the one with the blue eye shadow? Believe me," he said with solemn sincerity, "he'll hit the high notes."

	Behind them, on stage, Murray began his announcements. "Gentlemen," he addressed the male dancers, "Mr. Gideon will make up his mind in the next couple of days and you'll be notified by phone. Thank you so much for coming." He turned to the women. "Ladies, Mr. Gideon has selected Miss..." He read the names from his clipboard; each one was accompanied by a squeal of delight, a chorus of congratulations, and the occasional "Oh God, no," or "Is he out of his mind?"

	"Mr. Gideon," Murray continued calmly, "would like you to know that he has made his selections on the basis of types and the show's needs. The fact that you did not get the job is no reflection on your talent."

	The rejected dancers had begun to disperse. Some were changing into their street clothes. Others already had, and were slinging their dance bags---huge canvas or leather shoulder bags or, among the more stylish, parachute-silk pouches, filled with sweaty tights and leotards, smelly T-shirts and zip-front hooded sweatshirts, unwashed yogurt spoons, knee pads, and elastic bandages---over their rejected, dejected shoulders, and were moving morosely toward the stage door.

	"If any of you are interested in being the swing dancer," Murray called over the groans and grumbles, "would you please remain and move over there a moment? I'll be right with you."

	"Oh, fuck him," a young girl dancer said, "he never picks me."

	An older girl shrugged her shoulders and, without glancing back at the kid, said, "Honey, I did fuck him, and he never picks me either."

	A number of girls moved to the right of the stage, waiting to audition for swing dancer. Kathryn glanced down at Joe. He was watching the despondent exodus of the dancers. She saw his face mirroring their frustration and unhappiness; heard the slight groan that escaped him as he became, momentarily, as always, one of them. He was lighting another cigarette. She shook her head sympathetically and turned back to the youngsters who were hoping to win the swing spot.

	Joe started back up the aisle, leaving the bewildered group of men behind him.

	"I never know if he's kidding me or not," Dann said.

	"And neither does he." Hecht chewed on the tip of his unlit cigar.

	"It's true," Christopher said softly, sadly, glancing at Jonesy Hecht. "Neither does he."

	"Rehearsals begin a week from Monday, ten o'clock at Broadway Arts," Murray told the chosen six. "Mr. Gideon would like you to bring ballet shoes and character shoes. Everyone will start at basic Equity minimum. . ."

	Joe paused in his flight up the aisle to tug at Michelle's hair.

	"Oh, daddy." She laughed and pulled her head away. "That tall, Victoria---she's so-o-o pretty."

	He feinted at her nose, but she ducked again.

	"Fine with me," Audrey said. "What about this weekend with you and Michelle?"

	He was leaning over to give Michelle a kiss on the cheek. "Oh, Jesus." He straightened up abruptly. "Audrey, I've got to work this weekend."

	"That's okay," Michelle said, obviously disappointed. She looked back at the stage. Murray was finishing up his spiel:

	"You should call our company manager, Mr. Larry Goldie, at 555-6818," he told the six young dancers. "That's 555-6818, and he will arrange for you to sign your contract. We would appreciate your doing this as soon as possible."

	"Sorry, Michelle," Joe whispered to her.

	"That's okay." She gave him one of those brave smiles, one of those Audrey Paris specials, filled with hurt, love, and understanding. He kissed her quickly, pinched her nose and pretended to hide it in his fist as he'd done when she was a baby, and hurried on up the aisle out of range of her eyes, which were entirely too worldly-wise for an eleven-year-old. Entirely.

	He left through the 44th Street stage-door exit. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the vial of Dr. Hyman's little heart-shaped, instant-energy pills. Flicking the plastic top off the container, he poured them---two, three, then four five-milligram Dexedrine tablets---into his palm and, without counting, popped the handful into his mouth. He was rushing up the alley toward the street, his hand already raised to hail a cab, when he stopped suddenly.

	"Some kind of father," he groused at himself, then turned abruptly and hurried back into the theater to tell Michelle that he'd see her this weekend. . . somehow.

	Michelle was lost in the crowd that had formed around Audrey in his brief absence. Hecht, Dann, Christopher, Goldie---each of them was nattering at Audrey, tossing little pellets of grievance at her, and she, of course, was standing tall in her tailored skirt and flowing silk blouse; her dusky blonde hair fell softly over the little kerchief knotted around her long, pale neck---an affectation she'd picked up from him, wearing those neck bandannas. She looked good. He was capable of thinking that and thinking simultaneously that he'd tighten that little knot around her throat if she didn't stop defending him. Because that was what she was doing, catching the boys' little verbal rat turds and tossing them away one by one.

	Joe shook his head and sighed. She was Audrey Paris. When would she learn not to dirty her hands or waste her time on shit?

	"I don't want to sign that girl," Hecht was saying.

	And Dann: "If she's in the show, I'm out. . . I walk."

	They were talking about the voluptuous lavender leotard. Joe laughed, but Audrey was taking it seriously. "Listen, Paul," she told Dann, "if you're smart, you'll do exactly what he wants you to do. Trust him. He's made an awful lot of money for all of us before, and believe me, he'll do it again. Now, if he wants to hire that girl, you hire her, and if he wants to hire a three-headed gorilla, go out and find one and hire it!"

	Joe lit a Camel. "Hey, Audrey," he called, "c'mere!" He winked at Michelle, whose old, wise eyes lit up at the sight of him.

	The boys fell back as Audrey stalked up the aisle to meet him. He took a long drag on his cigarette and let the smoke curl from his smiling lips. "You know I love you," he whispered.

	She nodded, stone-faced, waiting.

	"And we had a terrific marriage. . ."

	"Until you screwed it up," she said calmly.

	He nodded. "Until I screwed it up. You're a great star and you're going to be fantastic in this show. . ."

	"You don't think I'm too old for the part?" Her green eyes trusted him completely.

	"No. No, come on, you're kidding. Now---"

	"Have you worked on the script?"

	"Of course I have."

	Her eyes trusted him, but they also trusted her knowledge of him. "You're lying," she said.

	"Yes."

	"Joe, it needs a lot of work. Some of those lines are just terrible." She looked like Michelle now. "Please don't make me say them."

	"Audrey, I promise you, by the first reading I'll have it all fixed, all rewritten. . ." He dragged on the cigarette again. She plucked something---a bit of tobacco, probably---from his nicotine-stained beard, and flicked it away. "Now you made me forget my point."

	She smiled and brushed his beard lightly with her fingertips. "We had a terrific marriage."

	"Yeah. That's right. Now do me one small favor, please."

	"What is it?"

	"Stop being my mother!" He tossed the cigarette away. "Okay, watch me do my 'father' bit," he said as Michelle came up the aisle toward them. "Hey. About this weekend," he called to her. "If you don't mind hanging around the cutting room, I'll have you picked up after school Friday."

	Her face lit up nicely. "Will I get to see some of the movie?"

	"Sure." He glanced quickly at Audrey, expecting to get her approval. It was there, and then some. He winked at her and started back up the aisle.

	She followed him, just far enough so that they were out of Michelle's earshot. "Joey?"

	He stopped and waited, without turning.

	"That Victoria. . ." Audrey moved around to face him. She reached forward and daintily buttoned the top button of his shirt. "Rotten!" she said.

	He smiled and unbuttoned the button. "I know."

	He dashed up the aisle, massaging his left hand. He ran out of the theater. The prescription bottle of speed rattled in his pocket as he ran. Outside, at the curb, he raised his hand to hail a cab again. A sharp pain forced him to bend his arm. He rubbed his chest, his arm, his hand.

	 

	And she was there again---his own melt-in-your-mouth popcorn blonde, Angelique. Someone was belting out "A Good Man Is Hard To Find." It wasn't her, though. She just cocked her head and watched him as he sat in front of the dressing-room mirror, trying on a longhaired rock-star wig. 

	"Ahhh," he sighed regretfully. "I screwed up that marriage because I cheated. Oh, man, I cheated every chance I could get."

	Why was he telling her?

	Why not?

	He had to laugh. She put on a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and, in her throaty, gentle voice, said, "Now why don't you just lie down and we'll talk about that little problem."

	Presto! There was Joe on the analyst's couch. . . with Angelique seated behind him.

	"All right," she said good-naturedly, "we'll start with simple word association."

	"Great. . ."

	"Marriage," Angelique said.

	"Screwed up."

	"Family."

	"Screwed up."

	"Work."

	He started to get up. She smiled. "Just answer."

	Work. That was the answer. The question and the answer and. . .

	"All there is," Joe said. But she knew that.

	"Women."      

	"Music, poetry, laughter," he recited rapidly. "Bright lights, hips, legs, breasts, neck. . . lips," he said, slowing down. "Hope. . ."

	She waited. When he didn't continue, she said, "Beauty."

	After a long pause he turned slowly and pointed directly at her. The look held for a moment, then she adjusted her horn-rimmed glasses efficiently and resumed:      

	"Mother."

	Joe looked confused. Angelique nodded encouragingly. "Mother."

	"Fat. . . jolly. . ." He let it trail off. She waited. "And sexy," he confessed.

	"Father," she said, apparently satisfied.

	"Vaudeville," said Joe.

	"Father."

	He shut his eyes and his hands. His fingers curled into fists. "Liar, cheat, womanizer. . . you would have liked him." If you like me, he meant.

	"Well." He clapped his hands and sat up. "I feel better already. How much do I owe you, Dr. Kronkheit?"

	She took off the glasses and smiled. "Just your life."

	He knew she meant it. He wasn't ready for that. "Hmm. You work a lot cheaper than most analysts."

	He was surprised, but it worked. She let him off with the joke. He was surprised and just a little bit disappointed.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The cutting room was in a sleazy building that overlooked Times Square. Joe liked it that way. They were editing The Standup, about a guy who'd spent his life sucking up and spewing out the seedy visions and seamy hoopla of a hundred hick Times Squares---a comic who'd worked underground clubs that really were underground, and street-level dives where the alleys saw more action than the audience.

	The primary filming was done. Now he and Eddie Lerner and Eddie's eager young assistants---Jonathan, the brooding film-school dropout, and Stacy St. John, shapely, blonde, and shamelessly nineteen---would take the thousands of feet of film that had been shot and choose, chop, slice, and splice it, until The Standup played flawlessly, effortlessly, as if the movie had just happened and had not been put together painstakingly, piece by piece, through months of sweat and skill.

	Stacy was at the rewind table when Joe walked in. She was wearing the single white cotton glove with which she fed sections of the sharp-edged film onto the spool she cranked with her other, naked, hand. The demure-looking, protective glove seemed incongruous with the tight T-shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots she wore. So did her British accent.

	She nodded to Joe. "Hallo. . ."

	"How's it going?"

	"It's going," she said, smiling, but trying not to. She was an apprentice and she wanted to be professional, and she wasn't sure whether or not it was professional to be so pleased to see him.

	He winked at her and she stopped smiling. She turned back, efficiently, to the spools, which were set up on a worn wooden work table charred with cigarette burns and burnished to an almost sleek finish by time and the inadvertent stroking of endless arms, elbows, asses, and single white cotton gloves.

	Jonathan was fishing ribbons of film out of one of the trim bins and pinning them to the bar across the top of the institutional-looking canvas basket. He looked up, nodded at Joe, and followed him over to the Moviola where Eddie Lerner was sitting.

	"If I were God. . ." The voice came from the tiny TV-like screen into which Eddie was staring.

	"What're you watching?"

	"Newman's nightclub monologue," Eddie Lerner said. He switched off the machine.

	"Let's see it on the Kem."

	Jonathan quickly set up the large viewing console. "You want 421 A?"

	"A, B, and C," Joe said.

	They watched the same scene, shot three different ways, on the triple-headed Kem. The clapper slate came on first, announcing the takes: THE STANDUP. Then, scrawled in chalk on the board, "Scene: 421 A. Director: Joe Gideon. Cinematographer: Korthaze. Scene: 421B. . ."

	On all three screens, Davis Newman, dressed in jeans and a work shirt, smoking a cigarette, sat on a high stool or paced before the brick backdrop of a tiny nightclub stage.

	Each of the screens covered a different angle. Sometimes a view of the audience was intercut with Davis's monologue. Sometimes the audience view tightened in on a beautiful dark-haired girl sitting at a ringside table, watching Davis with open admiration. The girl was Davis Newman's co-star, Kimberly Welles.

	"If I were God, and sometimes I think I am. . . depends on. . ." Newman took a long hit on the cigarette he was holding. He sucked it as if it were a joint of grass, and held the smoke for a beat. "Okay. . . if I were God, man, everybody would live forever! No death, man! No pennies on the eyes for anybody."

	Joe took a cigarette from the Camels pack. It was the last one. He crumpled the pack and threw it down. The unlit cigarette stayed clenched between his lips. He bit down on it as he listened to Newman's routine. His eyes jumped from one screen to the next, looking for the image that would make the words work.

	"Well-l-l, there are a couple of people. . . like my agent, who booked me into this toilet. Man, I tell ya, there are two things in life that are extremely difficult to avoid---death and the clap. So far I've managed to avoid one of them." Newman looked into the audience.

	Joe turned to the right-hand screen, the one that came in tight on the unsmiling man sitting, zombie-like, near the stage.

	"This cat," Davis was saying, "has also managed to avoid one---the clap." Joe patted his pockets for a book of matches. He had none.

	"You know, man, death is really a hip thing now. It's. . . in. But we all have very different feelings about it."

	Stacy wandered over. She stared at the console until a shot of Kimberly Welles came up. "He's cute," Kimberly was telling the girl sitting ringside with her. "I'd like to meet him."

	"Need a match?" Stacy asked, overlapping Kimberly's dialogue. She lit his cigarette.

	"Thanks. What's the wine situation?"

	"Fine." She crossed the cluttered cutting room to get him a glass.

	"I mean, for instance, man, to a Catholic, death is a promotion!" Davis Newman was pacing now. "And to Billy Graham. . . man, he's really something else. Somebody finally pinned Billy down and said, 'Dr. Graham, what is heaven really like?' Billy-baby responded instantly, 'In heaven,' he said, 'there's no sex, but a lot of golf. . ."'

	Joe shook his head. He glanced at Eddie Lerner, whose response was a questioning gaze. "Take it back a couple of frames," he said. Eddie manipulated the Kem, stopping when Joe said, "Okay, there," at the line: "And to Billy Graham. . . man, he's really something else."

	He accepted the paper cup filled with wine silently. He wanted a glass of wine, damn it. A glass. But he knew his anger was at the cinematic puzzle on the Kem screens, and not really at Stacy St. John, who would have gone to the Sahara, dug up the sand, and hand-pressed a glass for him if she'd known that would make him happy. His anger, his frustration, was with Davis Newman's monologue. It just wasn't working.

	"I happen to know that Billy gets off on putters. . ." Davis smiled salaciously at the audience. There was a quick cut to Kimberly, ringside, again. Joe recognized the look of adoration she was directing at Davis Newman. He remembered how he'd gotten her to look that way. He took a hefty slug of the wine, trying not to notice how like cardboard a wine-wet paper cup could taste.

	He'd taken Kimberly aside on the set. "You love him, don't you?" he'd asked her about Newman. He hadn't asked her, really; he'd told her. He'd pressed her against the brick wall while everyone was taking a break and slipped his hand between her thighs and he'd massaged her while he spoke; massaged her thighs and crotch until both her eyes and his hand were moist. "You're a whore and you've just met your match. Remember?" he'd whispered to her. Her knees had buckled. He'd pinned her against the wall with his pelvis. He'd leaned his forearm across her chest, grabbed a handful of breast, and pressed against her with his pelvis and knee; with his arm pushing her to the wall, he'd reminded her who she was playing and why.

	"That's a nice shot of Kimberly," Eddie said.

	"Yeah."

	"Then there's our reaction to death," said Davis Newman. "Like Lenny Bruce said, you're working in a garage, see. . . a guy comes in and says, 'Guess what, man? Charlie's been hit by a truck and he's dead.' And you say, 'Oh my God! Charlie's dead. I can't believe it. . .'" Newman started sobbing. "'How can Charlie be dead? I saw him just last night ,. . Charlie's dead! How can I live without Charlie? My best friend, man. I love Charlie. What am I gonna do without him?'"

	Newman's tears dried up abruptly. He took a last hit on his cigarette. "Then, man, a chick with big boobs and a short skirt walks in and says, 'Charlie's dead,' and you say, 'Who's Charlie?' That's it for Charlie, man."

	Davis Newman tossed one cigarette away and lit another. So did Joe, opening one of the fresh packs that sat on the metal film rack nearest the Kem. He also finished the wine and crumpled the cup.

	"There's all this bullshit about death with dignity, man. You know what death with dignity is? You don't drool."

	Joe crossed to the rewind table and poured himself another paper cup of wine. "What happened to the glasses?"

	"Oh. I think they may still be in the screening room. I'll have a look."

	"Thanks."

	". . . Oh, yeah, man. Death is really in. Books, magazines, articles, TV shows, lectures, Ken and Barbie dolls who have a mutual suicide pact. . ."

	"That's nice," Jonathan said.

	"What is?" Joe returned to the Kem console.

	"I like the Ken and Barbie line."

	Three shots of Davis---long, medium, and closeup---squinting against the smoke. "There's this lady in Chicago, man. . . wrote a book. Dr. Kubler-Ross. Now this chick, man, without the benefit of dying herself, has broken the process of death into five stages." He ticked them off on his fingers. "Anger, Denial, Bargaining, Depression, Acceptance. Sounds like my Jewish law firm. . ." Pantomiming answering a phone, assuming a Jewish accent, Newman sang out, "Good morning, Anger-Denial."

	Stacy returned with three clean glasses. She filled one from the bottle on the rewind table and carried it over to Joe. His attention was on the center screen. She waited quietly beside him.

	"Okay, man. . . so here you are. You know you're going to die in six months. One." Newman held up one finger. "Anger!" He exploded in a rage of obscenities ending with an effeminate flick of the wrist. "Oh, pooh!" he said, punctuating the anger. "Now. . . if you work this first stage right, man, you'll have apoplexy and never have to go through the next four stages. However. If you should happen to get to---" he held up two fingers--- "Two: Denial." He shut his eyes and shook his head violently back and forth.

	"No, not me, no. Couldn't possibly be me. Somebody else maybe. . . but not me. How about my mother, man? She's old. I'm weaned, I'm toilet-trained. I don't need her anymore. Goodbye, Mom. You've been terrific. . . but not me."

	Joe tossed his cigarette into the paper cup. It hissed in the dregs of the wine. Stacy took the cup and handed him the glass.

	"Three," Davis Newman said. "Bargaining." He looked up, to God. "Pssst . . . Look, man, let's sit down and talk this over like businessmen. A negotiation, okay? I do not want to haggle. You'll find me a reasonable man, man." He paused to toke at the tail end of his cigarette. "The blond. . . you know, the one on East 63rd Street I see on Tuesday nights. Gone. Finished. I'll never see her again. No more hard drugs. . . a little grass, maybe?" He held up the cigarette butt, then flicked it offscreen, away from the audience. "And, man, I promise I won't flash on subways anymore. So! Have we got a deal?"

	"The left one. 421 A, Jonathan?"

	"What?" Eddie's assistant asked.

	"You like that shot?" Joe sipped at the wine.

	"I like it. The light---it's got a nice smoky quality."

	"So's the goddamned monologue. He's mumbling. Why the hell's he mumbling so much?"

	"What?" said the three Davis Newmans. "Okay. I'll screw my wife at least once a month. Man, do you drive a hard bargain! Okay, so. . . Four: Depression."

	"We can overdub."

	Newman held his head and began to pace across the small stage. "Boy-oh-boy-oh-boy, man. I'm dying. Boy, am I dying! Oy vey, am I dying! Nobody's dying but me. The doctor's not dying. Fourteen thousand dollars for seven enemas, man. He's alive in Florida! And I'm dying. Oh boy, oh boy. I'm paying two hundred forty dollars a day for this hospital room. At those prices, man, who can afford to live? So. . ." He held up five fingers. "Acceptance."

	"It's lousy," Joe said. "I directed it lousy."

	"Oh, no... no, Joey, you're wrong. I think he's funny," Eddie said. "The whole thing is funny."

	"I accept," said Newman, falling to the floor in a corpselike attitude. The spotlight that had pinned him faded to black.

	"Why does he have to mumble like that?" Joe pointed to the dark Kem screens. "I'll tell you why," he said after another slug of wine. "Because I'm an asshole and I let him mumble like that." He hit the off-switch on the console. "Let's try the long shot."

	Eddie examined the yellow coding numbers on some strips of film hanging from one of the trim bins. "Jonathan, pull out 42ID. . . no, that's E... E."

	Joe crossed to the table for some more wine. Stacy, wearing her dust-free glove, was rewinding a reel of film. Joe set down his glass and wrapped his arms around her from behind. He buried his face in the back of her neck.

	The hand beneath her breast felt her heartbeat quicken.

	"Excuse me, Stacy." He moved his hand from her waist toward the bottle of wine, pushing her gently up against the wooden table. "You're in the way of my wine." He breathed in deeply. "Stacy. You smell so. . . so good. What is that you're wearing?"

	"Jo-ey. You ask me that every day. It's---" She tried to move back from the table and came up tight against his groin. "It's Shalimar," she said. The lightness in her complaining tone took on an edge of disappointment as he released her.

	"Oh, that's right," he said, stroking her neck affectionately. "It's Shalimar." He refilled his wine glass and returned to the Kem console. "Stacy wears Shalimar all the time," he told Eddie.

	"How about putting in another audience shot? There's that great one with the fat couple, and they're really laughing." Eddie tugged at his mustache, waiting for Joe to respond.

	He shook his head. "In every theater in America, people would say, 'What the hell are they laughing at?' Damn it, I blew it, Eddie. It's not funny. It's just not funny." 

	 

	Several hours later, they all sat in the small screening room adjacent to the office-storage area of the editing suite. The entire four rooms of the suite were painted a bilious grey green. The suite consisted of the cutting room, an office, a library filled with floor-to-ceiling metal film racks, and the screening room.

	The screening room was dark. The only light came from the dim console at the rear of the room and the smoke-filled conical beam shooting from the projection booth to the screen up front. Eddie and Jonathan sat behind the console; Stacy sat in front of it. Joe sat alone, slumped in his seat, cigarette in one hand, wineglass in the other, watching the small piece of the monologue sequence they had spent the afternoon cutting together.

	The door to the screening room opened and closed quickly, and Katie Jagger entered. Even silhouetted in the darkness, she looked like a dancer. Her body was mostly legs, encased, this evening, in tight denim that stopped an inch short of her bootheels and extended upward to a tailored blazer of the same fabric. She had a small poodle tucked under her arm.

	The dog's hair was as white, tight, and curly as Katie's hair was long, straight, and black. She wore it as she wore everything, simply and practically, with a disdain for the artifice that her excellent frame and features made unnecessary. Her shiny dark hair was parted in the center and hung like satin curtains framing a face free of makeup, in which exceptionally large blue eyes and pale, flaring cheekbones asserted their prominence.

	She was twenty-two, beautiful, and a feature dancer in a Broadway show. She was also Joe Gideon's girl.

	Jonathan smiled hello to her. Eddie scratched the poodle's head with affection meant for its mistress. "Hi, Katie," he whispered. She waved at him and tiptoed behind the console, down the aisle, toward where Joe was slumped.

	Without taking his eyes off the screen, he said, "Sit down, Katie."

	She moved to a seat behind him and he raised his hand, which she took warmly, at the same time leaning over to kiss his neck.

	Stacy shifted in her seat. "Hello, Kate," she said crisply.

	"Oh, Stacy. . . hi," Katie said with equal coolness. Then she turned eagerly to the screen and almost immediately started to laugh.

	Joe gave her a look, sullen and skeptical, as if to say: Are you kidding? What's so funny?

	Undaunted, she glanced at her watch and, still smiling, whispered, "Do you want to have dinner together before I go to the theater?

	"I can't."

	"Should I come over later?"

	"Yeah, sure. Wait a minute. . . I don't know. We may be working very late."

	"What time?"

	"I don't know," he said. "We'll talk."

	"Okay." Katie's eyes went back to the screen. She watched another minute of the monologue and started to laugh again. Then, as Davis Newman began ticking off the five stages of death, she caressed the back of Joe's head, got up, and, with whispered goodbyes to the others, left.

	A few minutes later, the screen went white and the lights of the room came on.

	Joe took a last deep drag of his cigarette. "Anybody got any ideas? Besides burning the film?" He stuffed the cigarette into the smoldering, nearly full ashtray attached to the seat in front of his, and finished off the wine.

	After a moment of silence, Stacy said, "I like it, Joe. I think it's really good."

	His voice cut like ice. "Who asked you, Stacy?" Then, by way of apology, he shook his head at her. "Look," he said, "let's cut out the Jewish law firm joke. Let's try to get some of the 'mans' out. . . sounds fake-hip. . ." He pulled another cigarette out of the pack in his shirt pocket. "What about Billy Graham?" he murmured to himself. "Yeah." He turned to Eddie. "Let's cut the Billy Graham joke. A little more tightening." He lit the cigarette and began, mindlessly, to massage his left hand. "Maybe we can get away with it," he said, not bothering to press for optimism.

	A squawky voice came over the speaker from the projection booth: "Finished? Or do you want to run it again?" 

	Joe stood and shouted, "No, thank you! We are finished!"

	"Thanks, Irv," Eddie called politely, "we're finished." He flicked off the intercom.

	Joe slumped back into his seat and stared blankly at the blank screen. "Do you suppose," he murmured, "Stanley Kubrick ever gets depressed?"

	"You want to make those changes tonight, Joey?" Eddie asked.

	"Ah, no. Forget it. I think I'll work on the show. I start dance rehearsals in a week, and I don't have an idea in my head." He shifted over to one hip, and reached into his back pocket. He pulled out the audition card and flicked the corner of it with his finger. He squinted at the card, feeling the effect of the wine now, feeling angry and horny and. . . "Yeah, well, maybe I've got one idea," he said.

	He didn't call her until he got home, then he called her answering service and left the message. And then he opened a fresh bottle of wine and poured himself a brimming glassful and carried it over to the couch, where he set it down next to the antique cigar box in which he kept his grass. He rolled one joint, took two Dexedrines which he washed down with a good gulp of the wine, lit up, inhaled very deeply, held the smoke for a count of ten, and fell back onto the couch to drink and toke and wait for Victoria.

	 

	Angelique showed up first. She leaned against the wall of the dressing room and watched him apply the putty Cyrano nose. When he'd gotten it just right, she handed him the plumed hat, which he accepted and set at a cocky angle on his head. Then he stood and a wash of blue light hit him.

	"Too strong," he instructed the unseen lighting man. "Down two points."      

	He adjusted the nose, tossed the cape across his shoulder, and winked at her. "Oh, what foolishness I would spout. . ." He rolled the words with the flamboyance of a Shakespearean ham. "What insipid insincerities. . . just to seduce her."

	Angelique laughed, and he let his shoulders slump. "Whoever 'her' happened to be at the time," he said, resuming his normal voice.

	"Never any regrets? Guilt?"

	He shrugged. "Only. . ." He began.

	". . . when I got caught," she finished for him.

	 

	He had told the answering service nine o'clock. It was 8:55 when the door buzzer sounded, and he was one joint, two Dexedrines, and four glasses of wine away. He tucked the bottle under his arm and carried a full glass with him to the door.

	"Hi," she said.

	He handed her the glass of wine, leaned back against the wall, and framed her with his eyes, framed her against the rectangle of hall light.

	Her face was partially shadowed by the black gaucho hat she wore. Its flat, wide brim created a masked effect from which only her darkly outlined cat's eyes glinted. The rest of her face was very pale, creamy, much paler than it had seemed at the audition. She wore a rich, dark lip gloss that left her teeth looking very white and her lips full and wet.

	She was put together incongruously, but with flair: the gaucho hat; a heavy twill army shirt belted over a peach-pink silk blouse; a flowing dark skirt; high-heeled boots of butter-soft leather. He studied her seriously, amused and pleased. Suddenly she began to giggle again, that throaty, seductive giggle that might have come from some nervous place but sounded at once girlish and deeply self-assured.

	He stepped back to let her pass. "Come on," he said. She toasted him with the glass, took a sip of wine, and walked in past him to the living room. He kicked the door shut and waited until she'd turned a few times trying to take it all in, then he followed her.

	She was unbuttoning the army shirt. He took the hat off her head and ran his fingers through her thick chestnut hair, shaking it, pulling it toward him. He leaned forward, felt her hair with his face, and smelled it. She'd just showered. Her hair smelled of shampoo and of the light bath powder with which she'd dusted her neck.

	"Can you roll a joint?"

	"Sure," she said. She tied the army shirt like a sweater over her shoulders. Her pink blouse was half-unbuttoned. The nipples of her amazing breasts were full and obvious against the flowing silk. She looked very competent.

	Joe smiled. "Good," he said. He handed her the cigar box. "Going to get another glass. Roll a couple."

	"How do you like them?" she called as he made his way to the kitchen.

	"Medium-rare."

	She giggled. "I mean, the joints, you know. Fat? Skinny?"

	"Just right. I like them just right, Victoria." He came back with a glass and poured himself another drink.

	"Like you like everything."

	"That's right."

	"You're a perfectionist." She was sitting cross-legged on one of the Oriental rugs. The cigar box was in her lap, the wine on the low table next to her. She was shaking the grass down on a magazine; the seeds separated, rolled off the end, back into the box on her lap. She raked the grass with her long fingernails, shredding a few obstinate clumps so that the seeds rolled more freely. "Casey told me. She was in Traffic Jam, remember? She said you're a perfectionist. She thinks you're great."

	"Can't believe everything you hear."

	Victoria smiled up at him. "Not everything, I guess." She put a few pinches of clean grass into the paper she held folded between her fingers. Expertly, she rolled the grass up in the paper and licked the sticky edge, end to end, and rolled it closed. And then she stuck the whole joint into her mouth and pulled it out slowly, rolling, forming, and firming it. "But I believe her," she said, offering him the moist joint.

	He took it, lit it, and passed it back to her. She inhaled deeply. She closed her eyes, leaned back on her elbows, and held in the smoke.

	Joe stood above her, watching. He could have jumped on her right then, but what the hell, he thought, smiling to himself. He was a perfectionist, after all. He had a reputation to uphold. He plucked a book of matches from the table and wandered around the room switching off lights and lighting candles wherever he found them. He switched on the stereo, stared at the empty, spinning turntable, then turned to look at Victoria, who was now lying back on the rug.

	He ran his finger across the racked records, silently pronouncing her name. Victoreeah. His finger stopped at the last syllable, and the album it rested on was the one he pulled out and put on the turntable. She opened her eyes when the music started.

	"Get up. And bring the joint."

	She did, giggling. Slowly, lazily, she lifted herself to her feet and took another sip of wine and ran her tongue over her lips. Then she lit the joint, bit down on it, and brought it to him that way, between her teeth. She was flushed and a little stoned. She felt warm to him. Her blouse was cool, but her body beneath it felt warm. He rubbed the back of her blouse, feeling the heat and the coolness. He took the joint out of her mouth with his other hand and took a deep toke of it, then set it down in an ashtray near the stereo.

	They began to dance, to move, to barely move, pressed up against one another as if they were inside the music with no room to move, except for Joe's hands, which had a specific area to cover, to roam within. The unwritten rule said that everything within his reach, as long as he kept his body pressed tight up against hers, was his territory: her thighs and sharp hips and softly rounded ass, the vertical line of her spine and where her ribs led, the compressed, round flesh of her breasts where they were squeezed outward, two firm rolls of aching, full flesh pushed toward her underarms by his chest.

	Victoria was whispering.

	"Yes," Joe said. "Mmmm, yes. . . of course." He didn't know what she was saying. The word "talent" floated through to him. "You've got it," he said. "You have really got. . . something. . . special."

	She laughed with delight. "All ri-i-ight!" Then she became somber and sweet. "I want so to be a movie star. Really. Ever since I was this big." She held her hand at mid-thigh level. "This high, honest." Then she opened both her arms, and only his arms clamped about her waist kept her standing "I wanted to see my face on the screen forty feet wide."

	He moved his hands from the small of her back to her waist and held her at a distance, running his hands up and down her sides. She giggled and whirled suddenly out of his reach. She tossed her head back. "I have," she said with an awful Southern accent, "always depended on the kindness of strangers. . ." She straightened up abruptly. "You're looking at my nose, aren't you? I mean, like I could always get that fixed."

	Joe took her in his arms and started moving again, very slowly.

	"Like," Victoria said, "I mean, do you think I could be? Like a movie star, I mean."

	He had his hands full. Hips, breasts, thighs. . . "Look," he said, glancing at the clock, "that's a heavy question. I don't know anybody who could answer that. It's a very freaky business, you know."

	"Yes, I know all about that. But, like, I want to know what you think?"

	It was nine forty-five. . . and he was in his plumed hat and putty nose again. He winked at Angelique. "On occasion," he confided to her, using the hammy theatrical voice he'd used earlier, "overwhelmed by desire and haunted by the swift fleeting of time, I might even possibly risk the truth."

	"Do you think I could be a movie star?" Victoria asked.

	He looked back from the clock. "No," he said.

	"Even with a nose job?"

	He shook his head.

	"Well. . . that's fair," she said amicably. "It is a freaky business, though. You could be wrong, right?"

	"Right."

	Victoria nodded. "Freaky business."

	He nodded too. "Mmmmm. Freaky."

	She broke away from him to look out the window. She stood there staring out, with the entire city backlighting her. "Wanna go to bed?" she asked.

	"It is a freaky business," he whispered. And stripped off his Cyrano nose and heard Angelique's soft laughter and her voice saying: "Truth. . . the final ploy."

	Victoria slowly started up the stairs. Joe grabbed the wine bottle and moved unsteadily after her. He unbuttoned his shirt as he crossed the room. Victoria waited halfway up the staircase. When he reached her, he took off his shirt and dropped it. She started to pick it up. He stopped her. He took her wrist and walked the rest of the way up with her. His black shirt lay draped across the steps.

	 

	The little white poodle ran ahead, down the hallway, his leash dragging behind him, directly to Joe's door. Katie fished the key from her bag and followed him. She unlocked the door, opened it, and let the dog inside. The living room was dark. In the sliver of light from the hall, she looked at her watch. It was twelve-thirty. Early for Joe to be sleeping, but then, he'd looked exhausted at five in the screening room.

	She switched on the light and walked to the kitchen, where she refilled the dog's water dish. Then she took a carton of milk from the refrigerator, poured out a glassful, and, carrying it with her, started upstairs. The little poodle followed her, then charged happily ahead. He stopped to sniff at Joe's shirt.

	Katie saw it. She stared at it for a moment, almost bent to pick it up, then changed her mind and continued up the stairs to the bedroom. The little dog was at her heels as she entered the room. She almost stepped on him; she almost spilled the milk---that was how abruptly she stopped. She came to a full stop and stood staring at Joe and Victoria in bed, asleep.

	She caught her breath and looked away from them. On the bedside table were wine bottles and half-filled glasses and thick candles heavy with drippings, still burning. She stared at the candles numbly, dumbly. She scarcely realized that the dog had begun to whine and yip. It might have been her own voice; her own ridiculous inner voice whining with disappointment and resignation, yipping with hurt.

	Katie sighed. It was a small, inadvertent sigh, but at first, when they stirred in the bed, she thought it was her almost silent sigh that had awakened them. Then she became conscious of the little dog's noises. She knelt to stroke and silence him.

	The girl in the bed opened her eyes lazily. Joe awakened too, as Katie stood up again. He hauled himself to a sitting position. He stared at her incredulously, blinking, trying to accommodate the information his senses were feeding him and his mind was denying.

	Either Katie was trembling, or the little white poodle in her arms was; she couldn't be certain. "I... I'm sorry," she managed to say. "Oooo, am I sorry." She turned to go.

	"Katie. . ." He started to get up.

	"No. I should have called first," she said quickly, and left.

	He listened to her hurried footsteps on the stairs. "Ah, shit," he said softly.

	Victoria's eyes opened in childish fear. They were circled with mascara smudges. "Did I... like, screw anything up?"

	"No," he told her, reaching for a cigarette. "It's my fault. I was supposed to call her and tell her to come or not to come." He lit the cigarette and poured more wine into one of the glasses. "I forgot all about it."

	He ran his hand through his hair and tugged at his beard distractedly. Then he began to massage his arm. He turned to Victoria. She had the sheet pulled up to her chin. He lowered it, lifted it back a bit, and looked down at her nude body.

	It was pale and perfect; more voluptuous than most dancers' bodies. . . but so had Kimberly's been, he remembered suddenly. And Katie's. And Audrey's. And. . . 

	 

	Angelique was naked too. Not just naked, pale and perfect, but moving, very subtly to be sure, to the thump-bump-grind of stripper's music echoing through their special meeting place. And his mother was with her.

	His mother was in the fantastic dressing room, looking exactly as she'd looked when she'd really been his mother. She was fat and jolly---or was it voluptuous?---in the vintage fifties flowered house dress she wore. She seemed fond of Angelique, or at least, she was treating her as though she were a favorite girl of Joe's whom he'd brought home for the first time, and she was paying absolutely no attention to Angelique's very apparent nudity.

	Joe was fascinated by the meeting. He watched it in the mirror while he experimented with one of the eyebrow pencils at the dressing table.

	"I'm Joey's mother. Ever since he was this high," she said in her special, enthusiastic way, "he's had such a crush on you."

	Angelique caught his eye. They both smiled, she and Joe, at his mother's ebullience and innocence. "I know. I've always been fond of Joe, too," she said.

	"Of all the children, he was the least worry. He worked in all those cheap burlesque clubs. . . always around stark naked girls. But did it bother him? No! He never paid any attention. Never even looked at them!"

	She waved her arm as if she could prove it, show Joey's sweet blonde girl friend the truth. . . and suddenly, the dressing room became something else. A nightclub---one of the cheap burlesque houses she'd just been telling Angelique about. And something else, too. Something that Joe didn't grasp when he first saw the room and the three-piece combo---piano, drums and saxophone---that was playing the stripper's music, and the pale and perfect, voluptuous dancer on stage who, with professional dexterity, was whirling her tassels in opposite directions while she bumped to the bass drumbeat.

	It looked just a little like the set he'd used for Davis Newman's monologue. A large but shoddy club that could accommodate about two hundred people. There were, however, only fifteen or twenty customers in the place.

	A teenaged boy was sitting backstage in a drafty corner, surreptitiously studying a first-year Latin text. He was wearing bits and pieces of what was to be a fulldress, white-tie-and-tails tap-dancing suit. A top hat, pushed forward over his blonde hair, partially covered his face, but not his lips, which were mumbling conjugations.

	Joe Gideon didn't have to be told that he was looking at Joe Gideon, Chicago, 1951.

	The boy was so involved in conjugating his Latin verbs that he didn't notice the tired-looking mile-high stripper, a cloth coat covering her costume, who had just come from out front where she'd been hustling drinks.

	"Amo, amas, amat . . ." He toe-tapped each word as he pronounced it. "I love, you love, he, she, it loves. . "

	"Hey, kid. What've you got there?"

	He quickly closed the textbook, but she'd stopped and was grinning down at him.

	"Its just a book, "he said.

	She took it away from him. "First-year Latin! How old are you?"

	"Nineteen, "he said fast.

	"What year were you born?" she challenged him quickly.

	"Uh, nineteen thirty. . . uh, uh. . . nineteen thirty. . . uh. . ."

	"Try nineteen thirty-four." She laughed, stuck her finger into her crimson-rouged mouth, and wet and twirled her platinum spitcurl with it. Her hair was short, white-gold with dark threads that matched her thickly painted arched eyebrows.

	"Right!" Joe said, "Nineteen thirty-four."

	She put her hand inside her coat and rested it on her hip. "Now try nineteen thirty-two."

	Trapped in the lie, Joe lowered his head. At the top of her sequined G-string, five or six dark threads of hair curled toward her creamy belly. He closed his eyes.

	"Uh-huh," she said, "Sure, you're nineteen." With a big grin, she handed him back the book and walked toward the strippers' dressing room.

	A final drumroll and moan of the sax signaled the end of the onstage stripper's performance. There was scattered applause and then the whistling, microphoned, "Thank you, thank you. . ."

	The girl who'd just finished up onstage slipped through the black curtains and down the two wooden steps to the backstage area. The tassles bounced on her full breasts as she moved past Joey. Her hips, their flesh bitten by the taut elastic of her practically transparent black G-string, moved in rolling waves as she walked in her spike-heeled mules toward the dressing room.

	She opened the door. Joe saw her full buttocks, separated by the black string that rode up to her hips. Her buttocks moved too, as she walked. They swallowed the thin string, then released it again. Now you see it; now you don't. Her buttocks clapped together over the G-string belt as lackadaisically as the customers out front applauded. Up and down they moved, opening and closing over the string. She left the dressing-room door open.

	"Hey," the platinum blonde said, "you want a laugh? That tap dancer is only a kid. He can't be any more than thirteen or fourteen."

	There was a third stripper in the room. She sat on a rickety wooden chair at the dressing table, applying a pair of bright red pasties to her nipples. Her thighs were spread wide over the sides of the chair as she concentrated first on one breast, then the other. She held her heavy breasts and shook them, testing the tiny red circles she'd just glued on. "You're kidding!" She jounced and jiggled her fat breasts. She laughed.

	"Hey," she called to the girl who'd just entered the room. "Did you hear that. . . about the dancer?"

	Joe was preparing to go on. He slipped into the white jacket that hung on the back of his chair and snapped his bow tie into place as the MC began his tired comic routine:

	"And now, ladies and germs, I want to introduce Chicago's tap dancer extraordinaire. . ." His voice thickened with a Bert Lahr frenzy. "Oh, wait. . . just a moment, just a moment. . . You there, the lovely lady who just walked in. . . that's right, you with the mink coat. Can you tell me, madam---I mean miss---how did you get that lovely mink coat? Don't bother to answer that. We know. The same way minks get minks. Speaking of rich people. . ."

	Joe listened. He knew the routine by heart. He began to warm up, tapping lightly on the concrete floor. Unconsciously, he mouthed the MC's lines.

	"Speaking of rich people, my family is in the iron and steel business. My mother irons and my father steals. . ."

	The platinum blonde with the dark roots had taken off her cloth coat, but Joe didn't see her. He was nervous, waiting, listening to the sporadic laughter that followed the master of ceremonies' stale jokes. He didn't see the blonde or the other two half-naked strippers as they left the dressing room, anticipating easy fun with the young Latin scholar in the white tie and tails.

	"So you're only fourteen," the girl with the black tassles whispered. She'd come up behind him, and he could feel her breath on the back of his neck. He turned, startled.

	"First-year Latin? Is your mommy waiting out in the car for you?" The stripper in the red pasties and heart-shaped G-string moved in on him. She held her breasts, pushed them together and toward him. The sequined red pasties winked in the dim backstage lights.

	The blonde hustler was bare-breasted now. She stepped in front of him and ran her hands up and down, over her own body. Her nipples grew magically. Her G-string slipped down slowly, revealing new tendrils of silken dark hair. "You better stop lying or your nose will grow," she taunted him. "Ooooo . . ." Her lips formed a lush wet circle. "Something's growing."

	Joey backed up. He backed into one of the other girls. She reached around him and placed her hands over his chest and moved them slowly, softly, achingly over his nipples. He thought his heart would break through his skin, would thump and thud until it exploded all over her stroking hands.

	"Here, baby." The blonde held out a naked breast and thrust it into his face, up to his mouth as if it were a microphone. "Say something in Latin, baby."

	The hands on his chest moved, massaged, down his shirtfront, down toward his groin. "Little boy blue, come blow your horn. . ."

	He tried to move to the side. He put his foot out and the thin black G-string pasted itself against his thigh; the thighs of the stripper who'd just finished dancing were hot and wet, and her G-string was, too. It burned, pushing and pulsating, wriggling against his tight white trousers.

	"Please don't do that!" he begged. "Please stop! I've got to go on! Don't! Please!" He knew what would happen if they didn't stop. He knew and they didn't stop, wouldn't. They closed in on him, their hands stroking, pulling, teasing him; breasts and hips and bulging G-strings rubbing against his back and legs and face and groin. And he knew it would happen.

	"He's such a good boy," his mother was telling Angelique. "Three times he won first prize for knowing more Bible verses than anyone else in Sunday School."

	Joe, sitting at the dressing-room table, caught Angelique's eye in the mirror. He winked at her.

	"Joey never did anything to disappoint me," his mother said.

	In the mirror, Angelique returned his wink. He watched her. He watched his mother telling her what a good boy he'd been, how he'd avoided temptation and, yea, though he'd walked through the valley of the shadow. . . He watched his mother's lips move and Angelique, naked Angelique, pale and perfect, watched him in the mirror and he studied her body, pale and perfect, and her rosy-tipped breasts and. . .

	The stripper grabbed his hand and pressed it over, curled it under, her full, low G-string and thrust her breast into his eye. Joey made a fist of his hand, both hands. He made tight, terrified fists and recited rapidly, "Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me. Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me."

	"Rod? Staff? Now you're talking, sweetie!"

	"And here he is, folks," the MC roared into the microphone, "Tops in taps. . . Mr. Joe Gideon!"

	Nothing happened, except inside his body, where the blood that had thudded in his heart raced, boiling, up and down his body, scalding every nerve it touched, searched blindly for release and they were milking it out of him, pulling and tugging and rubbing until the boiling liquid turned white-hot and churned inside his groin, inside his skin and white trousers and their pink grasping hands forced it to find the place, the way out, and he groaned as he exploded in pain and pleasure and raging embarrassment.

	"Oh. . . my. . . God!!!"

	But as far as the MC was concerned, nothing happened. So he cleared his throat and said impatiently, "As I was saying, folks. Tops in taps. . . Mr. Joe Gideon. . . and here he is, I hope. . ." And the combo played a second fanfare as Joe ran toward the stage steps and through the black curtain.

	The lights were blindingly white. It didn't matter. He couldn't have seen anything anyway. He danced. The piano played a rinkytink version of "Sweet Sue," and Joey tapped in stop-time---blind, deaf, and dumb even to the growing laughter of the audience as they noticed, one by one, the prominent stain on his immaculate white trousers.

	Oh, how he wanted Angelique then. Oh, how he would have loved her to hold him, embrace him, take him. But he was too young then. He only longed for her and tap-danced and cried in the spotlight.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	He woke wondering whether he'd really called Katie to apologize. One hand slipped the Vivaldi cassette into the tape deck, the other groped for the Visine. He was alone. Just before the music began, he realized that he had phoned her, and that it had been nearly a week ago.

	He'd phoned Kate Jagger, but he hadn't apologized. He'd just picked up where they'd left off before she saw Victoria in his bed, with him working twice as hard, if that were possible, and Katie being twice as patient and protective of him, if that were possible.

	On the way to the bathroom, he began to anticipate the day. And two, three, four, stage; five, six, seven, screen. The vision of the day ahead was blurred momentarily by Visine, then he dropped the Alka Seltzer tablets into the water and drowned their gurgling rumble by turning on the shower tap. Now everything was humming---the shower needles and Alka Seltzer. He drank the bromide quickly and followed it with two, three, four, coffee; five, six, seven, Dex.

	He was glad he'd made peace with Ka-Ka-Ka-Katie because, he thought under the shower's icy pummeling, a clear head and a comforting, comfortable lover were definitely desirable if not crucial to a worthy day's work: Dance rehearsals for LA/NY were about to begin; Paul Dann had a new opening number to try out; Joshua Penn, The Standup's producer, was dropping by, stopping in for a "casual" chat that, Joe knew, would sooner or later get around to time and money and how much of both the picture was taking.

	Joe scrubbed his chest with the Swedish loofa glove. The harsh fibers set his skin tingling, warmed him under the cold shower spray. And one, two, three, scrub; four, five, six, scram. Out of the shower to the sink, to the mirrored wall above the sink, to brush his teeth and snap open his eyes and view the remains of Joe Gideon dripping blonde hair into his speed-dilated eyes, toweling the pale tufts under his arms and the goosebumps on his belly, butt, and legs. He spread his arms wide, shot a spray of deodorant into his pits, and smiled at himself in the mirror. It was a smile that could fool anyone. Even him.

	He felt great and raring to go: to the bare, barnlike vocal and dance rehearsal rooms at Broadway Arts; to the cutting rooms at Times Square; to hear Dann's new song and Joshua Penn's predictable old one; to begin choreographing an intricate musical with twelve, count 'em, twelve, fantastic elastic dancers---boys and girls together---one dozen eager, educated chesspieces to set up and move across the enormous wooden gameboard of the rehearsal studio.

	The Dexedrine rushed through his system. He felt his heart gulp in palpitations of speedy expectation. He opened his arms, his hands, his eyes, his grin. He opened himself ritually to the rigors of the day.

	"Ta-dah!" he announced to the mirror. "It's showtime, folks!"

	In basic black, he sat on one of the spartan wooden folding chairs in the vocal room. At the piano. Paul Dann was enthusiastically demonstrating his new opening number. Joe glanced around the room. Hecht and Christopher looked delighted with the song.

	Audrey sat nearby. It was almost as hard to read her reaction as it was to read his own. He kept his face intent but emotionless. Audrey's, though filled with emotion, a confused gamut of emotions, turned to him occasionally, checking, imploring him to direct her response to the dull time Dann was banging out.

	Paul Dann ended with a flourish, and ran his fingers through his oddly thatched red hair. He swiveled on the piano stool to face the others.

	"Great!" Hecht said immediately. "A show-stopper! What an opening!"

	"What an opening! It's great, Paul," said Christopher.

	The three men turned to Audrey. "So? What do you think?" Dann asked eagerly.

	Audrey shrugged and pointed to Joe. "Ask the man."

	"Joe?" Dann urged.

	He stood and paced. He didn't look directly at Paul Dann, nor at Hecht and Christopher. "Well, I think it's okay. . ." He paused, shut his eyes, thinking. "Let me see what I can do with it."

	His reaction disappointed Dann. To assuage the composer, Hecht said enthusiastically, "It's catchy and bouncy! Right, Ted?"

	"Oh. . . very bouncy and catchy," said Christopher.

	Audrey covered her eyes and slumped down low in her chair. "Shit," she murmured. Joe came up behind her and kissed her dusky blonde hair. "We'll work it cut," he whispered into her ear.

	She turned and stared at him with amused skepticism. "Now where have I heard that before?" she said.

	He grinned. "I think it was shortly before you said, 'I've had enough, Joe. I want out.'"

	Audrey chuckled. "Okay. You win---again. If anyone can do anything with that number, you can, Joey. All I have to do is wait. . . and watch you sweat it out."

	"Don't you like it, Joey?" Dann cracked his knuckles.

	"He likes it," Hecht assured him. "You like it. He loves it, Paul."---

	"What's not to like?" Ted Christopher asked with a note of belligerence. "It's a show-stopper, for Christ-sake."

	Joe pulled his stopwatch out of his jacket pocket and his cigarettes out of his shirt. "Give me the sheets. I've got to get to the dance studio; that's the place to work it out." He lit up and took a set of music sheets from Dann. "Gentlemen," he said, backing out the door.

	As soon as he was two feet down the corridor, he grabbed his bottle of Dexedrine, spilled a couple of pills into his palm, and tossed them down. His hand closed tightly around the rolled-up music sheets, stopping just short of crumpling them. He tapped his thigh with the paper cylinder as he hurried to the dance rehearsal studio.

	Kathryn was exercising the dancers. They were bending and stretching, and a few couples were doing lifts, watching themselves in the floor-to-ceiling mirror that covered the entire wall opposite the ballet barre. Most of them knew enough to wear knee pads; some had wrapped their ankles as well.

	In a corner of the large room, two keyboard players and a drummer were checking out their equipment. Murray Nathan was near the upright piano, chatting with his assistant, Wayne. Nathan had his clipboard under his arm and a pencil stuck behind his ear.

	"Who's the stud in the bandanna?" Wayne asked.

	"You don't want to know."

	"Why not?"

	"Because if I tell you the stud's name you'll crack up."

	"Try me."

	"His name's Autumn."

	Wayne cracked up.

	The handsome young dancer lifted Victoria, lowered her, and turned to glare at Wayne. His hair was thick and brown and he wore a bandanna-headband, knotted Indian-style, to keep his hair and the sweat of his work out of his always intense, and now fierce-looking, eyes.

	"Autumn," Kathryn called. "Lift, lift. . ." The boy turned back to Victoria, who wiped her nervous hands on her thighs and raised her arms as Kathryn had instructed. Autumn lifted her again, and after a sloppy arabesque, she slid to the floor, landing on the wrong foot.

	"And lift, two, three, four. . . lower, six, seven, eight. Right foot, Victoria. Right foot!"

	Joe entered the studio. Kathryn blew her whistle. "No, go on," he told her. "I've got to work something out." He walked over to the electric keyboard and set Dann's music down. "We're going to play with this in about five minutes," he told the three rehearsal musicians. "Everyone here?" Joe asked Murray. Murray showed him the clipboard, which he barely glanced at. "Everyone's here."

	"Good, great. Shit," he said, catching one of Victoria's sloppy slides in the mirror. "Kathryn, come here," he called.

	Kathryn had just unzipped the jeans she was wearing over her rust-colored, back-strapped leotard. She zipped up again and crossed the room to him.

	He directed her eyes toward the mirror, at Victoria.

	"I know," she said. "What do you want to do about it?"

	"Get tough," he said.

	"She's scared to death now."

	"Not nearly as scared as she's going to be if she steps on his toes one more time."

	Kathryn smiled. "I just call out the combinations, remember? You're the mean machine."

	"Right." Joe took her arm and led her to the piano. "Let's go over this. Dann's come up with a new opening."

	"Is it good?"

	"We'll find out."

	They went over the sheets together as the pianists---one at the upright and one at the electric keyboard---and the drummer got the music down.

	He pulled his whistle out of his pocket and put it on, then he tossed his jacket into a corner. They went over a few combinations together. One by one, the dancers stopped to watch them. Joe and Kathryn moved to the music Paul Dann had just presented. "Let's start with that," Joe said, after five minutes of exploration.

	Kathryn took off her jeans and tossed them over the ballet barre. Joe slipped his white knee pads up over the bottoms of his black, elasticised jazz pants. He adjusted the wide black leather wrist band he wore, and pushed his rolled sleeves up. "Okay, let's go."

	He put his hand on Kathryn's hip. "Leave them," he said, as she moved to take off her soft tan leather boots.

	The dancers gathered to watch the first combination.

	"Everybody learn this," Joe said. He turned to the pianist. "Try the release. Okay. Now keep your right leg straight," he told the men and, to the entire group: "Here we go!"

	"Five, six, seven, eight. . ." Kathryn called as Joe led her through the demonstration.

	"Boys lean forward. . . girls up. . ." Joe instructed.

	Kathryn slung her legs around him. "Wrap your legs around," she told the girls.

	"Turn. . . back. . . Oh, this damned music. . ."

	"Extend your right leg," Kathryn called without stopping.

	"Let the girl down. . . easy. . . slide. . . slide. . ." Joe turned suddenly to Victoria. "Slide!" he shouted. She crashed down again. "Everybody try it. Here we go. . ."

	"Flexed hands?" Danny, the shortest of the male dancers, asked.

	"Yeah. Flexed hands. And---"

	"Spread it out," Kathryn called to them, "Five, six, seven, eight."

	Victoria was wearing a red shirt tied over her leotard and a pair of knee-high powder blue leg warmers. She took the shirt off and tossed it to the side.

	"Wrap your legs, Victoria. . . point your toes. Jesus Christ, you've got feet like salamis." Joe blew his whistle and they all slowed to a stop. "Come on," he urged them. "Try it again. This time I really want to see it. Everybody."

	The group started again, and almost immediately, he blew his whistle. "Hold it, I've got an idea." He rubbed his face, his forehead, as if he could rub the music out of his mind. "Damn. Sandahl, come over here."

	Joe got down on his hands and knees while Sandahl, her blonde hair tied back from her face, her longsleeved red leotard already damp with sweat, tugged up her drooping white leg warmers and walked over to him.

	"Lie down on your back," he told her. She did. He slid her under him. "Now spread your legs out." She spread her legs on either side of him. "Bring them up and down. . . your legs. Good. Hold them there."

	He was poised above her as if he were preparing to do push-ups on her belly. He looked around. "Rima. . . no, no, Jennifer, come here. Can you slide in here?"

	Jennifer got down on the floor, on her stomach, and started to slither under him too, at a right angle to Sandahl, whose raised legs left enough room to accommodate her.

	"No, no, on your back."

	She rolled over and slid under him.

	"Now put your left hand on the back of my right thigh. Put your right hand on my back. Raise your legs. . ." Jennifer raised her legs, which were encased in flesh-colored tights. Her hands on his back and thigh, her torso in a tight blue leotard under him, she raised her legs, forming a U-shape beneath him. "And cross them," he continued. She crossed her legs.

	"Sandahl, now open and close yours. . . Jennifer, roll your head. Sandahl, lift your head up. . . hold my face. . . tight. Okay," he said to both of them, "here we go. . . slow. . . Keep rolling, Jennifer."

	He raised his head, which Sandahl was clasping. He turned to Kathryn and the group. "Does that look like anything?"

	They all laughed.

	He knew what it looked like.

	 

	"Have you ever slept with another woman?" he asked Angelique.

	He was at the dressing table, slicking his hair in a Valentino, patent-leather-style hairdo. A tango had begun in the background.

	"Yes," she said.

	"I once tried living with two girls at the same time."

	Angelique nodded her head. "Your 'noble experiment.'"

	"Yeah. It lasted five and a half months." He stood up. "We lived together. . ."

	"Laughed together," someone said.

	Joe looked around. They were there, looking a bit like Sandahl and Jennifer, but they were his partners in what she---and he---had once called his "noble experiment." Two beautiful young girls who might have been any two beautiful young girls. Smoothly, Joe and the girls began to tango.

	"Drank together," the dark-haired girl said.

	"Smoked together," said the other.

	"Popped poppers together."

	"Slept together."

	Joe slipped away from his partners and sat down next to Angelique, watching them dance without him. "I woke up one morning and one of them was gone," he told her. "On the bureau she left a note."

	One of the girls had slipped quietly away. The other cried out tearfully: "I'm sorry I cannot share you anymore! I want you all to myself, or not at all. Please. . . please try to understand."

	"I not only understood," Joe said, a shade melodramatically. "I was flattered. Flattered that she felt so strongly about me."

	Angelique laughed. "How did you know the note was to you?"

	Joe was startled.

	"It could," she continued, "have been addressed 'To Whom It May Concern.'"

	He had to laugh, and did. Although he'd never considered it, she could have been right. In fact, she probably was. Enchanted with her wit and beauty, he tentatively reached out to touch her face. . .

	 

	His hand moved swiftly to his chest. He felt an extreme shortness of breath. Puzzled, he leaned against the wall. Sounds of city traffic cut sharply through the tango---a chill breeze and street noises. He opened his eyes. He was leaning against the cold brick wall in front of Broadway Arts.

	 

	He closed his eyes and saw her face, and saw his hand reaching toward it. He hesitated, then slowly withdrew his hand before it touched her.

	 

	Outside, in front of the rehearsal studios, he regained his normal breathing. He opened his eyes and looked out at the passing traffic with a sense of enormous relief. He was. . . He'd been. . . He needed to get his day back in order. Okay. He breathed deeply, easily again. He'd been on his way to the cutting rooms.

	 

	It was late afternoon. Joe sat alone, working the Kem backwards and forwards, sipping wine and chainsmoking.

	"There's all this bullshit about death with dignity, man. You know what death with dignity is? You don't drool." Davis Newman's monologue was on the machine again.

	Stacy was at the rewind table, rewinding a reel Eddie Lerner had run through the Moviola for Joe---the reel following Newman's death rap. Jonathan was checking the clipboards on the wall, jotting code numbers into the continuity book.

	With the large ring binder in his hand, he was moving away from Eddie and Joshua Penn, whose irate voice competed with Newman's proliferating like's and man's. Joshua Penn was pissed off. He had big eyes under any circumstances---big, drooping eyes in a basically sweet face, lovable beagle eyes. They were less than lovable now; they were nervous and enormous.

	Penn was holding a handful of time sheets, checking through them, showing them to Eddie Lerner as if Lerner had never seen them before. His anxiety found its match in Eddie's fatigue. The editor ran his hand over his upper lip, stroking his mustache in a conciliatory gesture of patience, as the producer read out the days and hours of overtime recorded on the sheets.

	Unable to find satisfaction with the weary editor, Penn stalked determinedly over to the Kem. "Joey, I've got to talk to you about these time sheets. Three weeks we've been on triple time, and the brass is eating my ass out."

	Joe moved the monologue backwards again. Newman's voice came out a scrambled parody of Penn's nattering until Joe reached the exact shot in the film from which he wanted to watch the cut version again. Then Newman's manic monologue ran along smoothly with Joshua Penn's. Joe's attention, however, was totally on the visuals in front of him, on Davis Newman pacing and smoking three ways at once on the metallic green machine.

	"You shot eighty-two days on a sixty-five-day schedule," Penn continued. "On a four-month editing schedule, you've gone seven months. We're already two million two over the original budget. I mean, God created the entire world in six days and never went on overtime once. You can't even cut an hour-and-a-half movie in seven months---on triple time, yet!"

	"Okay, man. . . so here you are. You know you're going to die in six months. . ." Newman began the Five Stages of Death countdown.

	Perm glanced over Joe's shoulder at the triple screens, then, with a concentrated effort, resumed his own monologue while Joe continued, obsessively, to work.

	"Now, Joey, I just hate to do this; I'm usually a very calm man . . ." He waved his hand through the smoke from Joe's cigarette that was curling up, fogging his big beagle eyes. "But this whole thing has got me terribly crazy. I must put my foot down. This whole thing has got to stop. It's just got to stop! It has to stop! It just simply must stop!"

	Joe manipulated the machine and brought the film back to the clapper slates. Without taking his eyes from the center screen, he silently maneuvered Penn into the seat in front of the Kem console. When the producer's eyes were, relatively, back to normal and fixed on the edited sequence before him, Joe said softly, "Joshua, I made some changes in the monologue. I think it's better."

	He backed away from the Kem, picked up his coat, and walked quickly and quietly to the rewind table. He poured a short shot of wine into his glass and washed down a couple of Dexedrines with it. Then he put the glass next to the bottle on Stacy's table and kissed her on the neck.

	"I've got to get back to rehearsal."

	Joshua Penn was about as interested in Joe's announcement as Joe had been in Penn's time-and-money analysis. Joe smiled. He turned back to Stacy. "Mmmm. You smell good."

	She sniffed at him. "So do you. California Chablis?"

	He moved his hand up to her breast. She pushed it away and giggled, then looked nervously at Penn. Joe glanced at Penn, too. He moved his hand back to her breast. "Eddie," he said, capitulating easily to Stacy's pushing his hand away again. "I'll meet you back here at five-thirty. We've got to work tonight. . . late." He put his hand back on Stacy's breast.

	"Joey---" She tried for a note of exasperation. He winked at her and put on his jacket.

	"Nice seeing you, Joshua," he said. He patted Penn's back in passing, then left the cutting room.

	He was in the elevator, halfway to the lobby, when Penn, still staring at the film on the Kem console, muttered almost to himself, "Oh, my God, it is better. God help us all. It is better."

	 

	Joe saw the limousine waiting in front of Broadway Arts. That meant Michelle was upstairs with Audrey. Audrey rarely used the limo service except to have their daughter picked up from school on days when she was rehearsing and Michelle had no particular planned activity after three.

	He was pleased. He tossed his cigarette to the curb and hurried inside.

	Audrey was working out to Dann's new song. Michelle sat beside Paul at the piano. She had her leotard on under her jeans. Her sweatshirt was tied around her waist.

	"Hey. Hi, Dad," she called as soon as she saw him.

	Audrey stopped dancing. "Hi. They're waiting. Where've you been?"

	He went into the room. "Playing with the film."

	"How's it going?"

	He kissed Michelle on the back of her neck. "Slow, that's how," he told Audrey. He ducked behind a corner screen and talked with her as he changed into his jazz pants. "It's slow and I can't do a goddamn thing with it. It's terrible. I'm terrible."

	"Oh, Daddy," Michelle groaned, "you always say that. Then everything turns out better than anyone expected."

	If she hadn't said 'Daddy,' he'd probably have thought it was Audrey. He smiled. "Who asked you, kiddo?"

	"She's right," Audrey said, as he came out from behind the screen.

	"And who asked you, too?"

	"It's true, Joey," Dann called over the music. "They're both right. You're always---"

	"Hate to run, you guys," Joe cut in abruptly.

	Michelle started toward him. "Can I go with you? Please?"

	He glanced at Audrey. She shrugged. "How long do you think rehearsal's going to run?"

	"Not long. I've got to get back over to the editing room tonight."

	"It's all right with me, then. But she's got school tomorrow."

	"No problem," Joe said, holding his hand out to Michelle. She ignored his hand, ran across the room, and leapt---gracefully, he noted---high and well-timed, into his arms.

	"Thanks, Mom," she said. He carried her out into the hallway. His arm began to fall asleep. He set her down and shook and massaged it.

	"What do you think of that song?" he asked her as they walked together to the rehearsal studio where the NY/LA dancers were waiting.

	Michelle wrinkled her nose. "It's okay."

	"Just, huh?"

	"Yeah. Just okay."

	He tousled her long, thick hair. "You've got taste, kid."

	"Class," Michelle corrected him. When he raised his eyebrow at her, she grinned. "Well, that's what Mom always says. She says I've got class."

	"It's all in the genes, kiddo. Remember that."

	 

	Working with Kathryn on Dann's new opening, Joe put the dancers through their paces. They experimented with variations on the ménage à trois business he'd initiated with Sandahl and Jennifer. When it was finally over, hours later, he still didn't know what he had or what the hell he was trying to do.

	It had begun to rain. He sat with Michelle in the empty rehearsal studio, staring blindly at the steamy windows. After a silence broken only by the tapping of the rain, he stood and stretched and took the towel from around his neck.

	"Can we dance now?" Michelle asked in a tiny voice. "Sure."

	She scrambled out of her jeans. She was wearing pale pink tights with her black leotard. He sat back down, waiting for her. While he waited, he began to experiment with some slapping rhythms on his thigh. Michelle sat down next to him. They were on the bench near the instrument corner. He leaned across her and switched on the rhythm machine next to the electric keyboard, then continued slapping his thigh.

	Michelle watched intently, occasionally trying to imitate him.

	He stood. 'Tush up the tempo." She studied the board for a moment, then found the right dial. "A little more," he said, "that's it. Right there."

	The rhythm machine, a sort of electronic metronome with speed and sound controls that boomed out drumbeats in various tempos and rhythm combinations, was set up beside the keyboard, as was a small but formidable tape deck.

	After a few minutes of practicing, Joe asked Michelle to double the tempo.

	"Which button?"

	"The white one. . . push it down." He slapped his thighs. "Ahhh, that stinks. Turn it off. Let's try this." He rewound the tape deck, then switched it to Forward, and a waltz began. "Come here. I want to try something."

	Michelle came happily toward him. He knelt. "First, get up on my shoulder." She did, and he groaned exaggeratedly. "Oh God, you're getting heavy. Put your leg in arabesque." He began to turn her. "How are things at home?"

	"Pretty good," Michelle said.

	"Be careful now, I'm going to drop you backwards. Anything you want to tell me?"

	She was hanging upside-down from his shoulder. "Well, I promised Mom I wouldn't bring it up."

	"But you're going to bring it up anyway. You can tell me anything you want." He lowered her and flipped her over. "Sit down. Give me your wrists. Here we go. What's on your mind?" he asked as he lifted her. "Bend your knees."

	"Why don't you get married again?"

	"Just roll your head. . . slowly. . . I don't get married again because I can't find anyone I dislike enough to inflict that kind of torture on."

	Ignoring his flippancy, she continued, "Why don't you marry Katie? She's terrific."

	"Keep rolling your head and extend your leg. Yeah, she is terrific. Which is exactly why I won't marry her. Now, go off in the corner and run and jump and I'll catch you."

	"What about Victoria?" she asked as she crossed to the corner. "You're not too crazy about her."

	"Just run and jump and I'll catch you. Come on. Run, run. . . jump."

	"What about the blonde?" she asked when he'd caught her.

	"What blonde?"

	"The one with some television show in Philadelphia. You know, the one Mom always keeps talking about."

	"Oh, that blonde."

	"Yeah, that blonde."

	"Just jump up. Wrap your legs around me. Why is it so---now follow my arm---why is it so important to you that I get married again?"

	"'Cause then you'd settle down and stop screwing around," she announced.

	"Hey, watch your language." He glanced at the watch on his wide leather wrist band. "Oh, shit, look what time it is. Come on, I've got to get you home." Throwing her over his shoulder in another lift, he started toward the door.

	"Oh, Daddy, can't we stay for a little while longer? This is fun."

	"Oh, no, your mother'll kill me." He swooped down and retrieved her jeans, sweatshirt, sneakers, and jacket.

	"Can't I stay five minutes?"

	"No."

	"Three minutes?"

	He set her down and handed her the clothing, a piece at a time. "No."

	"One minute?" She wriggled into her jeans, took the single sneaker he held out to her, and then its mate.

	"Not one second," he said, kneeling to tie her laces. Then he picked her up again. "Come on."

	She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her head in his shirt collar. He squeezed her and held her tightly until they got to the elevator. Then she started in on him again.

	"Besides," she said, as if the conversation hadn't stopped for a second, "if you got married again, then I'd have another mother. I'm the only kid in the whole school who doesn't have at least two mothers and two fathers."

	Joe laughed. "Poor, underprivileged child. Michelle, I love you."

	"Yeah, you say that to all the girls."

	He held her at arms' distance for a moment and stared at her severely. But she was giggling at him. He couldn't hold the scolding look. He stared at her, instead, with helpless awe and wonder at his love for her. She saw him go weak with love and hurled herself back, tight against him, and hugged him with unrestrained pleasure.

	"Nobody likes a smartass kid, you know," he told her as the elevator doors closed.

	"If you got married, maybe you'd have a baby and maybe I'd have a little brother," Michelle picked up again as they descended to the lobby.

	"I'll call Hertz tomorrow and rent you a brother."

	"Very funny."

	"It's not bad," he said. They left the elevator and crossed to the front door.

	It was pouring now. The limousine was waiting at the curb. He wrapped Michelle in his arms, covered her head with his hand and head, and hustled her to the car, then waited in the rain until the limo took off. He stood at the curb waving to Michelle, who had turned and was waving back from the rear window. He stood until the car disappeared around a corner. He was soaking wet when he returned to the building. Popping a Dexedrine, he headed for the elevator.

	 

	Katie heard him sneeze. He was in the bathroom, playing out his morning ritual. She, wearing one of his black shirts, stretched and sat up in his bed. He'd been waterlogged when he'd walked in last night, or rather this morning, which was several hours after she'd arrived. He'd been wet and weary and worried. About the film, the show, the new song he'd begun to choreograph? She didn't know, because he wouldn't say. She could only see it. He'd also, she remembered, glimpsing the empty bottle on the bedside table, tried to wash his worries---and his liver---away with white wine.

	He didn't sound worried now. She heard him gargling; it was followed by a silence that meant he was probably combing his shower-damp hair, and then, "Ta-dah! It's showtime, folks!"

	Joe came back into the bedroom, carrying a cup of coffee. He handed the cup to her. He stared down into her sleep-soft blue eyes. A few strands of her straight black hair had fallen over her brow. She looked disheveled, just slightly. It was a sweet, sexy sort of look---the silky hair undone, the endless legs straddling the sheets, the smooth hips visible between the shirttail slits on either side of her gangly morning body. He touched her cheek gently.

	 

	In the enormous dressing room, he was experimenting with makeup, drawing vertical and horizontal black lines on his face. He was finishing up the line across one of his cheeks. Angelique watched him. She was becoming more involved, misty, as she watched him in the mirror. Joe was almost surprised to see her face soften sentimentally as a gentle love song drifted through the room.

	"You believe in love?" she asked.

	"I believe in saying, 'I love you.' It helps people concentrate." She smiled, but didn't laugh this time, so he turned to her and told her seriously, "I'd believe in it if I knew what it was."

	 

	"Joey. . ." Katie called him home. She was in bed, sipping the coffee he'd brought her.

	"Yeah?"

	"They've asked me to go on tour with the show."

	He was at the bureau, collecting his keys, wallet, stopwatch, and whistle. "How long?"

	"Six months. What do you think?"

	 

	"And you say it all the time," Angelique continued. She was becoming awfully persistent, pulling him into and out of their secret place at whim.

	"Yeah, I say it a lot. A lot." He considered wiping the black stripes off his face.

	"When?"

	"When it works."

	 

	"I love you, Katie, but I think---" What did he think?

	"I think you have to do what's best for you," he said.

	"Meaning?"

	"What?"

	She set the cup down next to the empty wine bottle and the full ashtray. "What do you mean, Joe?" she repeated impatiently.

	 

	Angelique laughed.

	He shrugged his shoulders. "Sometimes it doesn't work," he confessed.

	 

	He turned to Katie. "Well, for your own good, I think you should go."

	She looked as if he'd struck her. He walked quickly back into the bathroom.

	Katie sat very still for a moment, looking at the bathroom door. Then she reached over the side of the bed and pulled up her purse. She took out a small address book and looked up a phone number. Slowly and deliberately, she dialed it on the bedside phone.

	"Michael?" she said after a moment. "It's Katie. Kate Jagger. You're Michael. . ." She waited until he'd absorbed that much. "That's right, me. It's me. So, did you mean it about dinner? . . . Well, how about tonight? . . . You're surprised?" She laughed. "Well, I'm a little surprised myself. . . Let's make it eleven at Wally's. Goodbye, Michael."

	She set the receiver back on its cradle.

	Joe emerged quietly from the bathroom. Calmly, controlled, he walked to the side of the bed. "I'm a little surprised too. Now we're all a little surprised." He gave his statement a beat while he shoved the anger back down. "Who was that?"

	"Michael Graham."

	"Michael Graham," he repeated, remaining calm. "Who is Michael Graham?"

	"A dancer in my ballet class."

	"A dancer in her ballet class. Straight or fag?"

	"What do you mean?" Katie was twisting a corner of the white sheet nervously. She blinked her black-rimmed blue eyes up at him.

	"I mean," Joe said slowly, "is he looking to get laid or is he looking for Mr. Right?"

	"He's straight."

	"And tall. Michael Graham is a very tall name. A tall, blonde name." He turned and strolled very calmly into the bathroom. She barely had time to close her eyes and sigh. When she opened them again, he was back, wildly angry. "God damn it!" he shouted down at her.

	She smiled a stage smile, ear to ear and utterly without enthusiasm. "And here's Joe again, ladies and gentlemen, this time in a towering rage."

	"How dare you use my telephone. . . my telephone. . . to call somebody who is not a fag!"

	She was so angry she was almost unable to speak. "Oh. . . it's okay for you. . ." she sputtered. She picked up the coffee cup and took a fortifying sip. "It's okay for you to go out with any. . . any girl in town. . ."

	"Right. I go out with any girl in town. I stay in with you."

	"Oh. . . I ... it's. . ." She thumped the sheets in frustration, and continued in an inarticulate frenzy. "It's happening to me. . . you always. . . you know I can't talk. . . I can never do these speeches. . . I need---I---I need a taxi to get me to the end of a sentence. I---Oh God, Joey, it's not fair. . . look, it's all wrong. . . I'm spilling the coffee. . . everything is all wrong."

	There were tears brimming in her eyes. She raised one slender arm and whispered to herself, "Taxi!"

	"Let me help you," Joe said, a bit more calmly, but not much. "First, you're obviously heading for a 'doorslam exit.' Door-slam exits do not work within an apartment, and you are not dressed for a door-slam exit out of the apartment. Second, here are your lines: 'Joe, you are a self-centered---'"

	He never got to finish. Suddenly, sharply, not missing a beat, she became intimidatingly articulate. "Stop directing!" she ordered him. "You never stop directing! Don't give me my lines. Here. Here are your lines. You say softly, with feeling, 'About that goddamn tour, I don't think you should go. Don't go, please.' Oh, Joe, I don't want to see Michael Graham or Graham Michael. I don't want dates. I have no more small talk left. I don't want to fool around, I don't want to play games, and I don't want to fight. I just want to love you, Joe."

	She put the cup down again. "Oh, damn it, Joe, why are you so generous with your cock? I love you." She collapsed on the bed in a clumsy, undancerlike fashion. "I love him," she said. Then, helplessly, "Why?"

	Joe stared at her, fascinated. He replayed the tail end of her monologue in his mind. He reversed the action, then played it back. Katie, suddenly articulate, rigid and furious. Katie, crumpling helplessly with love. Katie, defeated and triumphant in her existential angst, asking not him but the unjust, chaotic universe: "Why?"

	"That's pretty good," he told her thoughtfully. Then he returned to the bathroom.

	He took a long look at himself in the mirror. His rage had brought some color to his cheeks. They were a bit more sunken still than he would have liked, but the scene hadn't hurt. A little color; his hair had dried and a few lank strands were flirting with his forehead; even his eyes looked unusually clear.

	"Katie?" She didn't respond. He combed his hair lightly. "About the goddamn tour. . . I don't think you should go."

	"That's the wrong reading," she said morosely.

	He returned awkwardly to the bedroom. "Don't go, please," he asked her, surprised at the earnestness in his own voice. "Right reading?"

	Katie smiled. Then they both broke into laughter.

	 

	"Sooner or later, of course, Katie would have to betray you."      

	Angelique was smoking a long, black cigarette. She was studying him in his white gloves as he practiced a series of theatrical gestures.

	He signaled for a pin spot, and in its sharp circle, he mimed a sad farewell and froze.

	"No, I don't think so, Joe. Too Las Vegas-y."

	"You're right."

	He snapped his gloved fingers, and two side lights hit him. She seemed to like that better. "You were saying?" He didn't really want to hear it again, he was just being polite.

	"That sooner or later, Katie would betray you."

	"Yeah, I know."

	"As long as you could get away with it, right?"

	"Right." He peered through the light at her. "Why do you suppose she put up with it?"

	Angelique was smiling. It made him nervous. But wasn't that what he'd wanted---her getting next to him, starting to fall for him? Yes. So he smiled back at her when she said, "I can think of many reasons for wanting to be with you."

	He smiled, but he said, "Don't bullshit a bullshitter."

	 

	Betrayal was on his mind as he watched the dancers learning the rehearsal combination an hour later. He squinted at Victoria through the smoke of the cigarette dangling from his lips. His hand was slapping his thigh; his head was moving to the beat of the music. But he was squinting at her and thinking about betrayal and what he was going to have to do to get her away from the artificiality and amateurism that continued to mark her performance and mar everyone else's.

	No two ways about it, he'd have to break her down. Break her down completely, in front of everyone. Only then would he stand a chance at remolding her, teaching her something about dancing. She'd think he was betraying her. Fine. It was kill or be killed in Joe Gideon's jungle. Betray or be betrayed by an engaging incompetent who wants to be a star but can't put one foot in front of the other without stepping on someone else's foot in between.

	"Victoria!" he roared. "Stop smiling. Spot. Stretch, Victoria. Lay back, lay back. Casey, Candy, good. Victoria, you're going to do it again. Gary, Danny. . ." He nodded his approval, first to the fair, curly-haired Gary, and then to Danny, the spirited, wiry spokesman of the group.

	Bruce, black, small and acrobatic, constantly energetic and eager, glanced at him. The boy was wearing a short kimono over his leotard and tights, and flat black kung-fu slippers on his feet.

	"Good, Bruce. Keep it going. Victoria, don't smile! This isn't a high school play."

	Joe tossed bis cigarette away and crossed the room. He took Kathryn's waist. "Count," he shouted to Victoria as he eased Kathryn into a lift. "Hold it! Stand on your right foot, point your left toe, and drop that shoulder." He let Kathryn down and spun to face Victoria. "That's not too hard now, is it?" He stalked over to the bench and toweled his face.

	In the mirror, he could see Victoria mouthing, "You sonofabitch," at his back. "Okay, let's start again. Only this time, maybe Victoria will join us." He threw the towel down. They began the rehearsal again.

	Victoria lost her balance on the first two turns. On the third, she stumbled across Autumn's toes and he had to grab her waist to keep her from falling. She whispered an apology to him and walked to the barre. Her shoulders were shaking as she grasped the wooden rail and rested her head against the wall.

	When the remaining dancers had finished the combination and the pianist had stopped, Victoria's sobbing became audible. Casey had started toward her. Joe put his hand on the sympathetic pixie's shoulder, and shook his head. Casey relented and returned to the group of resting dancers.

	Having achieved his objective, Joe grabbed a couple of Kleenex from the box on the bench and, crossing the room, handed them to Victoria. After she'd blown her nose, he said, "I'm sorry."

	"No, you're right." She was still sobbing. "I'm terrible. I know I'm terrible. I can't, like, seem to do anything right. I look in the mirror and I'm embarrassed. Maybe I should quit. I just can't seem to do anything right."

	He put his arm around her. "Look, I can't make you a great dancer. I'm not sure I can make you a good dancer. But if you stick with it and don't give up, I can make you a better dancer. And I'd like very much to do that. Stay?"

	"Are you going to keep yelling at me?" she sniffled.

	"Probably."

	"I'll stay."

	She blew her nose again, and he touched her cheek reassuringly. "Okay," he announced. "Here we go, everybody. From the top."

	The dancers returned to the center of the room and began the combination again. After a few steps and one good turn, Victoria looked over at him. "Better," he mouthed. She smiled, pleased.

	At three o'clock, Kathryn reminded him that he had an appointment. He tossed the towel around his sweating neck and headed down the hall to the vocal rehearsal room. He lit a cigarette before entering.

	They were all there: Larry Goldie, Jonesy Hecht, Ted Christopher, and the doctor. Near the piano, two folding chairs were set up facing each other. The doctor, looking pretty haggard himself, a cigarette drooping from his lips, motioned with nicotine-stained fingers for Joe to take one of the seats.

	"Welcome to insurance examination time," Larry Goldie cracked, shaking his head at the cigarette Joe was smoking.

	Hecht and Christopher smiled nervously. "Sit down, Joey," Jonesy said. He did. He sat knee-to-knee, ash-to-ash, facing the elderly doctor wearing the official-looking stethoscope. He unbuttoned the front of his shirt and the doctor put the icy stethoscope to his chest and listened.

	Joe waited with bemused anticipation for the old guy's verdict. The NY/LA producers watched and waited anxiously. Finally, without a word, the doctor lowered the stethoscope and turned to where the insurance forms were, on a table near the piano. As he picked up his pen, Joe went into a real paroxysm of coughing.

	The doctor paid no attention. The producers began to laugh, very nervously.

	"Well, does he pass?" Hecht asked, running a hand through his sparse, greying hair.

	The doctor just nodded and signed the form.

	"Good," Joe gasped through the coughing fit. "I'm now worth a million dollars."

	Goldie laughed. "That's only if you die before the first of February."

	Joe stood up. "Schedules, schedules, always schedules," he grumbled as he left the room.

	 

	It was early evening when he got to the cutting room. He knew what he wanted to see and what he had to do. Sitting at the Kem alongside Eddie Lerner, who was working the machine, he tried to do both at once: to watch a scene from The Standup that featured Kimberly Welles, and to look over the script of NY/LA, as he'd promised Audrey he would.

	The piece of film he'd wanted to see was one take---out of several of the same scene---pulled from the rushes, or dailies, of a day's work done months ago. The track was raw; the sound hadn't been cleaned up yet.

	"Where do you want me looking, Joey?"

	He glanced up from the script to see Kimberly's face on the Kem screen.

	"Camera left, Kimberly." He heard his own voice instructing her, off camera. She turned her eyes and his disembodied voice came again from the Kem: "No, Kimberly, your other left." Joe winced and turned back to the book he was leafing through. His off-camera instructions to Kimberly continued.

	"Is this the shot you mean?" Eddie asked.

	It was an outdoor, daytime sequence. "Yeah. Run it down to the end." He picked up his wine and sipped it thoughtfully.

	Stacy and Jonathan were both working at the trim bins. They were hanging trim---eight feet of film here, sixteen there---that had been cut out of the monologue sequence.

	"I can't believe it," Stacy whispered to Jonathan. "He's working on a new reel, at long and dear last."

	Jonathan nodeed wordlessly and threaded a ribbon of film, by one of its sprocket holes, onto one of the protruding metal pins that stuck up, crossed like barbed wire, at the top of the canvas bin.

	"What are you reading?" Eddie asked Joe.

	"It's the new rewrite on the show."

	"How is it?"

	"I really haven't had time to read it." He tossed the script down and finished his wine. "Ah, hell, I'll fix it out of town." He watched the film. "Mark it right there," he said suddenly, pointing to the screen.

	"Right." Eddie jotted a note on a sheet of paper attached to one of the wall clipboards.

	"And then pull out the monologue."

	Eddie's head snapped up. "I thought you were finished with the monologue."

	"No, I've got some new ideas." Joe ambled over to the rewind table and poured some more wine into his glass. He lit another cigarette.

	"Stacy, guess what? Reel three---the monologue," Eddie called out.

	Jonathan waited until she'd glanced at each of them in turn for confirmation. Then, when she was almost at the door, on her way to the film racks in the library, he called after her, "Are you sure you know where to find it, Stacy?"

	She thrust her middle finger at him. It was an impressive gesture, Joe thought, coming from the Shalimar-scented blonde teen angel with the clipped, ladylike British accent.

	He wandered back to watch Kimberly on the Kem screen. He picked up the NY/LA script, leafed through it listlessly, and set it aside again. If anything, the rewrite was worse than the original. It muddied the already overly complex plot. And Audrey had been right again---the dialogue had needed a lot of work before. Now it needed more.

	Joe popped the lid on Dr. Hyman's prescription bottle and downed two, three, four little pink speed pills. He washed them down with a good-sized gulp of wine, then took a long, deep drag on the Camel.

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	They were playing Dann's song.

	"Kathryn, come here. Let's try this with you." Joe went behind her.

	"I do the same as before?"

	"Yes, just as you did before, only I'll be right behind you. Five, six, seven, eight. And, "he cued her, and she sang with him as they danced, "any seat you grab will be First Class."

	It didn't feel right. She turned to look questioningly at him. He avoided her eyes.

	"All right," he called to the dancers. "Boys, keep your legs together. Everyone pick a partner. Anybody. Boys behind girls. Sandahl, you do it alone."

	"Five, six, seven, eight," Kathryn called out the rehearsal combination.

	"And any seat you grab will be First Class!" the whole group sang and followed the steps he'd outlined.

	"Do it again," he said, walking to the back of the room. He didn't look at them.

	"Okay," said Kathryn, "once more, everybody. Ready? Five, six, seven, eight."

	They ran through the section again, then all of them looked at Joe for his reaction. There was a long pause.

	Danny broke the uneasy silence. "Was that what you wanted?"

	"Do it again," Joe said. And as Kathryn began the combination, he left the room.

	Down the corridor, in the vocal room, Paul Dann was at the piano, accompanying Audrey, who was rehearsing a few dance steps.

	"From bar seventeen, Paul," she instructed him. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back off her face and neck in a casually netted bun. The back of her neck was moist. She opened and retied her thin silk neckerchief, blotting the perspiration with it. Then she tried a kick again.

	The door suddenly opened and Joe burst in, slamming it behind him.

	Audrey glanced at him and continued. "Come on, leg, straighten out. . . get up. . . there. How's this, Paul?" She held the kick for a moment.

	"I love it. I love it."

	Joe sat down and buried his head in his hands.

	"Oh, shit," Audrey said.

	He shook his bowed head. "I cannot go back in that room!" he shouted. "I can't face those people! They keep staring at me and nothing comes out." He looked up at Audrey. "The number's lousy."

	"The song?" Dann asked nervously.

	"No, not the song. Me. . . me. . . the way I'm staging it. I think we should just cut it."

	Dann abruptly stopped playing. "Cut it?" he said in a small voice. "I think I'll leave."

	"Sit right there, Paul," Audrey said, frowning at Joe, then turned back to the distraught composer. "Go back to bar seventeen."

	Dann obeyed, and Audrey began to dance again.

	"Did you hear what I said? Nothing is coming out," Joe hollered at her.

	She continued dancing. "Don't worry, Paul. He always says the same thing about every number in every show."

	"Aw, how the hell do you know what I always say?" 

	"Don't you think it'd be better if I stepped outside?" Audrey hiked up the black tights she was wearing over her orange-pink leotard, and folded the elastic band back down to her waistline. She didn't stop dancing. "Just keep playing, Paul," she responded to Dann's question.

	Frustrated, Joe jumped up and started to follow her around the room. "I only did this goddamn show because you wanted to play that stupid twenty-four-year-old girl."

	Audrey executed a high kick, aiming for Joe's chin. She missed only because he jumped away in time. Without stopping, she hissed at him, "Ohhh, I knew sooner or later you'd say that. You do think I'm too old for the part. But you're wrong. I can play twenty-four years old, and I'll damn well prove it. You want to quit the show, quit the show. You don't have to do anything for me. Just do not kid yourself that you're doing it for any other reason than guilt about me."

	"Guilt! What guilt?" He continued to follow her as she stretched and kicked and whirled to Dann's music.

	"For never going a day when you were faithful to me," she said, backing him up with a series of quick turns.

	"Oh, that guilt!" He tried to smile meanly, then gave it up and pulled out a cigarette. He lit it, keeping a wary eye on her, took one drag on it, and tossed it away.

	"Faithful! Faithful!" he shouted in exasperation. "You're always talking about being faithful. Audrey, why do you have to think so small? You see, in order to be faithful, you've got to have faith. Not just in marriage, but in everything. The whole thing. Besides," he said, following her across the room, "how do I know you were 'faithful' to me?"

	"You know I was."

	"That's right, I know you were."

	She pirouetted and, as she did, her poised hand slapped him right across the mouth. She didn't look back.

	"You meant to do that," he accused her, stunned.

	"Yes, I did," she said politely. "You kept me working all the time. I never had a chance to cheat."

	He grabbed her by the wrists and stopped her dancing. "Fidelity. Fidelity. What is this big hangup that you've got about fidelity? What makes you think that being faithful is the greatest fucking virtue in the whole world?"

	She stared down at his hands locked on her wrists. "Excuse me," she said. He let go.

	"Hey!" he called as she whirled away again.

	"Well, it's a great deal better than those meaningless affairs you keep tap-dancing through. Those Stacys, those Victorias." She came closer and pointed an accusing finger at him. "You're not even fooling Michelle about Victoria, you know."

	"Straighten your leg," Joe said.

	"It is straight!"

	She straightened her leg and continued. "The Bonnies, the Wendys, the Debbies, the Donnas. I can't even remember all their names. Give me your hand." Dann stopped playing. "Keep playing, Paul," Audrey called over her shoulder. "I'll bet you can't, either," she challenged Joe. "Quick, tell me, what was the name of the girl in Philadelphia---the blonde with the television show?"

	He was dancing with her now. "Ah-hah," he said. "The blonde with the television show in Philadelphia. . . the blond with the television show. I remember her name because that girl meant something to me. . . the blonde with the television show. . . her name was Sweetheart. . . Honey. . . Dear. . . I can't remember her name."

	"Dorothy," Audrey said. No response. "Dorothy," she repeated.

	Joe slowed. "Who cares?" he said. "I can't remember her name." His eyes had gotten a foggy, faraway look. He stopped dancing altogether. "Wait a minute. I cannot remember." Then, suddenly, as if he'd experienced a revelation, he headed for the door. "I can't remember her name," he repeated almost joyously. At the door, he stopped and turned. "The number's looking good," he told Audrey. "Keep working." Then he exited as explosively as he'd entered.

	Paul Dann chewed nervously at his red mustache. "Is he going to cut the number?"

	"No, I don't think so," Audrey said.

	"He's going to cut it. He's going to cut it."

	"Don't worry, Paul, I think he just got an idea about how to stage the number. Let's go back to bar seventeen." Dann patted his brow with the red woolen scarf he was wearing, and began to play again. "No, no, Paul, that's twelve. Seventeen."

	He nodded his head and started over. "He's going to cut it."

	"No, Paul," she said patiently. Then she began to dance. "Oh, God," she murmured, and straightened her leg.

	Joe hurried down the corridor to the dance rehearsal studio. It was just an idea, he had to remind himself. Just a beginning. There was no reason to take it all the way out yet. But he was excited.

	"The Donnas and Debbies and. . . Dorothy. . . Dorothy. . " He recited the name to himself and tried to picture the Philadelphia blonde. He couldn't. He kept confusing her with another nameless, shameless blonde whom he'd met some other forgotten time and place. Blondes. He had Sandahl and Candy. But hair color wasn't the point, was it?

	He was excited because the idea---if he could translate it properly---made sense of all the strange, strained, intuitive little numbers and steps that hadn't worked up until now. For instance, he was beginning to understand why he'd toyed with the ménage à trois concept a week ago and tried to work that out with Sandahl and Jennifer. He was beginning to understand why the "boys and girls together" approach that he'd gone for today wasn't working.

	The Dexedrine was in his jacket pocket and his jacket was in the studio and he wanted to pop a couple now. Okay. He had an idea. Now how was he going to link the idea to Paul's lyric? The song was about flying, traveling. . . Good, great. Joe Gideon had another problem to resolve. It pleased him. He could concentrate more clearly on choreographing the dance number now because he knew he had another problem in the wings. He needed that. Wasn't he the original "What's Next?" kid?

	The point. The point. The point was. . . what? The point was that he'd apparently had an affair, an encounter, with someone important enough for his ex-wife to remember, but so unimportant to him that he could forget the face, the name, the night. . .

	He rushed into the studio and over to the bench where his jacket lay. He did a handful of Dex and sat down. He stared at the group of dancers rehearsing. In his mind, he began to put them together and take them apart. He stared at them, studying their postures and interplay and potential.

	Autumn was wearing a short-sleeved black leotard, black tights with white knee pads, and his kerchief headband. He was dancing with Rima. How did he look touching her? How did he look when he touched himself? And John, paired for the moment with Victoria---was he trying to isolate himself from her mistakes, or was she pulling him into them? No. John was dancing with Victoria, but for himself. Good. He was, in a sense, by, with, and for John first.

	Joe lit a cigarette. He blew the smoke out toward the rehearsal floor. He remembered watching the mass of dancers through his cigarette smoke at the Imperial the day of the audition. He remembered thinking that it was a nice effect, the smoke. Like clouds, he thought now. Flying and clouds and touching and withholding. . .

	"Okay." He tossed the cigarette away, stood up, and clapped his hands together. The dancers had stopped and were waiting, as was Kathryn, for his next instruction. He looked them over. They were watching him as well. And his excitement seemed to be contagious.

	"Look out," Danny stage-whispered to Kathryn. "I can feel it in what's left of my bones. Something's changed. Something's up."

	 

	Joe surveyed the empty rehearsal hall. It had been two weeks since the idea had struck---yes, that was the word---struck him, slapped him, landed like Audrey's calm palm across his face in the vocal room. And it had taken half a week for the allegorical sting of the wallop to subside and for his head to clear enough to turn a foggy concept into clear movement.

	As he paced the large studio, Murray Nathan came in.

	Joe looked at the multilevel platform that had been set up. It was built solidly of pipe fittings and plywood. It was skeletal-looking, like scaffolding. They'd been working with it for a week. It had been raw wood and zinc pipes. Tonight, however, the entire structure, which had been painted yesterday, was a dark greyish blue color.

	"The platform looks good," he told Murray, then turned to check the corners of the room. "Have you and Wayne got the lighting cues down? Is the smoke machine ready?"

	Murray Nathan glanced at his ever-present clipboard, more out of habit than necessity. "And the hats---pilots caps and all---everything you want, just the way you want it," he promised. "Same as yesterday, same as today. Joey, we've been going over it all afternoon."

	"Today was playtime, Murray. Tonight," he said, looking at the folding chairs set up along the mirrored wall, "it's showtime, folks! By the way, what time is it?"

	Murray glanced at his stopwatch, which hung, as did his eyeglasses, from a cord around his neck. The door to the changing room opened, and the dancers came in. "They're out there already, if that's what you're asking," Murray told Joe, and looked the group over briefly. "All set?" he asked Kathryn.

	She did a heaven-help-us with her eyes. "What do you think, Joey?"

	He nodded his head. "Okay. Right. You're ready, you're ready. And---" he nodded to Murray as well--- "you're ready too, right? And Wayne's ready. And where the hell is Stan?"

	The rehearsal pianist entered on cue. "Jesus," he laughed, crossing to the instrument corner, "how many people make up a jury? Twelve?" He jerked his thumb at the door through which he'd just entered, the door leading to the hallway. "They're short eight out there."

	"Eight?" Joe asked. "Who's there? Who's missing?" Stan shrugged. "Audrey's not there yet. . ."

	"Late. She's always late! Well, we can't wait forever, can we? I mean, I'd better---oh, shit," he said, and walked out into the hallway.

	No one was there. He headed for the open door a little way down the corridor. There, in a small waiting room, NY/LA's producing team, plus Paul Dann, was assembled.

	"Look," Joe said, poking his head into the room. They all turned toward him expectantly. Hecht and Christopher were already smiling. Goldie and Dann looked nervously eager. "It's really not ready yet, and I've got to tell you, it didn't exactly turn out the way we talked about it." He gave a little laugh. The quartet continued to stare at him. Stan was right; they did look like the fragment of a jury.

	"Why don't you go in," he continued, "and I'll show it to you in five minutes. I want to get a drink of water."

	They rose and started toward the rehearsal hall. Joe headed for the bathroom. The door had barely shut behind him when he began to retch. He stood over one of the partitioned toilets, his guts coming out of his mouth. Finally recovering, he crossed to a sink, gargled, applied cold water to his head and face, popped a couple of Dexedrine, and looked at himself in the mirror.

	He shook his head at the pathetic sight. Then he laughed. He laughed and threw his arms open and, to himself, he roared, "Ta-dah! It's showtime, folks!"

	 

	Audrey was there when he walked back into the rehearsal studio. The producers and composer had seated themselves in a line, in the chairs that had been set up for them. Audrey had either found, or dragged, a chair off in a corner, away from the group. She was adjusting the sweater she wore across her shoulders. She was not adjusting the vaguely worried look on her face.

	Good old Audrey, he thought, first with sarcasm and then, as he glanced down the line of expectant men, with genuine warmth and affection. They---Hecht, Christopher, Goldie, and Dann---were all smiles, all set, ready for the Joe Gideon Razzle-Dazzle Showbiz Crowd-Pleasing Opener. They looked as if they had already decided they were going to like it; only the amount of their appreciation was in question. Audrey was the only one whose face echoed what his stomach felt.

	He crossed the studio and signaled for Stan to begin.

	He didn't even look at the dancers. He could see by Jonesy Hecht's face that the number was starting as they'd all expected it to: traditional Broadway with, of course, that special Gideon style and invention---but moderate invention.

	Except for the hats---some military-looking pilots' caps and one or two austere but feminine felt hats from the thirties and forties---the dancers were wearing their odd and varied rehearsal outfits: leotards of all shades and styles, string straps to long sleeves; knee socks; ankle and thigh-high woolen warmers over tights of a dozen different colors. Their footwear ran the gamut, too, from flat ballet slippers and heeled character shoes to boots. But here, some costuming had been involved. Hidden or obscured beneath bunched-up, sliding-down leg warmers, some of the boots were spike-heeled and of oddly varying heights; some were of laced canvas, some of soft leather. But the jury hadn't noticed the boots yet.

	Jonesy's head was bobbing appreciatively. "Nice," he murmured as the dancers entered to the music---two lines of them, passing each other, posing in formation in the full spotlight before the scaffolding, executing intricate, exciting, stylized combinations.

	Jonesy Hecht was wearing a charcoal grey suit, and Ted Christopher, a similarly tailored, immaculate tan twill. "Very nice," said Ted.

	"Looks like he's done it again." Larry Goldie's thin-lipped smile spread wider across his face.

	Paul was smiling too. Occasionally he glanced at Stan behind the upright piano, as if trying to read the music through the instrument's frame. Now and then, he looked over at Audrey, trying to read her face through the dim light.

	Joe followed Paul's gaze to Audrey. He lit a cigarette and moved closer to where she was sitting. She sat very stiff and still; only her eyes wandered. He watched her eyes. He smiled weakly. She had noticed the boots. Her long lashes flicked up and down over the dancers, taking in every detail that the others missed. He saw her lashes lower as she homed in on a pair of spike-heeled, ankle-high boots. He saw her eyes open suddenly, and knew that she had noticed Sandahl and Autumn leaving the group in front of the platform to scamper up the blue-grey painted sides and settle at different levels in the darkness.

	In front of the scaffold, the group was separating into couples. Two women, two men, one mixed couple. They moved forward, leaving a quartet of dancers behind them.

	"Mmmm. . . interesting. He's always got something new happening up there. Refreshing. It's refreshing, you know," Jonesy said.

	"Oh, very," Ted agreed. "Always something refreshing going on up there."

	The couples performed, danced, seductively together, sensuously apart, three couples moving to separate variations on a theme. What remained consistent was that whenever two of the dancers touched, it was seductively. When they danced with, but without touching, their partners, the experience seemed somehow more sexual.

	The quartet stepped through the winding, twining, snakelike lovers up front. When they seemed to have taken over the spotlight, one of the dancers broke away from the other three, and all the couples on the floor rearranged themselves, leaving a ménage similar to the one Joe had worked out with Sandahl and Jennifer. John went down onto his hands and knees. Casey and Candy moved under John, embracing him and each other.

	Victoria, the one who had left the quartet, now stood alone, swaying, watching the others, caressing herself.

	"That's the one you said couldn't sing," Goldie reminded Paul. All the dancers had begun to sing, softly, sensuously, as they danced.

	"She's just mouthing the words," Dann said, straining to hear whether he was right. He was watching her lips so intently that he almost missed the sudden acute change the number was taking. Then he heard Goldie's sharp intake of breath.

	"What's going on?" Hecht whispered. He sounded shocked.

	Dann blinked at Victoria. The girl was disrobing.

	"I... I think they're taking off their clothes," Ted told Jonesy.

	A pinspot hit the top level of the platform. Autumn stood half-naked in its glare.

	"Jesus Christ!" Dann said, as the tall, muscular boy executed a slow-moving continuation of the strip he'd begun in the dark. Jonesy and Hecht were riveted too, now, by the sight of the male dancer undressing.

	"No," Christopher breathed instinctively.

	"Oh my God," said Hecht.

	Soon the entire company had disrobed. The boy dancers, some with pilots' caps on their heads, had stripped down, like Autumn, to their dance belts. The girls wore a minimum of clothing---hats, G-strings or the briefest, barest-looking of leotards, character shoes or the strange little high-heeled boots that had been hidden earlier by their rehearsal clothing.

	They moved before the stunned producers. They met one another almost casually. They embraced with each partner they encountered, then separated abruptly, seemingly without a residue, or even a memory, of the relationship in which they'd been intimately involved only a moment before.

	Audrey understood it. The theme Joe had apparently decided on had to do with casual or indifferent sexual encounters in contemporary society. Almost without moving her lips, she smiled. She also saw the smoke wafting in, providing a soft, dreamlike veil that counterpointed the raw-edged hardness of the encounters.

	"Take off with us. . ." the dancers sang, urged.

	On the lowest level of the scaffolding, Sandahl, naked except for a G-string and a dark blue pilot's hat, beganto stir sensuously. Her blonde hair was pulled severely back from her face, tucked up inside the hat. The set of her head and shoulders was masculine, the flow and movement of her body feminine.

	She rolled on the platform, reared up onto her knees, then lay back. She took the pilot's cap off slowly. Her long hair cascaded over the edge of the platform. Her long legs stretched upward, toward where Autumn danced alone. Her breasts were bare. They moved as she did, as she wriggled toward the end of the plywood platform until her torso arched violently and her hair, head, shoulders, and breasts hung over the platform's edge and she looked as if she would fall and die, if Autumn didn't quickly weigh down the other half of her body with his own.

	"Oh, I think we lost the family audience," Hecht whispered.

	Christopher started to straighten his tie. His hand remained on the knot. "There goes the family audience."

	Beneath the scaffolding, Bruce and Danny moved together, embraced and parted.

	"We'll maybe get the gays," Hecht said.

	"Uh-huh, most likely the gays."

	Then, as Bruce slid his brown body between Candy's and Jennifer's, Hecht reassessed gloomily, "There goes the South."

	"Uh-huh," Christopher concurred, his eyes wide, captured against their will by the mechanical but wildly erotic couplings. "Forget the South."

	The tempo of the music and the dance switched subtly from calypso to rock.

	"Wait a minute," Dann told Goldie, "I think I just heard a little bit of my song. Sex, sex, sex Doesn't he ever think of anything else but sex? Maybe he should have cut it."

	Joe, from his corner near the instruments, announced, "Then an actor comes out of the wings and he says, 'Not once during any of our flights have we had the crash of any real human contact, or the bumpiness of any real human communication.'"

	The dancers were passing each other, murmuring, stage-whispering:

	"Goodbye. . . uh. . . I hope to see you again soon. . ."

	"Uh. . . really nice to have met. . ."

	"Goodbye. . . thank you for. . ."

	"Really. . . you mean a lot to me. . . really. . ."

	"So nice to. . ."

	"I hope we. . ."

	"Goodbye. . . goodbye. . ."

	"Our motto," Joe continued above the softly audible farewells, "is 'We take you everywhere but get you nowhere.'"

	"Blackout," Murray Nathan called.

	"Lights," said Joe. He turned to the seated men. "Well?"

	Hecht cleared his throat. "Interesting," he said.

	"Uh-huh. . ." Christopher became conscious that his hand was still at his neck, still holding his tie. He loosened the tie slightly. "Interesting."

	"But did you like it?" Joe pressed.

	The dancers were gathering up their clothing and disappearing into the changing room.

	Hecht watched them. "Unusual."

	"Yah," Ted Christopher agreed, "unusual."

	Joe's shoulders slumped. He ground out his cigarette in the copper ashtray on top of the piano. "Well, maybe I can fix it out of town. . ." He told them. They nodded silently. Paul Dann tore at his cuticles. Then Hecht stood and, with the others following like a row of dazed ducklings, started for the door.

	Joe crossed to where Audrey was slipping into her sweater. "What do you think?" he said tentatively.

	She tucked her purse under her arm. "It's the best work you've ever done." She stood and smoothed her skirt, then looked him in the eye. Her green eyes were hard. Her mouth toyed with a half-smile. "You son of a bitch," she said, and walked out.

	 

	Angelique was there to fill the emptiness. Well, she wasn't exactly there, not in the brightly lit, bare rehearsal hall. She was waiting for him in the enormous dressing room where he could find anything he wanted except, just now, solace. She was sitting back, resting, waiting for him. She had a rose in her hand.

	"No, nothing I ever do is good enough," Joe said the moment he saw her. "It's not beautiful enough. It's not deep enough. It's not funny enough. It's not anything enough."

	She held out the rose. He took it from her hand and examined it. "Now, that's perfect. When I see this. . . this rose. . . perfect. . . I want to look up to God and say, 'How did you do that? Why the hell can't I do that?'"

	Angelique nodded appreciatively. "Now, that's probably one of your better con lines."

	He shrugged his shoulders. "Yeah. It is. But that doesn't mean that I don't mean it."

	She reached out her hand. For him? For the flower? He gave back the rose.

	She smiled. "I didn't say you didn't mean it."

	 

	Judgment day again. Twice in two weeks. Maybe it was too much, Joe thought. He could feel the moisture beading on his brow and the back of his neck. He ran his hand, which was icy, across the back of his neck, and came up with a palm slick with sweat.

	"Stacy, have you got a tissue?"

	She was sitting with Eddie Lerner and Joshua Penn behind the console at the rear of the screening room.

	"Will a handkerchief do?"

	He took the scented linen hanky from her hand and mopped his neck with it. "Thanks." He finished off the remains of his wine and set the glass down on the console.

	"The monologue looked great the last time I saw it," Joshua was telling Eddie. "Why'd he work it over again? Jesus, Joe. . ." Penn spun around.

	"Later," Eddie said softly to the producer. "First take a look at it in context."

	Joe glanced over the select audience scattered through the small theater that made up one of the four rooms of the editing suite. Directly in front of the console, Audrey, Michelle, and Joe's freckle-faced lawyer-agent Alvin Rackmil were seated. Katie was a row or two closer to the screen. A few other friends whose opinions he trusted or faith he needed, along with the trio behind the console, comprised the invited guests.

	Invited, Joe reminded himself as he walked down the aisle. They were here by invitation only---his invitation---to see a rough cut of The Standup. It didn't help much to remember that. He rubbed his clammy palms together and pulled another cigarette from his shirt pocket.

	He lit one cigarette from the burning butt of another. He flipped up the lid of one of the metal ashtrays attached to the back of each seat in the screening room, and crushed out the old cigarette. Enshrouded in sweat and smoke, he made his way to the front.

	At the console in the rear, Joshua was still chatting with Eddie. Joe saw Stacy pull up the bottle of white wine he'd stuck under the control console and pour some into a paper cup, which she handed to Penn. The producer accepted it with a curt nod. Penn looked bigeyed and boyish, but there was none of the smiling expectation on his face that there had been on the faces of the NY/LA producing team. On the other hand, he wasn't apoplectic, as he'd been the day he'd done his time-and-money rap in the cutting room.

	Eddie had his chin in his hand. Occasionally he stroked his mustache, occasionally he ran his hand over his short-cropped, slightly balding head. Mostly he listened to Joshua Penn, and nodded silently.

	Perm turned to Joe. "Are we ready?" he called over the rustling and bustling of the small, select audience.

	Joe, standing in front of the blank screen now, squinting at them through his own cigarette smoke, rubbing his wristband, shuffling and slouching, shook his head.

	"In a minute." He let his eyes roam over the audience. "I... uh. . . this is a rough cut. I mean really rough. We don't have the titles in and a lot of the sound effects. The print doesn't match and so---"

	"Enough apologies, Joe," Penn interrupted. "Can we just run the film?"

	"Okay," he conceded, and started back up the aisle. "Okay," he told Eddie as he passed the console. "Start it. I'll be back in a second."

	He left the screening room for the bathroom, where his showtime routine was taking on a new and sinister format. He gripped the sides of the toilet partition tightly, and threw up. By the time he'd made it back to the screening room, his heart was pounding with the new infusion of Dexedrine and the old residue of anxiety.

	He entered just as the monologue started. He took a seat next to Eddie Lerner. On screen, Davis Newman was going through the latest edited edition of his death jokes. Only the audience response Joe had expected wasn't happening. He leaned over to Eddie.

	"It's a bomb. They hate it," he mumbled. "Eddie---maybe they're not hearing it."

	"It's fine. . . fine, Joe."

	"They're not hearing it," he persisted after a moment of controlled silence. Then he glanced back at the screen. "Maybe they are hearing it," he said ruefully. "No. They're not. Eddie, they're not hearing it."

	Joe reached for the volume control and boosted the sound until it boomed through the room. Nervously, he looked around for more response from the audience. None was forthcoming. He leaned across Eddie to Joshua. "I'm sorry," he told the producer. Then he leaned forward and whispered in Rackmil's ear, "You hate it, right, Alvin? You hate it."

	"No, Joe. No," his agent said, without taking his eyes from the screen. Audrey turned and gave him a cross look. Joe ignored her. "Then why aren't you laughing?" he pressed Rackmil.

	"Shhhhh!" The agent pointed to the screen. "I can't hear what he's saying."

	"See!" Joe whispered triumphantly to Eddie. "I told you. They can't hear it!" He tried to raise the sound level again.

	"Eddie," Penn pleaded, "is there any way you can get him away from that knob?"

	Eddie reached over and gently removed Joe's hand from the volume control, then turned down the sound to its proper level. A couple of minutes later, Joe grabbed Joshua Penn's paper cup, downed the wine in a gulp, and told Josh and Eddie, "Call me later."

	He didn't stop to smell Stacy's hair or kiss her neck. He bolted from the screening room. By the time he got home, he'd decided to turn off his telephone.

	 

	So, the next day, Sunday, while Katie and Michelle worked in the kitchen, Joe took calls. Congratulatory calls. Eddie's had been the first.

	With Stacy squealing her tell-him-hows and tell-him-whats in the background, Eddie relayed the good news about the screening. "They loved it, Joe. And Penn couldn't believe what you did to the monologue scene. He called you a genius, Joey. Joshua Penn called you a genius."

	"Is that how come you're doing Sunday triple time in the cutting room again?" Joe said, laughing.

	"Did you tell him what Rackmil said?" Stacy chimed in.

	"Stacy, go find a reel to rewind, would you?" he heard Eddie order her. "She's nuts, Joey. Hey, Stace---here!"

	"What's going on?" Joe asked.

	Stacy was cracking up. Joe could hear her laughing and cursing. Eddie came back on the line. "Nothing, nothing. I just threw her her glove and she put it on and---I guess Jonathan did it---the middle finger's been cut out. Anyway, they applauded at the end. They applauded when Kimberly told Davis off. They applauded when he told her off. There wasn't a dry eye in the house after the breakup."

	"How'd the scene with Kimberly---remember, the one where she couldn't tell her right eye from her left. . . how'd that play?"

	"Joey, I'm telling you, everything played. You've got a movie, maestro. Congratulations."

	Joe hung up. He started for the kitchen, and got as far as lifting himself from the couch, before the phone rang again. He collapsed back into the nubby white cushions, put his feet up, and took the call.

	"No, I was here, Joshua. I just wasn't answering the phone. Really? No kidding? They bought that love story? . . ."

	Katie was holding a large baking pan filled with chicken. She had a striped dishcloth tucked into the waistline of her black slacks. Her white, tailored shirt was spotted with flecks of paprika. "Did you find them?" she asked Michelle in a hushed voice.

	Michelle Gideon wiped her wet hands on her beige jeans and nodded. She shook the lettuce leaves she'd just washed. Katie ducked, then laughed, as water from the leaves joined the brownish paprika flecks on her blouse. "At this rate, Michelle, I can eat my shirt and wear the chicken. Where'd you find them?"

	"Sorry." Joe's daughter shrugged and giggled. "They were in a suitcase in his closet."

	"Where did you put them?"

	Michelle pointed to a cabinet.

	"He didn't see you, did he?" Katie whispered.

	Michelle shook her head. Katie smiled. Then they both looked over their shoulders toward the living room.

	"No, Alvin." Joe was on the phone again. "I was here, but I just wasn't answering the phone. Aw, come on, Alvin. . . don't bullshit a bullshitter. . . yeah, yeah. . ."

	"I really liked it," Michelle told Katie.

	"I know. Me too."

	"Katie, I don't think I can go through with it." She sliced a tomato and tossed it into the large salad bowl.

	Katie returned the spices to the large wooden rack that hung over the counter near the sink. "We'll make it. We can do it," she assured the child. "Just don't panic on the staircase. Remember---" They faced each other and mouthed "hop, hop, hop, hop," as they pointed their fingers at one another in little, punctuating stabs.

	Joe entered the kitchen. The two of them whirled to face him. Michelle flushed, then began to giggle. Katie closed her eyes and grimaced with guilt.

	"Okay, you guys." He pulled Michelle toward him by the collar of her plaid shirt. The shirt was unbuttoned. Beneath it, she was wearing her short-sleeved black leotard. "What's going on in here?" He kissed an auburn curl that had fallen over his daughter's brow, then smoothed it off her forehead.

	"Ooooo, Daddy, your hands are so cold," Michelle said.

	Joe rubbed his hands together. It was the Dexedrine or the cigarettes screwing up his circulation. Maybe it was both. "Cold hands, warm chicken," he said, plucking an uncooked drumstick from the pan on the counter top. With the fingers of one hand and the drumstick in the other, he beat out a tempo on the butcher-block surface and ended with a cymbal flourish, smashing the drumstick against the bottom of one of the copper pans hanging from the wrought-iron rack above the stove.

	Katie laughed. "What's so funny?" he demanded, pointing at the parpika patch on her blouse. She glanced down at it and he caught her pert nose with an upward jerk of the drumstick.

	"Out!" Katie ordered.

	Joe tossed the chicken leg back into the pan. "Okay, I'm going. But you guys are giving women's lib a bad name. I just stopped by to see if I could help."

	The phone rang again. "Oh no," he groaned, heading for the living room.

	"Ah, the sweet ring of success," Katie called after him.

	Michelle's brow furrowed and she shook her head. "You'd think he'd be used to it by now."

	"He's never satisfied---" Katie began. Then she broke off abruptly.

	"It's okay," Michelle said. "My mom says that too. I understand."

	The phone rang incessantly throughout the afternoon. At dinnertime, Katie persuaded Joe to switch the phone off and let his answering service pick up the calls. One of the dining room walls was decorated with a large blue panel on which was mounted a bright red cartoon fire engine. While Michelle set the table, Joe brought the wine bucket in and set it on its high stand against the fire engine panel.

	He picked at everything and ate practically nothing. At the end of the meal, he saw them both watching him with a critical eye.

	"Who made this delicious chicken?" he asked.

	Katie raised her eyebrows at him. "Me," she said.

	"Oh. Well. And who made this scrumptious salad?" Michelle giggled. "I did."

	"Well, you must be wondering---do I like the scrumptious Salad Michelle, or do I prefer the delicious Chicken Kate-cha-tory?" He refilled his wineglass with the dregs of the bottle. "A difficult decision, ladies and gentlemen," he announced. "But I declare. . . the winner. . . to. . . be. . . me! Lucky Joe Gideon!"

	Michelle glanced at Katie, who nodded her consent. "You are lucky, Daddy," Michelle began shyly.

	"Because. . ." said Kate, then gave the next line over to Michelle again.

	"We. . ."

	"Have. . ."

	"A treat for you!" Michelle enthused all at once.

	"Dessert?"

	"You ain't seen nothin' yet," said Katie. "You clear the table. We'll clear the floor." She and Michelle left him and hurried into the living room, where they began to rearrange furniture and rugs, clearing a good-sized area of the floor.

	When Joe came in, Michelle had stripped down to her black leotard and white tights. Katie was wearing her white blouse and black slacks, minus the striped dish towel. While Michelle ran into the kitchen to get the top hats she'd hidden in the cabinet, Katie stood in the center of the space they'd cleared and mimicked a drumroll:

	"Brrrr. . . Crash! Ladies and gentlemen. . ."

	Michelle rushed in and handed her a hat.

	"In honor of the semi-successful screening---"

	"Dad, get the lights."

	"---of Joe Gideon's new film, The Standup, we are proud to present those new dance sensations, Jagger and Gideon."

	"Gideon and Jagger," said Michelle.

	Katie looked down at her. "Gideon and Jagger," she conceded.

	"Dad, sit down."

	"Yeah, sit down, Joe, sit down---in an under-rehearsed tribute."

	"I'm so nervous," Michelle confided.

	"I'm nervous too," Katie assured her. "I'm nervous too."

	"What foot? What foot?"

	"Right," Katie whispered. "Right. Right foot. Right foot."

	"Okay, all right. . ."

	Joe was finally settled into the couch. He had his cigarettes close at hand; he was, in fact, smoking one. A fresh bottle of wine was uncorked and sitting beside his stemmed glass on the floor next to the white couch. He crossed his arms and leaned back, resting his head on the coarse, bright fabric of one of the African pillows.

	"Looks like a rough crowd out there," Katie said to Michelle. "Okay. Ready? Here we go."

	They tapped their high hats like seasoned vaudevillians and launched into their song. After the opening, which was a soft-shoe affair about jazz-age parties and ordering Bacardis because everything old was new again, Katie nodded to Michelle. "And. . ." she said, and they stopped swaying and started to really dance.

	Black and white they were, crowned with black top hats. Michelle's long legs, swathed in white tights, kicked out in perfect unison with Katie's, clothed in black knit slacks.

	"Real pretty," Katie said as they turned together. Then she took up her chorus of the song. "Okay. Grapevine," she told Michelle.

	They sang together and shimmied smartly. "Strut," Michelle called.

	"I know."

	They chugged across the living room, strutting with arched backs and pelvises thrust forward.

	"Look familiar, Joe?" Katie asked him, between verses of the song. "Okay. Watch out. This is where we get hot."

	It was a real Gideon production number. Joe recognized it and smiled.

	"Sexy, huh, Daddy?" Michelle called to him.

	They turned and tapped and sang. They slithered from side to side, then moved forward by putting one foot in front of another; one of Michelle's feet, flung stiffly from the hip, crossed in front of one of Katie's; one of Katie's long, slender legs jerked mechanically, also from the hip, to land in front of Michelle's white ballet slippers.

	"'Cause everything old is new again'. . . And. . . to the stairs," Katie sang, leaving a beat between the end of the tag line and the beginning of the next verse. "Here we go." They executed a stiff quarter-turn and snake-hipped to the white pipe railing. "Jump. Jump. Jump. . . now strut."

	Sideways, they danced up the stairs with Katie in the lead and Michelle, mouthing, "Strut. Strut. Strut," following two steps behind.

	On the balcony overlooking the living room, they kicked and cakewalked toward the bedroom door, stopped abruptly, and spun and slid, with flexed feet and stiff legs, back to the head of the stairs.

	"Go get him," said Katie, as Michelle danced down the steps. "Choreography," she called to Joe.

	He sipped his wine and smoked and watched, unconsciously counting the beats and consciously, with great effort, avoiding calling out instructions and improvements.

	Michelle, in particular, he scrutinized with mixed pride and anguish. He pulled on his cigarette to keep his mouth shut as he watched her moving down the stairs. She was going to be tall, he thought. Her legs were more like Audrey's than his. Thank God. She had good legs, but she'd have to work on the knees. They were bent now, when they should have been straight.

	He turned his attention to her torso and arms. Ah, better, he thought, relieved. She was totally in control there. Her arms were strong and graceful, her back arched precociously, her waist nipped in with the effort of pulling herself taut and tall.

	"Pretty pictures, Joe, pretty pictures," Katie said as she started down the stairs.

	He nodded and smiled, pleased.

	They were revving up for the finish. "I might fall. . ." Katie sang.

	Michelle came in: ". . . in love. . ."

	". . . in love. . . Straighten your knees."

	Michelle did. "With. . . you again," they sang together. "In love with you a-gain!!!"

	For a minute, Michelle continued to hold her top hat toward Joe, then she let her arm drop. "Oh God, I was terrible. . . terrible. . . I almost fell down the stairs."      

	Joe laughed to himself. Terrible, huh? I was terrible! Now where could she have heard that?

	"And I goofed the whole snake-hips," Katie said.

	"Can we try it again, Daddy?"

	Katie tossed her hat onto a chair. "I don't want to try it again."

	"Aw, come on, Katie," Michelle urged.

	"Okay. . . okay. . . let's do it again."

	"No." Michelle sent her hat sailing after Katie's. "I don't want to do it again."

	Katie laughed. "You're right. Let's quit while we're behind."

	"Hey!" Joe hollered. He was applauding; had been, in fact, since the finale. But they were so busy analyzing their mistakes that they hadn't heard him. They both turned to him now. He clapped his hands loudly, and whistled and smiled.

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	In one of the big rehearsal rooms at Broadway Arts, the cast and the production staff of NY/LA were assembled for the first full reading of the script. A number of card tables had been pushed together to form one long table around which the group was seated, staff on one side, performers on the other.

	Murray Nathan was passing out revised scripts to the actors and the few dancers with speaking parts in the play. The staff had already been given the revisions. Some of them were leafing through the books, while others left them unopened on the table in front of them. Ted Christopher reached for his script, glanced at Hecht's---which was among the unopened ones---and casually withdrew his hand.

	At the far end of the table, between Audrey Paris, on the performer's side, and Joe, sitting almost directly opposite her, a model of the stage of the Imperial Theatre as it would look when it had been set up for the musical was prominently displayed. Joe had just finished describing how the set might change for various production numbers.

	"Okay," he said now. "You've all seen the set and costume designs. What I'd like to do now is read through the script." Optimism and Dexedrine gave energy to his words. He sounded enthusiastic---certainly he seemed more so than Audrey, who'd read and still nursed grave doubts about this latest edition of the script.

	"None of us," Joe continued, "has ever heard it read aloud, so I think it'll give us an idea of what we have. Don't be nervous, don't try to act. Just a simple read-through. Okay." He cracked the spine of his script and turned to the opening scene. "Lights up." He began, and described the stage cues. "Audrey sings her first number, and now, Audrey, your speech on page two."

	There was a general shuffling and rustling of paper at the table, as everyone opened to the page and prepared for the reading. Audrey cleared her throat and began. She read clearly and, as Joe had directed, without too much emotion. Wayne, Murray, Nathan, and Joe alternated informally, reading the stage directions as they came up in the script.

	"Okay. 'Enter Charlie McGill'. . . that's you, Marshall."

	The actor whom Murray had indicated adjusted his glasses and read his first line. He read with a slight street accent, a hint of slanginess appropriate to the role he'd be playing. Gradually, however, as the reading moved along, jumping from one actor to another, he dropped the accent.

	Joe was relieved. He'd wanted a simple and straight reading. He wanted to hear the lines, to hear how they worked without drama or shtick jazzing them up. He was relieved when the actor stopped using the accent and simply recited his lines, but the lines themselves offered little reward. He glanced around the table. Hecht and Christopher were laughing aloud at some of the jokes. Larry Goldie was smiling, which was about as far as he usually went toward expressing amusement. Joe lit a cigarette and decided to suspend judgment for a while.

	It became more difficult to do as the reading went on. The majority of the production staff continued to seem quite pleased. Paul Dann stopped tearing at his nails long enough to applaud once or twice. Murray and Wayne looked as if they were enjoying themselves. Even the actors wore little self-congratulatory smiles and expressions of joy and satisfaction. But it was bad; that was all there was to it. The jokes were forced and not truly funny. The pace was off---not the pace of the reading, but the writing.

	Joe looked across the table at Audrey. She was being terribly professional about it all. She was reading her lines and listening attentively to her co-stars and cast. She had a little set smile on her face. He recognized it. It was the smile of The Gracious Audrey Paris. It was utterly without mirth or pleasure. It was an outside smile that disguised some inside cheek-chewing. Audrey knew it, too. The show was in big trouble.

	Joe worked his way through a pack and a half of cigarettes. Between puffs, he forced himself to seem entranced. He manufactured a not entirely successful smile, a smile that went no further than his lips. The rest of his face, except his eyes, was neutral. His eyes were fogged with despair. He watched the actors and the production staff responding exaggeratedly to each line. The pleased, laughing responses were reaching epic proportions. It seemed as though no one in the room had ever heard anything so funny, so clever, so touching.

	No one but Audrey. And Joe Gideon.

	Her eyes caught his, flashed anger and disgust for a moment, then closed wearily. That single look, that solitary moment of truth in two hours of pretense, took his breath away. The script stank. The show would never make it out of previews. He should have read it before, read it carefully, as Audrey had asked him to do. That was what her look had said. He was dazed and heartsick. At the end of the reading, he forced the sickliest of smiles and stood and thanked everyone. His hand moved to his chest, then to his left arm, which he began to massage.

	 

	Shortly after noon, Katie stopped by the rehearsal studio with a flower for Joe, a rose. She was admiring it as she stepped off the elevator. She had her head bent toward the rose so that she didn't see the girl at the coffee machine down the corridor right away. She didn't recognize her immediately either. She only knew that she'd seen the pretty dancer with the chestnut hair somewhere before. It wasn't until she was almost at the machine herself that Katie remembered where---in Joe Gideon's bed. And the girl, it seemed, suddenly recognized her, too.

	"Hello," Katie said with a tight little smile and a nod.

	"Oh, hiya." Victoria pushed her thick hair back from her forehead. She was in her rehearsal clothes, with a long flannel cardigan loosely zipped over her leotard. "Those are beautiful boots," she said.

	Katie accepted the compliment with the same sincerity with which she believed it had been offered. She smiled at Victoria with stunning phoniness. "They're Capezios," she said, taking a moment out to relax her jaw and sniff at the rose. "You ought to get a pair."

	"Thanks. I will."

	Right. Katie toyed with a variation of the famous Henny Youngman line. Take my boots---please. She laughed at herself. Sure. She did a minute of Elvis in her mind: You can have anything but don't step on my blue suede ego, she sang to herself as she moved on.

	The rehearsal-hall corridor was fairly active. Bits of music drifted through the opening and closing doors as performers came and went from one room to another. Murray came out of one of the larger studios.

	"Hi, Katie," he called to her.

	"Hello, Murray."

	"We're on a lunch break. He's in the back studio." Katie smiled her thanks, then, in passing, she asked, "How'd the reading go?"

	Murray Nathan shrugged. "I don't know; everybody seemed to like it." There was something about the way he said it that left the question basically unanswered.

	She continued on to the room he'd indicated. She opened the door. Joe was there. He was utterly unaware that she'd entered. His elbows were on the dance barre and he was rubbing his hand and staring out the window. He was breathing so hard that his back was heaving. And he was sweating. There was a white towel beside him, draped carelessly over the barre, but the back of his black shirt was spotted with moisture. His collar was drenched, and his armpits, and there was a wide, wet butterfly shape spreading out across his spine.

	Katie came up behind him. She made no attempt at being coyly quiet, but he apparently didn't hear her. She slipped her arms under his and hugged him. "Lunch?" she asked.

	Joe turned his head. "Hi."

	Her hands, which were on his chest, could feel his heart pounding. Her breast, pressed to his back, could feel the deep breaths that moved his chest and damp back, and stirred even his wide, tight shoulders.

	"Congratulations." She rubbed her cheek across the back of his neck and felt his fair hair moving against her closed eyelids; felt a pulsing in his neck that seemed to be shooting up from his spine, and not the warm little thumps his neck usually had to offer. "I---I hear the reading went well."

	He turned and drew away from her. "It's rotten," he said. "I'm in trouble. Real trouble."

	He needn't have said it. If his dampness and deep breathing, which were not uncommon to a dancer, hadn't tipped her off yet, the sight of his face would have. Joe was pale. In his whole face, only his eyes burned brightly, feverishly bright. His cheeks fell and sagged, from the almost skeletal sockets of his eyes, deep down into his beard, which appeared especially lackluster today. True, it was always a pale beard, pale brown to blonde, with a silver highlight or two; but today it was damp, and almost as bloodlessly pale-looking as his face.

	Katie felt the urge to stroke his beard, to wipe the beads of perspiration from his beard and neck and brow. But something told her not to, something terribly icy and forbidding that lay behind his burning eyes. She offered him the rose instead. He stared at it awhile.

	Joe stared at the lovely rose Katie held out to him. His brow was creased in concentration. He seemed to be trying to remember something. . . something about a rose. . . something about a slender, perfect hand holding, offering him, one perfect rose. . . something about perfection. Then he thought of the show, the reading.

	"Look, maybe you'd better go to lunch by yourself. I've got a lot of thinking to do," he said. He looked into Katie's face, and again, it seemed as though he were trying to remember something. It seemed almost as though he were surprised to see her blue, black-rimmed eyes and black hair; as though he hardly recognized her; as though there were another face, a perfect, pale-eyed blonde, hiding just behind the mask that looked like Kate Jagger.

	"What is it, Joey?" Katie whispered.

	His mouth twisted in a little half-smile. Then he grabbed his chest with two hands. He grabbed it and she could see his fingers going bloodless as they clutched at the flesh beneath his black shirt. He groaned. It was a horrible sound---a sigh, a howl, a gasping groan.

	"Joe?!" she cried out in alarm.

	But the ice was melted in his eyes. The forbidding coldness she'd seen, or sensed, had been replaced with a look of sharp surprise and then resignation. Yes. She was sure of it. Whatever he'd been searching for in the rose, in her face, he'd suddenly found. His own face was oddly transfigured with that recognition, that resignation. "Of course," she heard him say.

	And then she ran out into the hall and shouted for help.

	 

	Everything happened at once. Murray held her while Larry Goldie phoned for an ambulance and then called both Jonesy and Ted, who were lunching with Audrey at a steak place a few blocks from Broadway Arts. Some of the dancers had gathered in the hallway outside the small studio. Mute hysteria set Victoria shivering in Autumn's comforting embrace. Wayne, Murray's assistant, sent Bruce and Gary to get Joe's jacket. Kathryn was in the big rehearsal studio when the shaken young dancers rushed in. Together the trio picked through the jackets and sweaters in the changing room, and when Kathryn pulled Joe's jacket out of the heap, a plastic pill container rolled out of one of the pockets. The container was empty, but its prescription label had the name of Joe's internist on it: Dr. Henry Hyman.

	Bruce took the jacket to the small studio while Gary commandeered the pay phone down the hall for Kathryn's use. The startled stranger whose call had been interrupted stood wide-eyed and gaping at the barechested young man in tights who had ordered him to hang up at once. Kathryn hardly glanced at the shaken man. She dialed the pharmacy and got Dr. Hyman's office number from a prescription clerk.

	The doctor said to get Joe to New York Hospital, where he'd meet them at the emergency room. Kathryn relayed the information directly and immediately to the ambulance attendants while Gary and Murray cleared a path for them through the gathering onlookers. Katie, her own hands shaking violently, held Joe's hand until the stretcher was in the elevator. Then one of the attendants asked her gently to move back a bit and she did and he said yes, he thought that she'd be able to ride with Joe in the ambulance to the hospital.

	As soon as the ambulance drove off, Larry Goldie, following Hecht's instructions, picked up the producers and Audrey outside the restaurant where they'd been waiting since his phone call. He sat on a jump seat in the back of Jonesy Hecht's limo, listening to Audrey alternately cry and curse Joe Gideon all the way to the hospital.

	Dr. Hyman's silver-grey Mercedes pulled up outside the emergency room entrance just as the producer's limousine, having discharged its passengers, pulled away.

	Half an hour after he had understood the inevitability of what was happening to him, Joe lay inside a small, curtained examining room in the hospital's emergency area. Outside the room, Audrey, Katie, Dr. Hyman, Jonesy, Ted, and Larry stood in a tight circle, waiting, bound together by deep concern, and still struggling with fear and incomprehension.

	"I checked him out a month ago," Henry Hyman said. The internist looked honestly bewildered. "Cholesterol count was a little high, but otherwise. . ." He let it trail off.

	"You mean, he conned you too!" Audrey's generous mouth was tight with fury. "You mean you're his doctor and you didn't know he gets no sleep? Takes Dexedrine like they were M & M's? Smokes five packs of unfiltered cigarettes a day, boozes every night. . ."

	She shook off Larry's comforting hand. Her tear-filled eyes focused with accusation on Katie. "And God knows what else he does!" She gazed at each of them, then back to Henry Hyman. "You didn't know all that?" she snapped. "Some fucking doctor!"

	Katie's hands started to shake again. Audrey stared at them as if the uncontrollable tremor were a personal affront. "I didn't know," Katie said. Her voice was quavering too. "I mean, I saw. . . but I didn't know. . . I ..."

	"All right now. Let's calm down now." Jonesy Hecht put his arm around Audrey's waist and led her to the drinking fountain a few feet away from the group.

	Ted Christopher watched Hecht for a moment, then took hold of Katie's trembling hands. "It's going to be fine," he promised. He looked at Dr. Hyman. "Isn't it?"

	Dr. Hyman just nodded his head. He glanced from Ted to Katie, then turned to stare after Audrey. He had nothing to say; there was nothing left for him to say.

	"Sure, it is," Larry Goldie said cheerlessly. "It's going to be fine, Ted. Don't worry, Katie, he'll be okay. It's going to be fine, just fine."

	 

	Dr. Burton Ballinger didn't agree. The cardiologist had just completed his examination. A nurse---Miss Parsons, according to the official-looking name tag pinned to her uniform---was detaching Joe from the electrocardiograph when Dr. Ballinger turned to confront the group now assembled in the room.

	Whatever the cardiologist's exact findings, Joe was obviously in trouble. He was perspiring heavily and breathing with great difficulty. Still, he'd talked a blue streak during the examination---blue, Ballinger thought, was the appropriate word, considering how spiced with four-letter words Gideon's monologue had been. Dr. Ballinger had asked him to please be still, then he'd ordered him---no "please" about it---to goddamn just lie there quietly!

	Now Burton Ballinger turned to the six people who claimed concern for his incorrigible patient. "All right, who's in charge of this million-dollar show that Mr. Gideon keeps talking about?"

	The producers looked at each other. Finally, Hecht said, "I guess I am."

	The doctor addressed himself to Jonesy Hecht. "Mr. Gideon has a very serious case of angina that could possibly lead to a massive coronary---"

	"Oh, fuck!" Joe said.

	Dr. Ballinger didn't miss a beat. "And it is my opinion," he continued, undisturbed, "that if Mr. Gideon leaves this hospital, his life is in jeopardy."

	Hecht flinched visibly. He looked over at Ted Christopher, and then at Larry Goldie. Then he turned back to Dr. Ballinger. "I don't think there's any doubt that Joe should stay."

	"Dr. Ballinger," Christopher said, after a furtive glance at Joe, "could you give us some idea of how long---"

	Ballinger interrupted him. "Why don't we step outside."

	The producing team and Dr. Hyman followed the cardiologist out into the hallway. Nurse Parsons, who was still busy with the machine, remained. So did Audrey and Katie.

	"Doctors! What do they know?" Joe said loudly. He hit his chest. "The pain's gone. I feel fine." He reached out suddenly for his shirt.

	Audrey stopped him. "Please stay."

	"Joe. . . stay," Katie urged. 

	Joe looked at both of them. After a moment, he reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a small container. Then he beckoned to Audrey. "Here," he whispered when she was right next to the examining table. He handed her the container. It was an almost-full bottle of Dexedrine. With difficulty, he smiled. "You can get a good price for these in a schoolyard."

	Audrey brushed a lock of hair from his wet forehead. With misty eyes, she returned the smile. She tossed the container into the air and caught it solidly in her palm, then deposited it in her purse.

	The doctors and the producers returned, the latter with undisguised somber expressions. Audrey picked up on their pessimism at once. She glared at Hecht as if asking him, How dare you enter this room looking that way? The dapper, grey-haired producer avoided her eyes.

	"All right," Joe said to the doctors. "I'll stay, but how much time are you talking about?"

	Dr. Ballinger replied, "We can't give you an exact date."

	Hyman said softly, "We plan to move you upstairs to a private room where you can get complete rest."

	"We want to put you on a machine and see what happens," Ballinger explained.

	"Yeah. I get you. But what are you talking about? One day? Three days?"

	There was an exchange of looks among Hecht, Christopher, and Goldie. Even Katie saw it this time. Her eyes began immediately to brim with fresh tears. She turned her head away from Joe and tried to focus on Nurse Parsons at the EKG. The nurse swam in a dizzying white blur as Dr. Ballinger answered Joe's question.

	"At least two to three weeks."

	Katie closed her eyes.

	"You've got to be kidding!" Joe exploded. "I've got a show to do. I've got a whole cast sitting and waiting. Speak up and tell him, will you, Jonesy?!"

	"Oh God. . . don't," Audrey murmured. "Oh, Joey, don't."

	Hecht looked down at his conservative black shoes.

	"You've got to be out of your fucking minds!" Joe shouted. Then he clutched his chest. "Oh, Christ! Oh, shit!"

	"What's wrong?" Dr. Hyman demanded.

	Katie sobbed aloud. Audrey covered her eyes with her hand. "Jesus Christ," Larry Goldie whispered.

	"My chest!" Joe hollered.

	"Miss Parsons!" Dr. Ballinger shouted to the nurse. "Move! Get the emergency team! He's having a massive coronary. Move!"

	The nurse raced from the room. Joe's voice, gasping between sentences, raw-edged with pain and rage, followed her. She could hear him shouting at the doctors,
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	"It's your goddamn fault! It's you guys who are doing this to me!"

	The last think she heard before she picked up the telephone at the nurses' station was his agonized scream and, somewhere inside it, the words: "I wasn't sick until I got here!"

	 

	He stayed, heavily sedated, unconscious, connected to machines that clicked and flashed and beeped like his own, old speed-driven self. Silent and still at last, he lay in the short white hospital gown on the sterile white hospital sheets; his head lay back flat on the thin white hospital pillow, against which his pale, collapsed face appeared to have some human coloring, but only by comparison with the icy white surroundings.

	His name had been inserted in the proper slot on the door to his room in the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit. His name, JOE GIDEON, was scrawled in Nurse Parsons's big, no-nonsense block letters, as if it were on the door to the star's dressing room or next to the word Director on a clapper slate.

	Audrey thought he would have enjoyed the irony of it. Anger and irony were the two ways in which she was capable of dealing with---or perhaps rejecting---the reality that lay behind the observation window. So she made her daily pilgrimage to the hospital and stood with clenched fists, peering at him through the thick glass. She thought he'd also have enjoyed knowing that he was on TV, but not that his ratings were dependent on a small, changing guard of nurses and attendants. He'd done television before, only this was no interview show; it was a solo spot except for the times when Nurse Parsons, Dr. Ballinger, or others of the staff stepped into the picture to check the machines that had become the measure of the man.

	Everyone wanted to know how he was and how he was doing. Whenever someone asked her, she thought about the machines. She could picture their buttons lighting red and yellow, and the delicate needle that drew mountain peaks and valleys onto endless rolls of graph paper, and the indelicate little noises they made---beeps and burps and gurgles. She'd thought of telling Michelle about the funny machines, but she didn't, couldn't, because then she'd have to tell her that her father was unconscious and hooked up to them, and that the funny little machines served a very unfunny purpose, which was making sure that Joe Gideon stayed alive. 

	She became adept at lying. She was an actress, after all. But that didn't always work, either.

	"What's wrong with him?" Michelle asked her.

	"It's---exhaustion."

	Michelle had looked at her the way she herself had so often looked at Joe. With an angry glare that softened reluctantly to understanding and forgiveness, her daughter had stated dryly, "You're lying to me."

	Audrey said nothing, but squeezed Michelle's hand and was grateful when the child returned the pressure---grateful and close to tears.

	"Damn you," she often whispered through the observation glass. And then, because she was superstitious, she'd change it to: "Live, damn you. Live!"

	Now she sat near the piano in the large rehearsal room, as Jonesy Hecht addressed the cast of NY/LA. She studied their faces and wondered what new lies she'd tell them. She was vaguely aware that she was smiling with what she hoped would pass for optimism.

	"We have made a decision to postpone," Jonesy announced.

	A girl near Audrey muttered, "Well, there goes the new apartment."

	"But we are assured that Joe will be fine, and the show will definitely be done."

	Another girl, one of the dark-haired dancers, said to the first, "Let's go shopping and spend all our money."

	"We're aware," Hecht continued, "of the financial burdens this might impose on some of you. . ."

	Instinctively, Audrey glanced at Larry Goldie. He looked appropriately somber. At least he had the good grace not to flinch, she thought, when Hecht said, ". . . and we are prepared to get you temporary jobs, even lend you money. We don't have a lot of cash available, but what I'm trying to say is, we'd like to do whatever's possible to keep you all together."

	Larry addressed the group next. He talked contracts and breaches of contract and clauses and fine points. Jonesy came over to her while Larry Goldie was speaking. He put a paternal paw on her shoulder and whispered that he thought it would be nice if she said something to them---anything---just to keep their spirits up. The next thing she knew, he had her on her feet and was leading her past Paul, who was sitting at the piano, to stage center, the position between the dance barre and the blur of anxious faces that Larry Goldie was deserting.

	Ted Christopher was up next. He mumbled something about Joe and something about her. She turned to him when she heard her name mentioned. "I'm sure she'll want to tell you all about it," she heard him say. And then his arm reached out toward her. "Audrey?"

	She faced them, the distressed actors, the dancers---kids, most of them, but tough; tough enough to have survived the audition and weeks of work with Joe, she reminded herself. She glanced briefly at Victoria, as if to fortify herself further. That was a bad move. If she had expected to see a scheming, hardened seductress who had slept her way into the show, she was neatly disappointed. Victoria had her arm around one of the other dancers, a wiry boy who was crying. She was apparently trying to comfort him, despite the fact that tears were brimming in her own large, childlike eyes.

	Audrey's optimistic smile melted away. She felt the sting of tears tickling her nose and eyes. She blinked them away; willed them away. She cleared her throat, twisted the handkerchief she was holding, and looked down, away from the expectant faces, until she had regained control of her emotions and had decided on the lie du jour.

	She started with a little speech on bravery---the company's and Joe's. When she began to hear snuffling sounds, swallowed tears, and sighs of despair, she decided to drop the bravery bit and move on to the main course.

	". . . And just an hour ago," she told them, pulling a new smile out of her tired bag of tricks, "he was making jokes. He told me to be sure to tell all of you that he has a great idea for a new and hilarious hospital number---"

	"Hospital number?" Paul Dann came to her rescue. He struck a chord on the piano. "Which," he continued, "I imagine will require me to write a new song!"

	There was some nervous laughter to which Dann responded, "How does the title 'Hospital Hop' grab you?" He began to bang out a couple of bars of ragtime. "Hey, I've got it already!" he said, improvising a rinkytink tune.

	Audrey walked over to the piano. She stroked Dann's thatched red hair. "Thanks," she whispered to him. He smiled up at her and continued to play.

	"What the hell are we going to do?" he asked, without changing his good-humored expression. "I mean, what's going to happen to the goddamned show, Audrey?"

	"Really, what we want you all to know---" Jonesy Hecht had taken the floor again and was summing up the session. "What it's vital for you to understand is, we picked you. . . we love you. . . you are, without question, an absolutely. . ."

	Audrey studied Paul Dann's face. He lowered his eyes under her scrutiny. Dann had always been nervous, she thought, always been a worrier and a doom-crier. But something new had crossed his face when he'd asked her about the show---something that looked more nervous than nervous, and just a shade guiltier. "What's up, Paul?" she demanded.

	"Nothing, nothing."

	"What are you really worried about?"

	"Joe," Dann said sadly. "I'm. . . worried about him, that's all."

	Audrey stared at him, and a favorite expression of Joe's popped into her mind: don't bullshit a bullshitter. She bit her lip to keep from saying it. She nodded her head sympathetically and smiled.

	 

	Dr. Ballinger decided that Joe Gideon had improved enough to take him off intensive care.

	"Tilings are looking better," he told Joe, who was awake and reasonably alert. "We're going to move you upstairs to a private room." Ballinger looked over at Dr. Hyman, then turned back to Joe. "For a while," he added cautiously.

	Henty Hyman nodded his agreement. "For a while," he echoed Ballinger gravely. "It all depends on you, Joey."

	Joe smiled weakly. "Good," he whispered.

	Audrey was delighted. She phoned Hecht, Christopher, and Goldie immediately. She tried Paul Dann's home and service numbers several times during the day. When she hadn't heard from him by late afternoon, she asked Murray Nathan if he'd seen the composer. Murray said yes, he'd seen Paul earlier, in the vocal room. "But he had an appointment or something, and he left."

	"Did he say where he was going?"

	"He said something about Lincoln Center."

	"What's doing at Lincoln Center?"

	"I don't know. Maybe he was going over to AS-CAP---that's right across the street from Lincoln Center. Maybe that's what he meant. He had a briefcase full of his music with him, and the NY/LA script."

	"Shit," Audrey said suddenly. "I know what's doing at Lincoln Center. I bet I know what's doing there."

	"What?"

	"Lucas Sergeant is doing over there, isn't he? He's directing a new play at the Vivian Beaumont, isn't he? And he's a very competent, very energetic, very ambitious director, Lucas Sergeant, isn't he? And Paul Dann is doing over there, all right. Oh boy, is he doing!"

	Murray didn't know what she was talking about, but he was very happy to hear that Joe was finally out of the intensive care unit.

	 

	Lucas Sergeant seemed pleased, too. "That's great," he said to Paul Dann. "I'm sure you're all very relieved."

	They were in the theater where Lucas's new play was scheduled to open. The director was a blonde bear of a man, deceptively slow-moving and soft-spoken. He was engaged in setting lights for a scene involving a brass bed. The bed was at the center of the otherwise bare stage and, at the moment, Lucas Sergeant's attention seemed to be split equally among Dann, who sat to his left, a young man named Jules, the play's lighting director, who sat a few seats to the right of them, and the changing stage lights up front.

	Jules was holding a large, complicated-looking lighting plot and a clipboard on which he occasionally made pencil notations. He was conferring alternately with Sergeant and an electrician somewhere in the eaves, with whom he communicated by walky-talky.

	"Let me see twenty-seven at half. Now add twenty-eight," Jules ordered. The brass bed was spotlighted, then the harsh white circle softened to a pinkish hue.

	"Oh, very relieved," Dann assured Sergeant. "Still, the fact that he's been transferred to a private room doesn't change things that radically. I called Dr. Hyman this morning---Joe's internist---that's when he gave me the good news."

	Sergeant studied the brass bed in its circle of light.

	"It's not working, Jules."

	The lighting director jotted a note on the clipboard paper and penciled a question mark on the large chart he was holding. Then he called new instructions through the intercom.

	Lucas returned a sheaf of paper to Dann. "It's an impressive cast," he said.

	"Marvelous cast!" said Dann. "And now we've got to sit around for four months, and maybe even lose them."

	"I can see where it would be difficult to hold that cast together. It's really a shame. And even after four months, well, with a heart attack, there's really no guarantee he'll be able to work."

	"None," Dann said, tugging at a corner of his mustache. "And he's the greatest."

	Sergeant nodded noncommittally.

	"And, Lucas, I think we have a sure hit. A sure hit.

	It reads like a dream."

	"I'd love to read it," the director said.

	Paul Dann put the cast sheet back into his briefcase. His hand moved tentatively to the script, but he didn't pull it out. "I'll get a copy to you," he said. "Uh. . . what's your schedule like? I mean, I know you don't need the dough. . ."

	"How about this, Lucas?" Jules asked.

	"No," Sergeant said. "It should be more shadowy. This is a seduction scene, you know." Without taking his eyes from the stage, he said to Dann, "How much is Joe getting?"

	Dann closed his eyes and recited very quickly: "Five percent of the gross, until payoff. Then he goes to six percent, with twenty percent of all subsidiary rights, including a movie sale."

	"Well, my schedule is pretty full, but of course, you know how I feel about you. And I love Joey. So if there's any way I can help. . ." The brass bed was now lit in a very seductive fashion. "Better, better," Sergeant told Jules. "I like that."

	 

	"Some people collect stamps, some collect dead butterflies. . ."

	"And you?" Angelique asked. She was lounging in the dressing room, looking terribly L.A. in her sunglasses.

	"Me? I'm a dedicated collector of injustices." He took off a pair of Lena Wertmuller white-framed glasses, and switched to an elaborate Elton John model.

	"Sometimes real, sometimes imagined," Angelique amended.

	"I always look for the worst in people."

	"A piece of you in them."

	"Yeah, the worst in people, a piece of me in them. And, generally, I find it." Poor Paul Dann, he thought. Pianist-patsy for the great producing team of Hecht, Christopher, and Goldie, Inc. Ah, but wouldn't Joe Gideon have done the same thing? For the show! For his art, his craft, his life's blood---also known as Work---or, as the canny blonde called it, Performance! Oh yeah. Like a junkie going after the big fix, what wouldn't he do for applause?

	"It may take you years," Angelique said, "but you'll find it."

	He nodded, trying on the simple emotion of shame with another pair of ostentatious sunglasses. The glasses fit better than the emotion.

	"And anyway," she quickly added, "you're cute. You are cute."

	He laughed, looked at her for a moment, and wondered why she seemed to accept him so readily, so flawed---accept everything about him, including those things he'd never been able to accept about himself? No wonder his attraction to her was deepening. Dangerously, no doubt.

	Ah, but what a seduction---to be totally desired and accepted by someone who knew the best and the very worst of you. His mother had had to kid herself that he was pure---purer and better than the womanizing loser, the vaudeville clown with his pants always down, whom she'd married. Audrey had her obsession about fidelity. Katie wanted him to care about her every minute of every day; screw his work or she'd find someone else to screw. Even Michelle the Magnificent longed for what he was not---a nice, normal, come-home-every-night-pipe-and-slippers daddy with two mothers to offer and maybe a baby brother, too.

	And Kimberly, even more than his magnificent Michelle, had wanted a Joey-Daddy to tell her where to look and with which eye, and how to put one foot in front of the other. . .

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	"Don't die, Joey! Please don't die!"

	He opened his eyes, and the first thing he saw---among the flowers and get-well cards, the pile of scripts and curling edges of half-eaten delicatessen sandwiches lying on pickle-juice-soaked waxed paper wrap, the television set that had been tuned down to soundless motion by one of the several visitors in his room---the first thing he saw in the chaos was Kimberly.

	Someone had tacked a poster to his wall of the luscious, loose-breasted, nearly bare Kimberly Welles. Across the body bountiful were the words THE STANDUP. It was a promotional poster. Joe stared at it as he held the phone to his ear and listened to Kimberly crying, all the way from Hollywood.

	"I just read about it in the trades, Joey, and I'm so upset. Please, please, don't die! I need you!"

	"Kimberly, please. Calm down. Where are you? I just heard a splash."

	"Oh, Joey. I'm at the pool and I've got the trades right here---Variety and Backstage. It's in all the papers. You're the only one who understands me. What would I do without you?"

	"You'd do fine, believe me."

	Joe glanced at Katie, who was arranging a bouquet of flowers that had just been delivered. Then he smiled at Joshua Penn and nodded at the poster. Nice, he mouthed.

	Kimberly became even more hysterical. "Everyone I've ever loved leaves me. They all leave me. They all leave me! Please don't die, Joey!"

	"Who's there with you now?" he asked quietly. "You shouldn't be alone when you're so upset."

	"No one. Oh, someone. But, you know, Joey---no one! Just this guy who's oiling himself up in my pool and, oh, Joey, promise me---"

	"Kimberly, I give you my sincere word, I won't die. Okay?"

	He smiled and shrugged at Alvin Rackmil, who'd been leafing through one of the scripts but had stopped to look up questioningly at the words, I won't die. Joe smiled reassuringly at the agent, but Kimberly's ceaseless sobbing was getting to him. He wondered what the suntanned stud in her pool thought about the whole thing. Probably not much. Probably he wasn't there to think.

	"Listen, I have to get off now. Uh, the doctors just came in," he lied.

	"I love you, Joey. I love you, I love you, I love you, I love you. . ."

	"I love you too, Kimberly."

	He put his hand over the mouthpiece and held it away from him. "I wish I could have gotten that performance out of her in the picture," he told Josh Penn.

	Then he put the phone back to his ear. He was going to say goodbye, but she must have thought he'd already hung up. Distantly, he heard her say, "Joey's dying. Oh my God, Joey's dying!" Then she took a swallow of a drink, and, after a tearful gulp, just before she hung up, he heard her ask, "How's the water?"

	Joe hung up. He laughed, then winced unexpectedly.

	"What's the matter?" Stacy, who'd come to the hospital with The Standup's producer, asked.

	Joe shook his head. "It only hurts when I laugh," he said.

	"That's not funny, Joey," she scolded. "He's not funny, is he?" she said to Joshua Penn.

	Joe saw Katie's withering glare pinning the young apprentice film editor, dark-haired Kate sparking angry doe's eyes at the coyly concerned little blonde.

	"What've you got there, Katie?" he asked, to take her mind and glare off Stacy.

	Katie had set the flowers down on a table near the bed. Her knuckles were angry white with pressure as she clutched a book he hadn't noticed before. "I brought you a book of poetry."

	One of the dancers who'd come to visit---a slight, bearded boy with a perpetually warm smile---asked if he might look at it, and Katie handed it to him. The boy and two girl dancers from the show browsed through the poetry.

	"Oh, it's e.e. Cummings," one of the girls said enthusiastically. "He's Bobby Camden's favorite!"

	"Since when did you get into poetry?" the other challenged.

	"Probably since Bobby got into her."

	"Ah, yes. Butch Bobby Camden, the straightest chorus boy in the West. He's always spouting verse in the changing room."

	"And that ain't all he spouts!"

	"Stuff it," the Cummings enthusiast said. "You're just jealous."

	"Why should she be?" the bearded dancer said slyly. "Believe me, hon, he'd nail her too, if she ever turned her back on him."

	"God, why do male dancers have to be so faggy?"

	Katie took back the book. She gave it to Joe, and stood at the side of his bed as he flipped through the pages. "I've always liked Cummings myself," Joe said. He kissed her hand. "Thanks, Katie."

	She was flushed, he noticed, and she didn't look directly at him when she said, "I'm glad. I---a friend loaned it to me."

	"Butch Bobby?" Stacy asked wickedly.

	"Okay, gang, fun's over for today." Alvin Rackmil started ushering the guests from the room. "Tomorrow, Joey, okay? It's getting pretty late and you need your rest."

	"Can I come back later?" Katie whispered.

	Rackmil heard her and caught Joe's eye. "Not tonight," he said quickly. Then he smiled. "Give him a break, would you? Jagger, a good man nowadays is hard to find."

	"I'm sorry, Alvin," she said. "You're right. I'm just selfish, I guess."

	"Runs in the family." Joe laughed.

	She kissed his forehead and, without thinking, took the book of poetry with her when she left.

	"Okay, Joey. Who's on the night shift?" Rackmil asked when they'd all gone.

	Joe remembered Kimberly's hysterical outburst: No one. Oh, someone. But, you know Joey---no one!

	"Someone. No one. . ." He said to Alvin now. Then he shook his head and smiled. "A kid from the chorus---a sweet kid who can't dance and can't sing. But she's got this giggle, Alvin, that is indescribably delicious."

	One of the floor nurses, Miss Collins, came in with a trayful of little plastic cups. Each of the pill-containing cups was in a cupcake-like depression in the tray, and each had a patient's name taped on it. "Afternoon visiting hours are over," she announced, handing Joe the cup marked "Gideon."

	"Yes, ma'am," Alvin Rackmil said politely. Then he turned to Joe. "Look over a couple of the scripts when you get a chance---if you get a chance," he added with a grin.

	Victoria arrived a little before eight. She heard voices and laughter coming from Joe's room. She peeked in and saw Kathryn, Murray Nathan, and Audrey Paris inside. Murray was sitting in a chair near Joe's bed; Kathryn and Audrey were finishing up a soft-shoe number at the foot of it. They were wearing straw hats.

	Audrey took off her hat. "Say, Kathryn," she said, "did you hear the one about the egomaniac with an inferiority complex?"

	"No, Audrey," Kathryn said loudly, taking off her straw hat. "Tell me about the egomaniac with an inferiority complex."

	"He said. . ." Audrey began. Both women held their hats out toward Joe and Murray, who joined them, uninvited, for the finish: "'Fuck you,'" they all recited. "'I'm looking out for Number Forty-seven!'"

	Victoria's giggle was drowned in the general laughter that followed. She put her hand over her mouth and hurried down the hall, past the nurses's station, to the visitors' lounge. She phoned Joe from the pay phone there.

	"Hi. I guess I'm a little early. I, like, saw you've got company and all. Oh, but I found the book you wanted---like, you know, the poetry book---and I brought the other stuff too."

	A little while later, Nurse Collins stepped into the lounge. She looked the attractive young dancer over. "Waiting for Mr. Gideon?"

	Victoria looked up from the copy of After Dark she'd been browsing through. "How'd you know?"

	Miss Collins shook her head in exasperation. "Just a wild guess," she said, pointing to the wrapped bottle of wine that was poking out of the girl's dance bag. "Flip you for the carton of Camels too," the floor nurse said dryly.

	Victoria gave her the wine and the cigarettes. "Uh, books are okay, aren't they?"

	"Unless it's a braille edition of Hustler."

	Victoria giggled. "How 'bout Broadway Bondage?" she asked. "With pop-up artwork?"

	Nurse Collins smiled reluctantly. "Mr. Gideon's other guests have left. I'll return these to you on your way out. Oh," she added, studying Victoria, from her flowing chestnut hair to the soft leather of her high-heeled boots, "we're not responsible for personal articles left or lost here. I believe Nurse Pierce, she's head nurse on this unit, is planning to have a sign printed to that effect. We haven't seemed to need one up until now."

	 

	"We're waiting for you, Joey," Hecht said.

	"Yeah," Ted Christopher agreed. "We're pulling for you. . . uh. . . and we're waiting."

	The room was full of people. Aside from the NY/LA producers, a number of other cast members had shown up. Two boy dancers had ducked into Joe's bathroom and emerged in full ballet makeup: eye shadow, false eyelashes, lip and cheek rouge. They were performing an exaggeratedly crude pas de deux to the accompanying laughter of some of the other dancers and actors.

	Audrey watched them from a corner of the room. She was also casually examining the get-well cards and notes, some of which had been taped to the wall; others lay on the ugly white bureau across from Joe's bed. The dancers leapt and turned for Joe and their peers. She smiled as she watched the boys entertain. She frowned as she read the signatures on some of the notes.

	When Hecht and Christopher were ready to leave, she turned down their offer of a lift and strolled over to Joe's bed. "Did they say they were pulling for you?" she asked. She said it out of the side of her mouth, parodying a cigar-chewing agent. "Did they call ya 'baby'?"

	Joe smiled. "Want to take some cards home to burn?"

	"I saw some that could incinerate all by themselves." 

	"That hot, huh?"

	Audrey smiled and nodded.

	"They said they were pulling for me."

	"Want to know what they're pulling for you?"

	He did a take. "As the mother of my child, I forbid you to use obscenity."

	"Joe---" she began.

	"Don't bother, Audrey. If it's about their looking for someone to replace me, don't even bother. I'd do the same damn thing in their place. And so would you. There are no Judases in this here business, girl. And no Christs to betray either. Agreed? Besides, I'm irreplaceable! And I'm going to fox them all. I'm getting out of this joint and I'm going to direct one hell of a show---starring the inimitable Audrey Paris! Uh. . . sure you don't want to take a card or two? Souvenirs?"

	"Michelle misses you," she said, misty-eyed. Then she turned quickly to the poster of Kimberly and the taped-up cards surrounding it. "But what the hell, so do Kimberly Welles and Kate Jagger."

	"And the Debbies and Donnas and. . . and Dorothys, huh, kid? And you know what? I miss them, too. Mad at me for that?"

	"No, Joey," she said. "The truth? I'm glad."

	The ballet duo bowed to the applause of the gathered crowd. Nurse Collins came in and shooed everyone out except Audrey.

	"You look tired, Joey."

	"The truth?" he said to her. "I am."

	She slipped into her fur coat. He was asleep before she'd finished tying the sash.

	 

	Katie was sitting beside his bed. He opened his eyes just a little and watched her. She was leafing through the book of e.e. Cummings poetry. She seemed puzzled. He made a big deal of getting up---turning, groaning, stretching, opening his eyes wide. She closed the book.

	"Hiya."

	"Hi," he said. "Been here long?"

	She shook her head.

	"Got any cigarettes?"

	"Come on, Joey. You know I wouldn't give you one if I had. Did I leave this book here?"

	"No," he said, and switched on the remote TV control.

	Katie waited. When he said nothing more about the book, she turned her head toward the screen. There, an ebullient O'Connor Flood was performing his role of variety-talk-show host.

	Flood was black. He was Mr. Showbiz, infinitely hip, and wearing beads and other decorations that seemed to weigh more than he did. Gold and diamonds---or brass and glass---sparkled from around his neck, his fingers, his wrists; even one ebony earlobe was pierced, and bore some bright bangle that caught the camera's light.

	They had tuned in between acts, and now O'Connor Flood was assuming his accustomed stance, the air of a man about to announce the Second Coming:

	"My next guest---the word 'superstar' is totally inadequate, man," Flood enthused. "Whenever I do a benefit, I know I can get on the horn and call this dude, and I can count on him to be there with me. I feel humble in his presence---"

	Katie laughed aloud at Flood's admission of humility. He tapped his spangled chest with a handful of rocksized gems glistening from their settings on each one of his fingers. His pinky, bearing a stone large enough to separate the finger from the rest of his hand by sheer weight, was extended elegantly.

	"From what's deep in here," he said, "ladies and gentlemen, let me lay on you. . ."

	"A great entertainer. . ." Joe said, mimicking O'Connor Flood's cadence.

	". . . a great entertainer," Flood said a split-second later.

	". . . a great humanitarian. . ." said Joe.

	". . . a great humanitarian. . ." said Flood.

	". . . and my dear friend for twenty-five years. . ."

	Flood shut his eyes and shook his head. ". . . and my dear friend for twenty years. . ."

	Joe clicked off the set.

	Katie smiled. "Missed it by five years," she chided him.

	"Boy, do I hate showbiz," he said.

	"Joey, you love show business."

	He grinned at her. "Boy, do I love show business," he said. "I'll go either way." He closed his eyes.

	 

	* * *

	 

	When he opened them again, Katie was gone and Paul Dann was in his room. Dann had set up a small cassette machine at Joe's bedside; actually, he'd set it up on the sliding table that moved over the bed. When Joe awoke, Dann slid the rectangular table between them.

	"Hiya, Joey," he said. "Look what I've got."

	He pulled a number of tapes out of his briefcase, then sat down at the edge of the bed. He slipped a cassette into the machine and switched it on. It was Brahms's Symphony No. 4 in E Minor.

	"Brahms?" Joe said. His speech sounded slurred to him, thick with medication. He spoke slowly and deliberately. "I haven't listened to Brahms in years."

	Paul Dann rested his elbow on the bed table. His eyes were half-closed; his face was a mask of pure pleasure. "Yeah," he said, enjoying the music, "and you don't have to tap-dance to it."

	"It's beautiful," Joe said. "Beautiful, Paul. . ." He started to drift off to sleep again. "Thanks," he tried to say.

	"Sure," Paul Dann said. "Get well, Joey. For Christ-sake. . . for my sake. . . get well."

	 

	There was light streaming through the window when he woke, and a tray of half-eaten food on the sliding table where Dann had set up the cassette machine.

	Stacy smiled at him. "Welcome back. Want to finish your lunch, or should I have room service take it away?"

	Eddie Lerner came in. "I've got to get back to---" He stopped when he saw that Joe was awake. A big grin lit his face, tilted the corners of his full mustache, and revealed the dimples he hated to be teased about. "You fell out in the middle of your chicken."

	Joe looked at the congealing food on the tray. "Is that what it is? How'd you know?"

	"Because I asked a nurse. And that was her best guess."

	"Looks like a breast," Stacy said.

	Joe raised his eyebrow and the young blonde blushed. "Oh, Joey, come on. . ."

	"Stacy," Joe said, pointing to the poster of Kimberly, "that's a breast. This---" he speared the meat on his tray--- "is something. . . unloved and unknown. Pssst---" he smiled at Eddie--- "What are the chances of smuggling me a nice pastrami on rye?"

	Head Nurse Pierce knocked at the opened door. She had the medications tray in one hand. "Pastrami, corned beef, turkey---won't it be grand when you're all well and out of here. Now be a good boy, Mr. Gideon. Take this without your usual fuss and I promise you a lovely top-to-toe body massage."

	"We-e-11," Joe sighed. "It ain't pastrami. . ."

	"We'll even warm the lotion so you won't get goosebumps on your little bedsores."

	Joe grinned and downed the medication in a gulp. Then he reached around and untied the strings of his short hospital gown, rolled over, and presented his naked posterior to the nurse and his visitors.

	"Joey!" Stacy squealed.

	"From filmmaker to flasher. Really moving up in the world, Joey." Eddie tried to sound disapproving, but wound up laughing anyway.

	"Well, you two are a great help," Miss Pierce scolded them. "And as for you, Mr. Gideon, if you wish to lie like that until Friday when Miss Capobianco, our very competent student nurse, will be in to give you your massage, you're welcome to do it. But I think you'll find it a bit drafty, don't you?"

	He rolled back over. "Friday? What a rotten trick! You see," he complained to Stacy and Eddie, "I told you having a heart attack wasn't all fun and games."

	 

	He felt tired when Katie came by that evening. She sat in the chair next to his bed and read to him from the cummings book. She read love poems. He faded out after the third one.

	She whispered, "Joey, are you asleep?"

	With great effort, he half-opened his eyes. "Mark that page," he asked her. "The one about 'books are shutter. . .'"

	Katie turned down the corner of the page and set the book quietly on his bedside table. Then she stood and kissed him, and as she tiptoed from the room, he said, "That was nice, Katie. That was nice."

	 

	By late afternoon of the next day, his room was filled with visitors again, and he was wide awake, alert, and feeling great. So great that he sneaked into the bathroom for a smoke. He was in there, sitting on the toilet, puffing away in exquisite solitude, when the door suddenly opened to reveal the iron-hard faces of Head Nurse Pierce and Floor Nurse Collins.

	In his room, beyond them, the party went on undisturbed.

	He stood immediately, and tried to flush the cigarette down the toilet.

	"Mr. Gideon, what are you doing?" Pierce demanded.

	He whirled around to face her. "I caught someone smoking," he said. He turned to plead his case before Miss Collins. "I told them---" he pointed past the nurses toward his room--- "a man in my condition shouldn't even be around smoke." In a burst of frantic energy, he pushed his way between the two white-clad eminences and addressed his astonished guests: "Now, goddamnit, I don't want any more smoking in this room!"

	 

	Melinda---or maybe it was Belinda---Cartland-Rousseau was a model, or maybe it was a dancer. Joe couldn't remember exactly who'd invited her to his room, or when he'd asked her to come back that evening. She'd been among the startled guests he'd shouted at. Anyway, she did show up that evening, and he was glad to see her.

	She plumped his pillows and handed him the e.e. Cummings book he asked her for, and she sat with her mouth agape and her eyes half-open as he read her the love poem he'd asked Katie to mark for him:

	 

	"'now i love you and you love me 

	(and books are shutter 

	than books can be)' "

	 

	He looked at her meaningfully and waited.

	"Oh, Joey," she said, obviously moved.

	Student Nurse Capobianco showed up on Friday, as promised. She turned out to be young, virginal, attractive, and businesslike. Joe lay back with his hands folded behind his head, while she massaged his thighs.

	"Ah, that feels good. . . I might even get an erection," he teased her.

	"Oh, don't do that!" she whispered in real girlish panic.

	"Miss Capobianco, how much do you charge for genitalia?" he asked the unnerved young student.

	"Uh. . . the same," she said, trying to regain her composure, "as I do for Jews, Mr. Gideon."

	 

	Joe told the story to Hecht, Christopher, and Goldie that afternoon, when the producers stopped in to visit.

	Hecht laughed out loud. Christopher joined in just as Hecht's robust laughter was fading out. Goldie smiled his funereal smile.

	"Ah, the hell with it," Jonesy Hecht said. "We'll do a show, we won't do a show. . ."

	"Right!" said Ted. "The main thing is to get you back on your feet. What's the difference in the long run?"

	"And speaking of long runs, Joey---" Goldie's smile was a barely visible scar across his face--- "should we keep building the scenery? Uh, just a joke, just a joke."

	 

	Ballinger and Hyman stopped in every day, usually separately, sometimes together. Worse, sometimes they stopped in together with Head Nurse Pierce, who, at least, had the good grace to report his transgressions in front of him and not just go snitching to the big boys behind his back. They were not thrilled with his progress; they made that uncomfortably clear.

	Still, Joe preferred their visits to those of the earnest young student doctors who occasionally surrounded his bed, studied the chart that hung at the foot of it, and discussed him as if he were deaf, if not already dead. The only thing that rattled their ghoulish composure was the seminude poster of Kimberly, which fascinated a couple of the male students almost as much as his chart did.

	"Some sternum, huh, kid?" Joe once needled one of the annoyingly intent youngsters whose eyes had wandered from his chart to Kimberly's chest.

	 

	* * *

	 

	Davis Newman popped in at odd hours. His sense of timing was eerily acute. He seemed always to show up when Joe was alone and sleeping. Newman would perch in a chair and---so it seemed to Joe, who would awaken to find the actor grinning morbidly at him---study the director as if he were preparing to play him in a film.

	Newman had always had an affinity for turtleneck sweaters, which he wore with jeans, or under excellently tailored sports jackets. Recently, however, he seemed to have refined that preference to black turtlenecks. And, Joe noticed during one of Newman's intense visits, he'd picked up a wide black wristband for his watch.

	"You're just like I am," he announced one day. He was in his usual place, leaning back against the wall at the side of Joe's bed. Sitting and leaning back, his chair propped a few feet under the poster of Kimberly, his arms folded across his chest. "It's got you by the balls," Newman observed. "If you can't make it as a genius, then fuck it, why not die? Right?"

	"Right," Joe said wearily, and closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

	 

	Bates, another of the floor nurses, woke him one morning. He heard her voice calling to him softly. He opened his eyes lazily, expecting to see her starched white uniform and warm brown eyes. He woke slowly, with a smile that froze into a grimace of horror when, instead of Miss Bates's gentle face, he found himself staring at a goggled technician who was moving a huge, portable, monsterlike X-ray machine into place over his bed.

	"Easy does it," Miss Bates cautioned from the sidelines, as the machine swept across his body.

	He broke into a cold sweat; his hands were balled into fists at his sides. It was all he could do to keep from shouting obscenities or smashing out at the machine or the technician, or at Bates, who hadn't prepared him for this sci-fi rape.

	 

	That evening, he read poetry to another pretty girl. He read from the Cummings book, and stared at her with what he hoped would pass for soulful eyes. He was still shaken from the surprise attack of the X-ray machine.

	"'there's somebody calling who's we,'" he read. He stopped and closed the book and took a deep breath, which his anxiety, he hoped---and nothing more serious---made difficult and just a little painful.

	". . . 'who's we'. . . Oh, Joey," the girl sighed.

	He looked at her meaningfully. She was obviously moved.

	 

	The next day, Audrey brought him a watercolor that Michelle had done. It was a picture of Joe lying in a hospital bed. In the drawing, he had a big smile on his face. "To Dad, Love From Michelle," she'd signed it.

	"You look like hell," Audrey said.

	"Don't blame me, it's her picture. . ."

	 

	Michelle phoned that night while Stacy was visiting.

	"They have this rule about visitors," he tried to explain to her, "where you have to be at least sixteen. . ."

	Stacy, who was sitting at the edge of his bed, leaned across him to get a magazine from the bedside table, or to put a magazine back; he didn't know which. He just knew that all of a sudden, while he was trying to cheer up his young, abandoned-feeling daughter, another girl, her senior by a significant but nevertheless very few years, was moving her well-developed body across his genitals. He closed his eyes and put his hand on Stacy's trim, tender ass and stroked it.

	"I agree, Michelle," he said into the phone. "It is a dumb rule." He sent her kisses and hung up.

	"Shit," he mumbled, his hands full of Stacy. "How can something that feels so good make me feel so bad?"

	"What, Joey?"

	"Dumb rules," he said. "I was just thinking about dumb rules."

	 

	Murray Nathan brought him a bagful of deli. Murray hadn't really intended the delicatessen to be for Joe. He knew there'd be at least a half-dozen kids from the show up visiting, so he decided to spring for some sandwiches and pickles and Pepsi. Just his luck that they had to pick that afternoon to send the head dietitian in to see Joe.

	Her name was Miss Mon Toy. She was Oriental and pleasant and trying hard not to be appalled by the general chaos and the specific deli smells in the room. She handed Joe mimeographed sheets containing the week's menus.

	"I'll leave these with you, Mr. Gideon. Please check off what you want for the coming week."

	Joe had an enormous hunk of turkey on rye with Russian dressing in his mouth. He tried to smile at the dietitian.

	"Ugh---gross!" one of the dancers squealed.

	Miss Mon Toy covered her own mouth with her hand. Her dark eyes were wide with disbelief.

	"Oh, Monday I'll have the roast beef, Tuesday chicken, Wednesday steak," Joe recited. His mouth was moving like a disabled trash-masher. "And Thursday I plan to be dead, so I'll just have something light."

	Davis Newman crept in again while Joe was sleeping. He leafed through Variety and waited, his chair propped up against the wall.

	"Wow, you're more obsessive than I am," he said, the minute Joe opened his eyes. "And what's keeping you alive is that hope---" Newman let all four of the chair legs hit the floor at once; he leaned in close to Joe's face--- "that one possibility that once, just once, you'll create a work of real importance. Right?"

	"Right," Joe said. He rolled over and went back to sleep.

	 

	The next day, Eddie Lerner, Stacy, Joshua Penn, and Alvin showed up---to celebrate, they said. The Standup was being screened around town. Small screenings, invitational screenings, mostly business screenings to feel out the audience for the film and line up a couple of theaters for its premiere and first-run engagements.

	Stacy smuggled in a little airline-sized bottle of white wine. Divided among the five of them, they toasted about a thimbleful each.

	"The monologue?" Joe asked.

	Eddie smiled and shrugged. "It seems to be getting all the laughs."

	"No kidding?"

	"No kidding, kiddo," Alvin Rackmil concurred. "The response at the screenings has been sensational."

	"Joey, they love the picture. You should hear what they say coming out of the screenings." Stacy was flushed with pleasure. "Film freaks from NYU, and even old couples in their thirties. . ."

	"Old couples, huh?"

	"What makes me happy," Penn said, "is that we've got Cinema I in New York and the Westwood Village in LA."

	"Hey, good theaters. Hot stuff, Joshua. That's great." Miss Bates came in carrying a small covered tray.

	"Treats?" Alvin smiled.

	Joe shook his head gloomily and began to fold up the sleeve of his hospital gown. "Only if you're a vampire," he said as Bates set the tray down, uncovered it, and displayed several sterile-wrapped syringes and labeled test tubes.

	"Oh no," Stacy gasped.

	"May I ask you all to wait outside? This won't take a minute," Miss Bates said. She looked at Stacy crossly.

	"Hey, can I stay?" Joshua Penn asked unexpectedly.

	Eddie said, "Come on, Joshua."

	"She's after blood, isn't she?" Penn's sad eyes lit suddenly with mischief. "She's going to take blood from Joey, right?"

	"Yeah. Right," Joe said. "So?"

	"So, turnabout is fair play. You bled me for two years with that picture. How many times, Joey, did you say, 'Getting money from you is like getting blood from a stone'? You got it though, didn't you? And we've got a hit. And now I want to see her squeeze you the way you squeezed me. Blood!" Penn laughed and rubbed his hands together. "Now, I'm out for blood!"

	Alvin and Eddie cracked up. Stacy said, "Yucch, that's the most disgusting thing I ever heard, Joshua!"

	"Call me 'Mr. Penn,'" he said grandly.

	Miss Bates calmly unwrapped one of the syringes. She tested it in the air. "If you will please step outside. . ."

	"Yes ma'am," Joe said, and skittered to the far side of the bed as if he were preparing to leave.

	"Not you, Mr. Gideon."

	"Well, so long, Joe."

	"'Bye now. . ."

	"Hey, if you let me stay and watch," Joshua Penn called from the door, "I'll get you free passes to the hottest show in town."

	"Oh yeah? What's it called?" Alvin played straight man.

	"The Standup. Ever hear of it?"

	"Nope."

	"You will," Penn promised. "You will!"

	"Is that Mr. Gideon's new film?" Miss Bates asked. "Well, if you get me free passes to it, I'll let you draw his blood."

	"Hey!" Joe objected.

	"You've got a deal," Penn said. "I'll bring you a couple next time. Bye-bye, Joey."

	She drew the blood from his arm.

	"Jesus," he said, "I didn't know I had any left."

	"Just one more, Mr. Gideon." She jabbed him again.

	"Shit," he muttered. "Someone better notify your next of kin, Miss Bates."

	 

	That evening, he looked soulfully into the dark eyes of the dark girl who was plumping his pillows.

	"I'm so glad you asked me to stay, Mr. Gid---uh, Joe."

	He stroked her brown cheek and smiled. "Me too. Sure you want more?"

	"Oh yes. . . please." She handed back the book of poetry and sat, rapt, at the edge of his bed.

	 

	"'(with a spin

	leap

	alive we're alive)

	we're wonderful one times one'"

	 

	"And that made you think of me?" she asked.

	He nodded humbly.

	"It's. . . beautiful," she said, obviously moved.

	He fell asleep.

	 

	He woke to Miss Collins's cheery white good morning. She was examining the poetry book when he opened his eyes. "Getting quite a bit of wear out of this. . ." She shut the book and set it down on his bedside table. Then she picked up her metal bowl of warm, soapy water and her little white terrycloth, and started to polish his face.

	"What's up?" he asked, trying to control the vague flash of alarm he felt. He'd been washing himself for some weeks now.

	"Doctor's orders, Mr. Gideon. We're to spoil you," she added when she noticed his apprehensiveness. "Sure you don't want to shave this scraggly old thing?" she asked, sudsing his beard.

	He closed his eyes, feeling that the fear she'd read so easily must have been visible in them. "Truth?" He smiled. "I've got no chin."

	The nurse towel-dried his beard briskly, and his face with loving little pats. "I suspect that the truth is, if we ever got rid of that Mephistophelean little goatee, you'd probably look like an innocent cherub. And that wouldn't do, would it?"

	"Blow my image all to hell." He sat up. That was when he noticed the blood-pressure machine standing a little bit behind Miss Collins. He rolled up the sleeve of his gown and prepared his arm. "Let's have the daily forecast," he kidded her.

	She returned his smile, but after a beat. "I've taken it already," she said. 

	"Is that why I'm getting deluxe treatment this morning?" She nodded. "That bad, was it?" he wanted to know.

	"Dr. Ballinger will be stopping in today. He'll be able to answer all your questions."

	"Not all of them," Joe said. He grinned at her with fiendish lasciviousness. "Tell me. Miss Collins, have you ever thought about getting into show business? I could be very helpful, you know."

	"If it means sitting up half the night listening to you recite poetry at me, Mr. Gideon, I think I'll have to forego the pleasure." She carried the tray on which her washing-up equipment sat, and, with her toe, nudged the blood-pressure machine on its casters to the door. Joe fell asleep again.

	 

	They woke him for medication. He refused breakfast, fell asleep again, woke foggy for bits of Ballinger's lecture, fell asleep again and, by mid-afternoon, when the first shift of visitors showed up, he was feeling fine. Only he didn't remember having invited any of them.

	That worried Katie. She sat beside his bed, watching Paul Dann belting out an exaggerated showbiz-type number to the accompaniment of one of the tape cassettes he'd brought. He'd also brought---as Joe had requested, he said---some of the dancers.

	"Just the ugly ones," Paul assured Katie. "Joey told me to just bring the ugly ones because you were coming, and he didn't want to upset you."

	Rima and Jennifer, two extraordinarily attractive girls by anyone's standards, began pelting Dann with magazines.

	Joe laughed, but he was puzzled nonetheless.

	"How did I know you were going to be here today?" he asked Katie.

	"You phoned me, Joe. You reached me at home this morning. . . about eleven, I guess. And you left about four messages on my service before that."

	Oh, he said. "Sure. Silly of me. Where were you before eleven?"

	"Out. Walking the dog. I must have been walking the dog when you called."

	While Dann entertained and Katie began to relax and enjoy the performance along with the others who'd come, Joe tried to remember making the calls. Finally he did remember. He'd made some just after Collins told him his blood pressure was bad, and some others just after Bates gave him a little lecture with his medication, and some more after Dr. Ballinger said, "Just what are you trying to prove, Mr. Gideon?"

	The truth? Joe looked around the three-ring circus that was his room. He didn't know.

	 

	"Gideon, I've got real insight into you."

	Joe opened his eyes. It was nighttime. Davis Newman in a black turtleneck, his jeans tucked into black boots, leaned forward suddenly. "There's a deep-rooted fear of being conventional. First, you left your wife and just lived with a woman. When society said that was okay, you immediately broke off and tried living with two women---ménages, all that shit. When society started to accept that as a life style, it threw you, right?"

	Joe blinked his eyes and studied Newman's face. He wondered whether the actor had forgotten, to shave or was starting a beard.

	"Where do you go from there? Three women? Ten? I tell ya, Gideon, I've got real insight into you. And what's underneath is this dreadful fear that you're ordinary, not special. That sex thing. I wouldn't say you're a faggot, but you have a lot of feminine characteristics."

	"Right," Joe said. He closed his eyes.

	 

	Work. He missed it. But he didn't mind so much when he was in the enormous dressing room. It was as huge as a Hollywood sound stage sometimes. It gave him plenty of room. She gave him plenty of room.

	He wasn't sure he liked that. He thought maybe she should try to crowd him. If she cared for him as much as he thought she did, she ought to crowd him, hassle him, demand more of him than she did.

	Still, the room was perfect. In it, there was everything he needed to be whoever he wanted to be---to be himself, to create himself.

	He saw her watching him and heard the music---always different kinds of music, always music there in Angelique's wonder world.

	He snapped his fingers and two girls appeared in scanty disco drag. Sequins and satin and flashy boots.

	"Is this okay, Joe?'' one of the girls asked.

	He turned her around, inspected the whole costume---well, what little there was of it. All of her was pressing and pushing out of the teeny bikini and tassled boots. He kept an eye on Angelique as he touched and turned the girl.

	"Fine," he said finally.

	"How about mine?'' the other asked.

	Joe made an adjustment here and there, running his finger over her breasts to catch a stray sequin. He twirled her, stared deliberately at her high, curving ass, tested the band around it that was forcing cleavage between her buttocks.

	"I like it. I like it," he said.

	The two dancers disappeared. Angelique hadn't seemed terribly concerned with---or about---either of them.

	Joe sighed a mite melodramatically, appreciatively. "Women," he said. "To tell the truth, I got into this business---"

	Angelique finished the line: "Just to meet girls."

	He was taken aback once more by her ability to anticipate his thoughts.

	"Love show business, hate show business. Someone once asked Willy Sutton why he robbed banks, "Joe explained to her, "and he said, 'Cause that's where the money is.' '' He waited. She said nothing. So he smiled. "This is where the girls are, "he told her.

	She returned his smile and shook her head at him.

	"You can't make me jealous, Joe."

	 

	He was jealous. He was.

	He sat on his bed in his hospital room, watching the party going on around him. He sat there gloomy and pissed off, watching Victoria giggling with Autumn and Danny. In another corner, Stacy was teasing young Jonathan, who looked as serious and unflappable as ever. Murray and Wayne and Kathryn were laughing about something. And there were dance bags piled up near the door. They belonged to working dancers.

	Someone had brought in a flask of brandy, and it was making the rounds. . . round and round and where it stopped there was no Joe.

	Gary stuck a tape of old show tunes into the cassette player. Joe sat and tapped his foot to the up-tempo beat. He moved his head in time to the music. Then he started to slap out the rhythm on his thighs. And then his heart started to pound because he knew he was going to do it.

	He stood up on his bed and everyone turned to stare at Joe in the air and he leapt, shouting, "Move over, Astaire!" He leapt over the end of his bed and began using whatever came within his reach---people mainly, but an object or two as well---and incorporating them, like Astaire, into the wonderful dance.

	He spun Victoria. "Joe! Oh my God, he's crazy," she giggled.

	He grabbed the two dance bags, slung them over his shoulder, and went down on his knees. Then he came up slowly, trucking like a sailor.

	Danny shouted, "Jesus Christ, that's my bag. It's too heavy. Put it down. . . please! You'll hurt yourself."

	"Oh shit," Gary said. "Have you got your weights in there?"

	Danny nodded. He looked frantic and helpless. "I was going to work out this afternoon. They're only five pounds each, but---"

	"Put the bags down, Joey," Murray ordered.

	Joe did. He twirled away from them over to Kathryn and pulled her, against her will and better judgment, into a quick tango. "Please," she whispered. "You're scaring me, Joe. Please get back to bed. I love you. We all love you, Joey."

	"Right," he said, and released her and tap-danced over to an astonished young thing whom Autumn had brought along, who said, "Oh, Mr. Gideon, aren't you supposed to be sick?"

	He laughed and jumped onto a chair. "No," he announced. "I am sick. But. . . I'm. . . not. . . supposed. . . to. . . be!" He jumped from the chair into the middle of his distressed guests.

	"Well!" he shouted. "Goddamn it! I'm supposed to be well! Healthy. Wealthy. And wise!" He bowed, turned, and walked back to his bed, grumbling, "Sounds like another Jewish law firm."

	 

	The next day, Dr. Ballinger and Dr. Hyman laid down the law. They made certain he was wide awake, too. They paused between their frustrated statements and dire warnings to make sure he was absorbing and re-
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	spending to what they were saying. They seemed relatively satisfied when he merely moved his head in mechanical assent.

	"You're not resting," Hyman declared. Joe nodded. "You're having too many visitors."

	Dr. Ballinger said, "Your blood pressure is twenty points over what we'd hoped. Your cardiograms haven't improved one bit."

	Joe shook his head, echoing Ballinger's despairing gesture.

	"Joe, you're flirting with disaster."

	He nodded understandingly at Hyman.

	"You've just got to rest," Dr. Ballinger said forcefully.

	"I will," Joe promised. "I will."

	 

	But that night, Nurse Bates heard giggling and little high-pitched, distinctly feminine squeals of terror or delight---it was difficult to tell which---coming from Joe Gideon's room. She started down the hall to investigate. "Who's in there with him?" she asked an aide at the nursing station.

	The aide, a man, was grinning broadly. "The blonde."

	"The blonde? You must be new around here," Bates said, shaking her head at him. "Which the blonde? The curly-haired-dancer blonde? The straight-haired-actress blonde? The pert little British blonde?" Before he could answer, the nurse's eyes closed briefly in acknowledgment. "The little British one. I remember. I saw her earlier. . . and, God help us, she was wearing a dress."

	"So what?"

	"So, like I said," said Nurse Bates, "you must be new around here." She walked to Joe's room. The door was wide open.

	"Joey, you're crazy!" She recognized Stacy's accent between the squeals and giggles. "What are you doing?" the girl said. "You're really crazy. Do you want to kill yourself?!"

	Nurse Bates quietly entered the room.

	Joe Gideon had the young blonde girl pressed to the wall. Her dress was up around her hips, her panties were halfway down her thighs. She was wriggling, trying to free herself---but not too seriously.

	In a sexual frenzy, Joe was kissing her neck and tugging at the pants and laughing softly. "Sweetheart," he told Stacy, "this could be the last act of a desperate man." Then, never letting up for a moment, he glanced over his shoulder at the nurse. "Dr. Ballinger said I should exercise a little," he said.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	After rounds on Monday morning, Dr. Ballinger met, as usual, with the floor staff, cardiology residents, and some of the interns and students assigned to his unit. The group, gathered behind closed doors in the lounge, stood or sat before a large blackboard that had been rolled out and was now covered with chalked notations dealing with some of the patients on the floor.

	Several folders, containing the medical histories and updated daily charts of the patients, were on a table between Dr. Ballinger and the floor's head nurse, Miss Pierce. Ballinger, his hospital coat pulled back to reveal his dark trousers, crisp white shirt, striped tie, and small, rectangular, emergency-call beeper attached to his leather belt, was frowning as he studied Joe Gideon's chart.

	Finally, he handed the folder to Nurse Pierce, who passed it along to an eager young intern who'd requested a glance at it.

	"Well," Burton Ballinger told the assembled staff, "obviously, everything he does is a denial of his condition."

	Miss Capobianco, the wide-eyed student nurse, cleared her throat timidly. "Uh, Dr. Ballinger, every time I go in the room, he's always. . . grabbing and groping."

	The corners of Ballinger's full lips lifted in an irrepressible smile, but the rest of his face maintained a polite dignity. "Have any others had that problem?"

	One by one, each of the females in the room raised their hands. The petite Miss Pierce, her dark hair streaked salt-and-pepper grey, put one hand to her brow, covering her eyes, as she lifted her other hand to make it unanimous.

	Bemused, Dr. Ballinger looked at the intern who was putting Joe's chart back onto the table. "How about you?" Ballinger asked the young man.

	"Not yet. . . but he's looking at me funny."

	"He acts like he really doesn't care," another intern puzzled.

	"Oh, he cares all right," Ballinger assured the boy. "The measure of his fear of death is how much he denies its possibility by his irrational behavior."

	A moment of nervous laughter induced by the first intern's remark blended into a moment of speculation about Dr. Ballinger's response to the second young man's comment. When the noise had died down, Ballinger said with crisp authority, "Starting now, we will limit his visitors to no more than two. Three at the most." Then he picked up another file. "Let's go to Mr. Cartwright in fifteen-twelve. . ."

	The cardiologist's decision went into effect immediately. Joe's visitors were carefully screened and held down to the allotted maximum. The party was over. The earnest work of rehabilitation had begun. And Joe Gideon got an incentive bonus as well; the early reviews of The Standup were in and excellent.

	Almost anonymous among the other patients and visitors strolling quietly, he walked along the hospital corridor with Joshua Penn. He wore his own yellow terrycloth robe. He appeared calm and self-assured. The smile on his face was not fixed or forced; it was a smile of great personal pleasure. And it didn't even come close to matching the face-splitting grin that lit Penn's face as he watched Joe studying the sheaf of newspaper clippings he'd just handed him.

	"Joe, I wish you could have been there. Nine-thirty this morning, before one review had come out, the line at Cinema I was around the block. I mean, Joe, the people know! The people know!"

	Joe nodded and leafed through the notices as the ecstatic producer went on: "Broke every first-day record. A blockbuster, a blockbuster. I mean a blockbuster! And those guys from California---you wouldn't believe the phone calls." Sweet-faced, beagle-eyed Joshua mimicked the money men. "'Congratulations,' they said. 'Congratulations. . . I'm glad you took the time. . . it was worth it. Every dollar we spent is up there on the screen. . .'"

	"Yeah?" Joe said quietly.

	"They're talking a three-million-dollar advertising budget. Three million dollars, can you believe that? I mean, with that kind of push, this picture will go right through the roof. Right through the roof! And look at those reviews. We did it. We did it!"

	"Where are the bad ones?" Joe asked, still reading.

	Penn's mouth hung slack. He shook his head in disbelief. He stared at Joe, then turned away. "There are no bad ones," he said quickly.

	Joe waited until Penn turned to face him again. "Joshua?" he said, looking him right in the eye.

	"Well, there were a couple that quibbled a little. . . I left them in the office."

	"Yeah? Well, do me one favor, Joshua." He smiled again; this time the smile went all the way. "I don't ever want to see them. Not ever!"

	Penn clapped him on the back gently. "Not ever," he promised. They walked back toward Joe's room.

	"What about the televisions?"

	Joshua glanced at his watch. "Still early, but we can check it out."

	They went back into the room, where Alvin Rackmil and Katie were waiting.

	"So, what do you think?" Alvin asked.

	"Nice," Joe said, handing him the clippings.

	"Nice? Joey, you're kidding," Katie groaned.

	"I'm not supposed to get overexcited."

	"They must have slipped some medication into his medication," Alvin said. "These are terrific, Joey. Dynamite!"

	He climbed back into bed.

	"I think you're right," Katie told Alvin. "Look at him. He's being a good boy. He's going to bed."

	"You know me, Katie," he said, settling in comfortably. "Always where the action is." He lifted the remote control television switch and showed it to her. "Where the action is," he repeated, and switched on the set.

	Joshua and Alvin spoke enthusiastically about the film while pictures of the day's disasters flashed silently across the TV screen. The evening news was on. Joe had turned off the sound.

	"The reviews have been wonderful, Joe. Honest," Katie said quietly. "What are you so worried about?"

	"Me?" He stared straight ahead at the TV, at an hysterical woman running from a shabby brick building. A relative---friend, lover, or stranger---had apparently been holding her hostage and had just released her.

	"I'm worried about. . . your dog, Katie. I think maybe it's time you took him to a vet."

	She was watching the television, too. She hadn't really heard him. "What does Dr. Ballinger say. . ." she began, overlapping his words.

	"Ballinger's worried about your dog, too. Says he never heard of a dog that needed so much walking at such odd hours of the day and night. Wants to call in a urologist---"

	"There it is," Alvin said. "Turn it up, Joe."

	Against a vivid blue backdrop, Leslie Perry, one of television's smiling killers, was preparing to review the film. The words, The Standup, flashed across the screen just before Perry, an attractive blonde in a beige suit and striped silk blouse, turned in her caramel-colored swivel chair to face the camera. Behind her, between the bright blue backdrop and the blonde and tan tones of her chair, hair, and costume, a number of different-colored balloons floated on standing sticks.

	Leslie Perry smiled brightly as she examined the balloons, pretending to decide which one to chose to accompany and suit her review.

	"Following Joe Gideon's triumphant directorial achievement in 50 Beautiful Girls 50, with which he won every possible award, it would be nice to report---" Perry ran her red nails over the colored balloons.

	"Oooh, boy, here it comes," Joe muttered.

	"---that Mr. Gideon's latest effort, The Standup, starring Davis Newman, was a better film. The Standup, however---" She plucked a black balloon from its stick and, holding it between two fingers, swiveled, still smiling, back to the camera.

	"Joey, turn it off," Penn urged.

	Joe kept his eyes glued to the television screen.

	"---does not quite stand up. . ."

	"Joey," Joshua Penn shouted, "turn the damned thing off!"

	"No, I want to hear it," he said.

	"Leaning toward the frenetic, Gideon falls into his characteristic weakness of trying too hard to please, to entertain. Slickness obscures reality, the old razzle-dazzle sometimes obliterates drama. . ."

	"What the hell does she know?" Alvin Rackmil muttered.

	"Had Gideon trusted the truth of his story---" Leslie Perry continued pleasantly, "---the trials and tribulations of an alcoholic nightclub comic---we might have had a film to equal the best. . ."

	Katie cursed under her breath. Then she said loudly, "She never gave anything a good notice!"

	Joe ignored her and continued, grimly, to watch the screen.

	"As an example, there is one spectacular scene. . ." Behind Leslie Perry, on the blue backdrop, black and white still photographs taken from the monologue sequence were now being projected.

	". . . where the has-been comic, played impeccably by Davis Newman, demonstrates his former brilliance in a monologue where, clearly, director Gideon gave Mr. Newman free rein."

	"Gave him free rein? Did you hear her? Free, huh? I'd like to shove those editing cost sheets right up---"

	"The woman is totally unqualified to criticize anything," Rackmil said.

	"Rising above rather commonplace material. . ." Leslie Perry continued. Her bright red nails rotated the black balloon slowly in her lap. She was still smiling brightly. ". . . the actor creates a classic comic aria. Would that Gideon had allowed Newman more room throughout the entire film. . ."

	"She doesn't know a goddamned thing about films," Penn said flatly.

	"Or anything, for that matter," Katie added.

	". . . but Joe Gideon, in his effort to keep The Standup upright, has resorted to the use of. . ."

	"'Standup upright'? She's not reviewing a film---" Joshua Penn was livid--- "she's showing how clever she is."

	". . . crutches," said Leslie Perry. "Frantic cutting, an earsplitting sound track, and his devotion to chopping off the ends of scenes before the drama has played out. . ."

	"You know how she got that job, don't you?" the normally gallant Rackmil sputtered with rage.

	". . . left this reviewer with bewilderment and a four-aspirin headache."

	Penn shook his head. "At the screening---so help me God---she told me she liked it. She pushed through to me and gave me one of those show-business buzzes. And she said she liked it! Liked it!"

	Without taking his eyes from the screen, Joe held up his hand. "Hold it! I want to hear it all."

	"There are certainly fine moments in the film, and an inspired performance by newcomer Kimberly Welles. . ."

	Katie filled the on-screen pause with a snort of derision. Joe stared and waited for Perry's conclusion. The silence in the hospital room was tense as Leslie Perry lifted the balloon she'd been holding, and slowly let the air out of it. Then, holding the shrinking, sagging bit of black rubber in front of her, she summed up:

	"I cannot say that The Standup is on its knees. . . but it sure does stumble!"

	That was it. Joe clicked off the set.

	Alvin turned to him. "Joey," he said softly, "her review doesn't mean a damn thing."

	"No matter what she said---" Joshua waved the sheaf of clippings--- "I guarantee it will do thirty million domestic!"

	Joe jumped off the bed and started to pace. The trio of visitors watched him apprehensively. He stalked back and forth in silence. Then, increasingly agitated, he began to mutter: "Goddamn it! Two years work, and she just wipes it out in one minute. . ."

	He stopped pacing. His hands had been thrust into his bathrobe pockets. Now he took them out and slammed one fist into the palm of his other hand. "Two years!" he shouted. "Fucking broad! I know it's a flawed picture and I made a lot of mistakes, but it's a hell of a lot better than most of the shit you see around now!" Enraged, he shook his head. "Two years!"

	He whirled suddenly. "Joshua. . . you said the line went around the block, didn't you?"

	"All day," Penn said. "All day, Joey."

	He began to stalk again. He faced the blank television screen. "Killer cunt!" he shouted. Then he turned to face the others and, rising to an even higher level of rage, he told them, "I don't give a fuck what she says or what anybody says! I KNOW IT'S A GODDAMN GOOD MOVIE---"

	He broke off abruptly. A shocked awareness showed suddenly on his face. His fingers, which had been curled into fists, opened slowly, widely. "Wait a minute," he said softly but intensely. "You'd better get somebody." His opened hand moved to his chest and closed, bunching the yellow terrycloth. "I think I'm in trouble," he whispered.

	Deliberately, he moved toward the bed and began to press the call button. At the same time, he threw several nitroglycerin tablets under his tongue. He eased himself onto the bed and into a lying position.

	Out of the stunned silence, Joshua Penn reacted. He raced from the room to the nurses' station. Within minutes, the cardiac emergency team was charging down the corridor to Joe's room. As they entered, it was apparent that Joe Gideon was in deep trouble. He was trembling and sweating and breathing with great difficulty. Joshua, Katie, and Alvin stared at him, shocked and helpless, as the team moved in.

	"Goddamned broad did it to me. . ." Joe mumbled.

	The resident in charge of the emergency team asked them to leave. "Everyone out, please. Let's go. Everyone, please."

	"Get that fucking television set out of this room!" they heard Joe order as the resident shut the door to his room.

	They waited in the corridor just outside the lounge. Alvin put his arm around Katie, who, after several minutes, had begun to regain some color in her pale, frightened face. Joshua Penn stared at the closed door. The three were quite plainly terrified. None of them had said a word for a long time. Unable to bear the tension any longer, Penn turned to Alvin and Katie. "Jesus," he said with the utmost seriousness, "I never heard of anyone dying from a bad review."

	 

	The twilight world in which he woke and slept and woke again was riddled with grotesque images. Even the most mundane things took on exaggerated dimensions, and he found it difficult to separate truth from invention, fantasy from reality.

	Reality was that he had been strapped to a table, over which was suspended a giant machine. The table he was on, and the machine hovering like a predatory monster above it, turned and tilted. There were several technicians in white lab coats in the room with him.

	One of them had injected something---a dye, he'd said---into Joe. The liquid in the syringe had looked clear, but the technician said that it was a dye and that they were going to watch it move through his arteries while his heart contracted. They were going to watch it on the cardiac catheterization machine and maybe take some still shots, sequential stills, tracing the progress of the dye through his body with X-rays.

	The process was called angiography, and as the machine descended----he wasn't sure whether it was the one that took the still photographs or the moving picture---Joe became increasingly uncertain about whether he was awake or having a nightmare in which the technician was supposed to be Dr. Frankenstein and Joe Gideon his destructive toy.

	One truth was very clear: he was terrified. For the very first time, he knew he was terrified, and he hadn't the energy or the desire to pretend otherwise.

	"Feeling okay?" the technician asked.

	"The truth? I'm scared."

	"Everybody is. Don't worry about it. You can expect a warm rush of liquid all through your body, but don't be frightened by it."

	He waited to find out whether he was asleep or awake. A moment passed. Suddenly his body was flushed with pain.

	"Oh, goddamn," he cried out. He knew he was awake.

	 

	"The heart is the viscus of cardiac muscle that maintains the circulation. . ." Dr. Ballinger was reciting.

	"From there the blood passes---" Henry Hyman's voice rode just a beat behind Ballinger's--- "to the left ventricle, which forces it via. . ."

	A third speaker joined the doctors. "After it has passed through the tissues and given up much of its oxygen, the blood. . ."

	Joe looked around. The third speaker was a young surgeon, Dr. Garry. The three doctors stood behind Joe, all talking at once. In front of him, Audrey sat beside Angelique. The women were listening intently to what the doctors had to say. Joe tried very hard to do the same.

	Ballinger continued, undisturbed, ". . . of the blood. It is divided into four cavities: two artria and two ventricles. The left atrium receives. . ."

	". . . the aorta," said Dr. Hyman, "through the arteries to supply the tissues of the body. The right. . ."

	Joe heard his own heart pounding strangely. It sounded like a drum solo. It was a drum solo. Dr. Garry winked at him in confirmation, and finished his little speech at precisely the same moment that the other two doctors finished theirs.

	". . . then passes to the right ventricle and then to the lungs to be oxygenated."

	". . . oxygenated blood from the lungs."

	". . . atrium receives the blood."

	The babble of medical information ceased abruptly.

	"Huh?!" Joe said, totally confused.

	The drum solo continued. Above it, Joe heard Audrey whisper to Angelique, "He had total blockage in two arteries."

	 

	He woke in his hospital room. It was nighttime. Alvin Rackmil stood at the foot of his bed, reading a legal document in a quick, flat monotone:

	". . . all my just debts and my funeral expenses be paid as soon as practicable after my decease. Fourth: I give and bequeath the sum of fifty thousand dollars to my former wife, Audrey Paris Gideon. Fifth: I give and bequeath the sum of fifteen thousand dollars to my friend, Kate Jagger. Sixth: I give, devise, and bequeath all of the remainder of my estate, both real and personal, to Michelle Hope Gideon."

	Fair enough, Joe wanted to tell Alvin. He opened his mouth. Instead of his own voice, he heard Victoria's.

	"That's it? We're not in the will?"

	She was standing beside his bed. So was Stacy. One by one, the others emerged from the shadows: the women he'd wooed with poetry; the girls who'd giggled, sighed, squirmed, and yearned for him. They had heard Victoria. Now they were all watching him, waiting for an answer.

	Alvin folded the document and slipped it into his briefcase.

	"Well. . . uh. . . uh. . ." Joe began. Finally, he spit it out. "No, you're not in the will."

	"Our names are not in the will?" Stacy asked incredulously. She turned to the others. "Our names are not in the will."

	"Then fuck you," they cried out in unison. "Fuck you, Joey. Live!"

	 

	Katie hadn't been among them; he remembered that clearly. He turned his head to look at her, but the male attendant who had just scrubbed his chest said, "Easy now, Mr. Gideon. Try to be still. Here we go."

	The razor descended and scraped across his chest as the attendant started to shave it in preparation for surgery.

	Nevertheless, Joe had caught a glimpse of Katie. She was sitting near his bed, staring up at the television set. She had tossed her dark hair back over her shoulder, and he saw her black-rimmed blue eyes crinkle with amusement.

	"This is a man who would be my first choice as a modern saint. . ."

	Joe smiled grimly at the familiar voice. He lowered the volume a little with the remote-control device in his hand as O'Connor Flood launched into another one of his razzle-dazzle introductions.

	"When I was on those marches---like Selma---this brother was shuffling right along with me, long before a lot of them other cats saw civil rights as a hip scene and jumped on the Blackwagon."

	With self-pleasure, Flood slapped his thigh and stamped his foot on the floor of the spotlighted circular platform on which he stood. He was wearing a jumpsuit beneath one of his sequin-lapeled jackets. A modest two-carat diamond sparkled from his pierced ear.

	"Ladies and gentlemen," O'Connor Flood said, "let me lay on you. . ."

	"A great entertainer. . ." Katie said, with just the right among of suffocating sincerity.

	". . . a great entertainer. . ." Flood said a split-second later.

	". . . a great humanitarian. . ." Katie glanced over at Joe, trying to see if her imitation would evoke the laugh she wanted from him.

	". . . a great humanitarian. . ." Flood said. Joe was watching the set. He didn't give any sign that he'd heard her. Katie saw the razor scraping at his chest.

	". . . and my dear friend for. . ." she said with renewed vigor and animation.

	". . . and my dear friend for. . ."

	She was stuck ". . . fassa-fassa years. . ." She garbled the number purposely.

	". . . seventeen years," said Flood.

	Joe clicked the set off.

	Still expecting a laugh, Katie turned to him. She rested her elbows gingerly on the edge of the bed. "See how much I learned from you?"

	"I'm afraid you learned too much from me," he said flatly.

	Puzzled, she just looked at him. She waited quietly until the attendant had finished. He picked up his tools and, running a hand over Joe's chest, said, "There you are, Mr. Gideon---smooth as Kojak's head." He walked to the door. "Good luck tomorrow," he called as he left.

	"What do you mean, I learned too much from you?"

	"Remember last Tuesday night?" Joe asked, pulling his robe on.

	"Tuesday, Tuesday? No." She moved back from the bed. She leaned back in the chair and folded her arms, and then unfolded them and picked at a loose thread on the cuff of her blouse. "No, I don't."

	"It was raining. Very hard."

	"Oh, yeah. Yeah, right."

	"I called you at midnight."

	She caught the thread and tugged at it. "Damn," she said. "Oh, I must have been out walking the dog."

	"I called again at twelve-twenty."

	Katie balled up the thin string of white thread between her forefinger and thumb. Then she stretched it out again.

	"Then at two-thirty," Joe said. He tied the sash of his robe. "And again at five." He waited. Then he looked directly at her. "You were with someone," he said.

	"Yes."

	"And you made love to him."

	"Yes," she said. She started to cry.

	Hold that frame, he said to himself. Oh shit. Hold it. I shot that scene two ways; give me the other version. In his mind's eye, he saw Katie's devastated face on the Kem console. He reversed the film, and stopped it at: And you made love to him. Then he pressed the button and ran it forward again. This time, Katie smiled sincerely. No, she said.

	Joe sighed. He put his hand, which was cold and clammy, inside his robe and rubbed his bare, bald chest. Yes, she had said. Yes. Yes. Yes. He couldn't reverse it. He couldn't make it play differently. Oh shit, he said to himself.

	"We're finished," Katie said, so softly that he almost didn't hear it.

	He looked at her again. Her cheeks were streaked with tears; her eyes were blind with. . . sorrow? guilt? Oh shit, he thought, rubbing his chest again. And then he looked away from her and said, "I don't know. . ." It almost sounded jaunty the way he said it. "I don't know. How do you feel about me?"

	"Joe," she cried, through a burst of tears, "I love you."

	"Well, then---" Well, then, what?" 

	"We're not finished," he said. He offered her a slight smile. "Because I really love you."

	She blinked up at him. She stood up and took his face into her hands and covered it with salty kisses, and he hugged her and stroked her long, black hair until she stopped sobbing.

	 

	* * *

	 

	"You mean that?" Angelique asked.

	"Oh hell, no! I was pissed off at her. . . I don't know. Yeah, sort of. Oh hell, sometimes I don't know where the bullshit ends," he confessed, exhausted. "I just wanted to say something nice to her, that's all. In case---"

	"In case---" She smiled and moved toward him. He wasn't able to face her. His head was turned to the side. He was looking away from her. So he didn't expect it---not exactly---when she reached forward and turned his face to hers and kissed him on the lips.

	It took every ounce of energy he had left to push her gently back. "Hey, hold it!" he said softly. "You're coming on awfully strong. . ."

	 

	He opened his eyes and about eight doctors and technicians in identical green gowns and caps, surgical masks hanging from their necks, were walking beside him. He was flat on his back, sedated, he assumed, because he could feel himself smiling slightly, even though the first sight of the surgical team had taken him aback, surprised and even frightened him a bit.

	"Morning," Dr. Garry said pleasantly.

	Joe nodded. They'd strapped him to the long-legged gurney and were wheeling him down an unfamiliar corridor.

	Long-legged gurney into night. . . Ugh, a terrible pun, he thought, and felt his smile go wobbly on his face.

	Thank God, the gang going to the operating room was dressed in those green gowns. He'd have had a heart attack if they'd been in suits. He'd have thought they were his funeral cortege.

	Had a heart attack, huh? Christ, he must have been very heavily sedated, indeed. He closed his eyes and tried to regain control of what he assumed must be a pretty silly-looking, totally out-of-control grin, by now.

	"Good morning, Joey." He opened his eyes and saw Katie walking alongside the gurney.

	"Good luck, Joey." Audrey was there too. They were both smiling encouragingly at him.

	He looked from one to the other. "Hiya." His mouth was dry. He tried to swallow the fuzz away before he spoke again. Then he turned to Audrey. "If I die, I'm sorry for all the bad things I did to you," he told her, smiling; then he turned to Katie. "And if I live, I'm sorry for all the bad things I'm going to do to you."

	He thought he heard their laughter, but it was very far away. When he opened his eyes again, he was in the spotlight. Dr. Garry, the Masked Marvel, was bent over him, drawing on his chest. Drawing, as if with a Crayola! Only it wasn't a Crayola the surgeon was holding. It was a sterile marking pencil, and he was outlining areas on Joe's chest, preparing them for the saw. That's right; he wasn't imagining a thing. There was a saw, your regular little old electric-type saw, sitting on the instrument tray along with a large selection of more delicate devices.

	Joe started to speak. He wanted to ask Garry just what in hell he thought he was going to do. Sir, this may be a fool's chest but it is definitely not a tool chest. . . He shut his mouth abruptly. He'd seen Garry's eyes shift quickly to the masked man standing behind Joe's head---the anesthetist, no doubt. And Joe wasn't quite ready to be put out. Not yet. Not just when Garry was starting to explain what was going on to some of the gathered greenies.

	Ah, but he was already woozy and starting to float on the waves. He heard strange things, disconnected bits of information. Some of them were quite interesting, really. For instance, it seemed they were going to connect his heart to his leg. . . or, in any event, they were going to do something with his leg. Grab a vein? No. Graft a vein from his leg. . . to his heart? Too strange. Bypass surgery. Extra-corporal circulation. Hazy phrases reached him through the waves. Wavy phrases about a machine that would circulate and oxygenate his blood while the green team valved the graft to the blockage and black. . . everything went. . . black.

	 

	Four men were sitting around a table. Joe recognized three of them: Hecht, Christopher, Goldie. They didn't see him, so he assumed he wasn't there. There, however, was Jonesy Hechts office. It was familiar enough. If nothing else, the large apothecary jar filled with wrapped candies would have given it away.

	Joe moved around the table and tried to get a good look at the fourth man. Nothing to write home about, he decided. If the guy was an actor, he'd definitely be sentenced to a life of lifeless character parts. He had the anonymous face of an accountant or an insurance man.

	Aha! On the table, in front of Mr. X, were copies of the Gideon Insurance Policy and Production Financial Statements.

	". . . Sickness, death, or permanent total disability. . ."

	Maybe Joe had underestimated this guy. Maybe he was one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Naw. That would make Jonesy, Ted, and Larry the other three. Larry couldn't stand horses, let alone plague or famine.

	"Excuse me, Mr. Clark," Hecht interrupted the guy. "Larry, give me our figures."

	"Well," Goldie said, "the scenery is half built, that's ninety-six thousand. Costumes in the shop, about forty thousand. . ."

	How boring, Joe thought. Watching the surgical saw pass from one pair of gloved hands to another was infinitely more interesting. But. . .

	"Equity Bond. That's fifty," Goldie droned on. "Rehearsal salaries we have made some advances to a few of the actors---about forty-three thousand. Office expenses, eighteen. Advertising, thirty-seven. Author's advances, that's another forty thousand. We're in for about three hundred twenty-four thousand and change."

	"Now," Hecht said to Mr. Clark, "let me try to understand. Of that money, how much do we recoup?"

	"Yeah, I'm confused too. Do we get some, all, what?" Christopher asked.

	"Simply, here are the options: One," the insurance man began. He hadn't the monologue style of a Davis Newman, Joe noted with disappointment. No excitement, no delivery. "If Mr. Gideon recovers and you resume production within the one hundred eighty days, we are not liable for any part of it. Two: if Mr. Gideon. . ."

	The saw was switched on. It made it difficult for Joe to hear. Dr. Garry moved it to a point directly over the lines he'd drawn on Joe's chest.

	". . . should die and you resume production with another director within the one hundred eighty days, we are still not liable."

	Too bad, Lucas, baby, Joe thought. Them's the breaks.

	"Three: however. . ."

	The saw ripped through his flesh and bone, cutting through the sternum. It sounded a lot worse than it felt. It looked a lot worse than it sounded.

	". . . if Mr. Gideon should die before February one, and you abandon the production, we are liable for the full million dollars."

	Oh, Joe wanted to get a look at Goldie's face after that one. No time, though. The saw was slicing him from stem to sternum.

	Mr. Clark put his fingers together like Hugh Herbert playing an undertaker. "That means, gentlemen, "he said slyly, "if Mr. Goldie's figures are correct, and---God forbid---Mr. Gideon should expire before February one, you could make a profit of six hundred twelve thousand dollars. . " Clark looked at Goldie. "And change," he added.

	There was a long, thoughtful pause. Finally, Jonesy said, "Oh, I see."

	And, oh, Joe didn't like the way he said it, oh no.

	The insurance man allowed himself a tiny smile. "You could be the first show on Broadway to make a profit without ever opening" he conjectured.

	There was another pause as looks were exchanged all around. The sound of a metal spreader, splitting Joe's chest, resounded in the silence.

	"Well, it's all very clear to me," Hecht said.

	After a long, contemplative moment, Larry Goldie pulled a piece of candy out of the apothecary jar, unwrapped it, and put it in his mouth. While he began to suck on it slowly, Hecht lit a cigarette and Christopher took out a fingernail clipper and went to, work on his nails. Mr. Clark watched all three silently.

	Joe watched all four. He felt his temper rising dangerously. If his hands hadn't been strapped down and his chest weren't split wide open, he'd have probably. . . Oh Jesus! He felt an icy hand gently stroking his hot face. He turned his head. It was Angelique, only Angelique, gently touching the back of her hand to his cheek.

	 

	* * *

	 

	They had split him like a chicken; now they had him trussed up like a turkey. He lay completely still in the post-surgery intensive care unit. He was afraid to move, afraid to open his eyes. He had this really odd sensation that there were tubes leading into and out of every conceivable orifice in his body. There was one in his mouth, for sure. He bit down on it, then opened his eyes slowly.

	His body began to tremble as he scanned the intensive care unit. There was a lot of movement in the room, but all of it was quiet, efficient, and swift. In addition to the nurses and male attendants who were moving about, he noticed a civilian or two, smiling or apprehensive, plainclothes people who leaned over the criblike beds of other patients and appeared to be visitors.

	There were no visitors for Joe. But among the swiftly moving figures in the room, one of the swiftest was crossing toward his bed. When she came into focus, looking down at him, leaning over him, he saw possibly the world's most beautiful nurse. Miss Briggs, RN, her name tag read.

	He wanted to talk with her. He tried. That was when he discovered that the tube in his mouth was taped on. The tape stretched his lips grotesquely, he could feel that as he tried to move them; and the tube extended down into his throat. He tried to speak to Miss Beautiful Briggs, RN, and all he could do was feel the bile rising around the tube in his throat, and listen to himself gag.

	"Please," she said, as gently and sweetly as he might have known she would. "Please don't try to talk."

	It was unbearable. He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he had taken Miss Briggs's place. He was leaning over the bed, looking down at himself looking up at himself.

	"Do you want to shoot it now?" the out-of-bed Joe asked.

	Well, of course he wanted to. What else was there to do when he was confronted by a spectacularly beautiful woman to whom he couldn't speak; when he was tied by tubes so that he couldn't move, not even just to reach out and touch her face or hand? How else could he tell her, show her, who he was? He nodded his head, yes.

	A man, a hospital aide, perhaps, all dressed in white---ah, but his face was chalky white, too---and wearing white gloves as well, held a clapper slate in his gloved, white hands. "Hospital Hallucination. Take one!" he called, and clapped the slate to start the film.

	The set was enormous, bigger than Angelique's dressing room. And it was filled with people. Audrey was there, and Katie and Michelle. There were a hospital crew and a film crew and Joe, too. Two Joes. The trussed turkey and the director who rode the dolly and looked down at the assembled cast and asked: "Are you on your marks? Roll. Speed. Playback."

	On cylindrical platforms, not unlike the cylinders that O'Connor Flood used on his TV show, but higher, grander, whiter and brighter by far, a number of raised hospital beds were set up. The beds were occupied by tube-fed and catheterized mummies, patients attached to monitoring devices that lit up white and bright and made the clear tubes that trailed from man to machine seem sparkling.

	Joe was in one of those beds. Poor Joe Gideon. Surrounded by a crispy white hospital crew who played the clapper slates as if they were instruments: cymbals and tambourines. A band of doctors, nurses, aides, and attendants beat out the rhythm on their clapping clapper slates as Audrey Paris, shimmering in silver, her skirt immodestly slit to show her famous, fabulous gams, her hair piled in Grable curls on top of her sassy, classy head, started to belt out a sensationally slow, bluesy rendition of "After You've Gone."

	Katie and Michelle joined her; warned him, poor Joe Gideon, that he'd miss the bestest pals he'd ever had.

	The trio, with Audrey always in the lead, sighed and sang and slid around his bed until the song was all sung out.

	"Cut," Joe, the director on the dolly, called. "Okay, print it. And, take two. Playback."

	New music began. "Hold it. Hold it," Joe said. "You're not on your marks."

	They wore cutaway tuxes for this number---sequined leotards with plenty of hip showing under the sparkling black, white, and silver tuxedo jackets. And legs that went on forever. After all, this was Katie's number. And it figured that she'd pick "There'll Be Some Changes Made."

	He waited for them to move onto the chalked marks from where the number was set to begin. Katie was ready. Audrey was adjusting Michelle's sequined grey derby. Each of them was wearing a derby. Finally, they were all ready, all on their marks.

	"Once more," he called. "Playback."

	The musical introduction began again. This time, Katie carried the lead line of the song, and Michelle and Audrey chimed in with warnings and advice.

	"You'd better change your way of living. . ." Katie sang.

	"She's right, Joe, you'd better listen," Audrey urged. "You gotta lay off the booze, Joe. . ."

	"X the amphetamines," Katie advised between choruses.
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	"You've got to stop screwing around, Daddy." Michelle tilted her hat over her mischievous eyes.

	"You'd better stop. . . change. . . stop. . . change. . . stop and change your ways today!"

	"Aw, come on, Joey. . . please." Katie ended, Jolson-like, on one knee.

	"Cue the showgirls!"

	Ten beautiful girls (count them), ten---costumed entirely in white, with huge white feather fans covering their scanty, saucy high-cut/low-cut, rhinestone-trimmed outfits, paraded onto the set with breathtaking precision and formed a line before the high white ladders that held Audrey, Michelle, and Katie.

	The showgirls circled the ladders. "Who's Sorry Now?" they sang to Joe. They moved as they sang. They moved everything, and all in perfect unison.

	"It hurts, doesn't it?" Katie called to him over the voices of the flirty, flaunting showgirls.

	Audrey laughed. "I'll bet you're sorry now, huh, Joey?" she answered the showgirls' question.

	"Just look at you, Daddy," said Michelle.

	"Oh, all those broken vows. . ." Audrey shook her head sadly, but she was still laughing.

	Katie chimed in, "Paying the price, aren't you?"

	The showgirls fanned the trussed, tubed mummy that was Joe. They circled his bed slowly, teasingly. They sang, and between each question that they sang, Audrey or Michelle or Katie had something to say.

	"Who's crying, too?" the girls asked.

	Audrey said, "Deep inside, you're crying. . . aren't you, Joe?"

	"We cried a lot," Katie told him.

	"Oh, a lot," Audrey agreed.

	"Me too," said Michelle.

	"Boo hoo," the show girls sang. "Boo hoo. . . right to the end."

	"And it's getting close, Joe."

	"Where were ya, Joe, where were ya?"

	"We tried to warn you, Daddy, but you didn't listen." 

	"You've only got," they reminded him together, "one heart, Joe, one heart."

	The fantastic, fan-dancing showgirls wove among the ladders, belting out their big finish: "We're glad that you're sorry. . . now!"

	Joe the director approached Joe the patient, lying in his stylized white hospital bed. Joe the director was trailed by the script girl, a young woman who held a sheaf of paper filled with dialogue, action cues, and notes.

	"You forgot your line," the director told the patient a little angrily. "You're supposed to say---" He turned to the script girl. "What's the line?"

	Flustered, she ran her finger down the top page of her notes. "'I don't want to die,'" she read from the script. "'I want to live.'"

	Poor Joe Gideon pointed to his mouth, showing his impatient director the tube taped to it.

	"Oh, well. . ." The director still seemed a bit peeved. "If you can't say it, you can't say it. We'll just have to cut it. Let's go to the next setup."

	The fan girls regrouped. A ramp appeared. A stark, unsparing spotlight hit the head of the ramp, and into its glare slunk a vamping, campy, eleven-and-a-half-year-old seductress, Michelle Hope Gideon. She was wearing a sequined, skin-tight gown and long, white opera gloves. Diamonds dangled from her earlobes and dripped from her wrists. Her lips were rouged bright red; her eyelids shimmered sultry grey.

	"Some of these days," Michelle Gideon sang, "you're gonna miss me, Dad-dee!"

	Slow and blue, pinned in the white-hot spot, Michelle took her turn at center stage as her mother and Katie smiled, sighed, teased, and cried out their poignant asides:

	"You'll miss her hugging. . ."

	"You'll miss her kissing. . ."

	"Oh, you know, Daddy. . . you've had your way."

	"A lot," Katie and Audrey agreed.

	Together the trio sang, "You're gonna miss your sweet little lovin' baby daughter, Michelle. . ."

	The rhinestone- and white-costumed showgirls waved their enormous feather fans and joined in, "Some. . . of. . . these. . . days!"

	"Don't die, Daddy, don't die, please," Michelle pleaded.

	"Some of these days!"

	"Joey," Katie cried, "you can't leave this poor little kid without a father."

	"Some of these days!"

	Audrey reached out to him. "She needs ya, Joe. She needs ya!"

	The showgirls circled slowly, waving their fans. Slowly they circled, singing---with Audrey, Katie, and Michelle---"Some of these days!!!" Then Joe the director ordered the camera to dolly up, way up over their heads, to focus in on the object they were surrounding.

	They moved their fans subtly, slowly. . . and the white hearse came into view. A white hearse polished to a glassy hue, spotless, icy, pure as snow. And inside it was Joe.

	Katie, Audrey, and Michelle climbed on top of the sleek, white wagon. The white- and rhinestone-clad showgirls formed the cortege. The same exquisite precision with which they'd entered marked their exit, as they escorted the slow-moving hearse toward two gigantic doors that opened almost lazily, almost lovingly, to welcome the procession. Inside the hearse was a whitesatin-lined casket; inside the casket was an icy-whiteskinned Joe.

	Beyond the doors, white smoke billowed slowly. The hearse moved slowly. Beyond the doors was white smoke that swallowed the hearse, Katie, Michelle, Audrey, the cortege. . . and, of course, Joe.

	 

	Nurse Briggs leaned over the bed in the intensive care unit. She lifted a pad and pencil.

	"If you want to tell me anything, just write on this pad."

	His hands were trembling. He tried not to tear the tubes out of his veins as he raised his arms to take the pencil and pad from her.

	 

	He felt the icy hand still on his flushed cheek---Angelique's hand, exactly where he'd felt it last.

	"Look," he said to her, aware that it was her dressing room, which gave her some special privileges. "I think we've been flirting with each other long enough."

	"And you can only flirt so long, Joe," she said with total understanding. "Then you have to take the next step. Or stop."

	He wasn't sure how to say it. He'd never thought he'd have to say it, not to her. He'd said it before, to other women. And, to tell the truth, it had never been easy. Oh, but he'd never known how hard it could be, would be. Not until now.

	"Well, I really don't want to go any further." He sighed deeply, to himself. Firm---he had to be firm. "I really think you should leave."

	She took her hand off his cheek. "Are you sure?"

	"Yes, I'm sure. Please go."

	She offered no resistance, made no objection. "All right, Joe," she said.

	 

	The lovely Miss Briggs took the pad from Joe. She smiled and read aloud what he had written there. "'Am I alive?' Yes," she told him. "You are alive."

	He closed his eyes and slept.

	 

	The green team was back when he woke. The surgery greenies. But they were wearing new uniforms, hospital whites with a blue button-down collar showing here, a paisley tie visible there, under the lab coats and jackets.

	"Morning, Mr. Gideon. Now this will be a little uncomfortable. . . just for a second or two. . ."

	"Hiya, Joey."

	He turned his head away from Dr. Garry and the residents and interns for whom the young surgeon was about to perform. Audrey was there. He tried to smile up at her, knowing it would be difficult. He discovered that the tube was gone. He smiled broadly, then. His face felt bruised, but it felt so good to be rid of that damned hose that he didn't care.

	Then, all of a sudden---r-r-r-rip!---Dr. Garry took the stitches from his chest and Joe's breath came whistling out of his nose and deep down out of his raw, sore throat, and the intensive care unit resounded---or so it seemed to Joe---with the sharp, surprised exclamation of pain that escaped him.

	"Came out nice." Garry was smiling, examining the scar proudly.

	"Nice." Audrey took Joe's hand and rubbed it lovingly as she nodded her appreciation to Dr. Garry.

	"I bet it's a beaut," Joe rasped, once he'd caught his breath again.

	The interns and residents peering over Garry's shoulder agreed.

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Paul Dann practically tap-danced into Fiorello's, the Italian restaurant across the street from Lincoln Center. He ordered a full bottle of white wine, and was working on his second glass before Lucas Sergeant even arrived. He was also working on looking somber and less excited and happy than he felt. It wouldn't do to make an enemy out of Sergeant at this stage of the game.

	Oh, but he was so glad that Joey was all right, so relieved that the bitchy intrigue he'd ran for NY/LA's producing team---for the show, as Goldie had put it to him---was over. Only the wine, which made his lids droop slightly and pulled his feathery eyebrows into an expression that could pass for weariness or sorrow, helped him get his face ready for the experience coming up.

	Dann drank and sucked on a corner of his burnished bronze mustache and drank again, waiting for the director to make his way from the Beaumont to the rastic-looking restaurant that was decorated in Italian red and green. And while he waited, he thought of a new happy-ending song. Maybe it wouldn't work for NY/LA, but Paul Dann was a composer-lyricist again, not a double agent, and the composer-lyricist was thinking happy endings, so it was natural that he'd start toying with catchy rhymes and bouncy melodies in his head.

	He became so engrossed that he didn't notice Sergeant until the tall man was almost at the table. Lucas, it seemed, had picked his pose, too. He looked as warm and pleased as Dann looked weary and sad.

	"Paul."

	"Lucas." Paul Dann started to stand. Sergeant held up his hand, signaling him not to bother. He sat down opposite him, tucked his attache case under the table, asked Dann if he'd been waiting long, and whether he knew what he wanted to order yet.

	Paul said no to the first question, yes to the second, and Lucas called a waiter over. With the efficiency that always belied his bearlike appearance, the director ordered for the two of them---from his own vodka with a twist, right through to the espresso for two and no dessert.

	"Congratulations. . . about Joe, I mean."

	"Yeah. Thanks," Dann said. "Uh, Lucas, I---"

	"Have you ever done anything at the Beaumont? What a grand little theater," Sergeant cut him off quickly. He was the director, his ice-blue eyes warned. He'd decide when it was time to discuss what they'd come together to discuss.

	Dann took another sip of wine. "No," he said quietly. "Not so far. Tell me about it."

	They small-talked through the salad and pasta. Finally, Sergeant pushed his fettuccine away, drained his third vodka, and sent for the espresso.

	"How soon do you think he'll be able to work?" he said, when they were about as close to finished with lunch as they could get.

	The aromatic black coffee backed up in Dann's throat. He coughed. "Excuse me," he said, and blotted his lips and mustache with his napkin. "Well, he's out of intensive care and back in a private room. It's just a matter of rest. The word is two months at the outside."

	He looked up. Lucas was smiling, waiting.

	"And you know Joey," Dann continued uneasily. "This morning he said he could hardly wait. Said he had a lot of new ideas." He shrugged his shoulders. Then, at last, he permitted himself a smile. "Not all sex stuff either."

	Lucas Sergeant drained his demi-tasse of espresso and refilled the cup from the little pot steaming in front of him. "That's terrific," he said. "You must feel very good about that, Paul."

	"Relieved," Dann said. "We're all relieved." He signaled to the waiter. "Check, please."

	It caught Lucas off guard. He smiled and cocked his head at Paul in a gesture that almost seemed to say, touché. Then he reached under the table, pulled his attache case up, and set it on his lap. He clicked the latches open and raised the lid.

	"Listen, I did some thinking about your script, and I made a few notes." He handed Dann several pages of handwritten notes. He smiled modestly. "Use them, don't use them. . . you know, whatever you want."

	Paul glanced through the notes. "Lucas, you put in an awful lot of work on this."

	"Look, what are friends for? We're all rooting for each other. I'm just pleased Joe is well again."

	The waiter put the check on the table. As Dann started to reach for it, Sergeant made a quick grab. "I'll get it."

	"No, Lucas," Paul said. "Really. This is on me."

	"I said I'll get it!" Sergeant snapped. Then he glanced at the check, turned it over and, as he signed it, he said softly, "I'm really pleased for you, Paul."

	 

	Joe was asleep. His hospital room was in semidarkness. Nurse Gibbons, the private-duty nurse who'd been hired to stay in the room, was catnapping in a chair in the corner.

	Having examined the new lot of cards and notes from well-wishers, and a couple of telegrams that Joe had stowed inside the bed-tray along with his change, some newspaper clippings, and a couple of loose Camels---which she had quietly removed---and having arranged and rearranged the flowers and plants that were threatening to turn the hospital room into a hothouse, Audrey sat quietly, close to his bed.

	Before he'd fallen asleep, Joe had urged her to go home and get some sleep herself. But Audrey had been adamant.

	"Not this time, Joey," she'd told him. "I'll just stay until visiting hours are over. Then I'll go. And then I'll be back tomorrow, as soon as visiting hours start. I'll just sit here nice and quietly. . . with a rifle across my lap."

	"Party pooper."

	"That's me. Paris the party pooper. Nighty-night, Joey."

	That had been ten, fifteen minutes ago---Audrey glanced at her watch---twenty minutes, actually. She stretched and turned to catch a glimpse of Miss Gibbons. She smiled as she saw the night nurse's head moving slowly toward her chest, then jerking upright to reveal her closed eyes and opened mouth.

	She turned back to the bed, preparing to rise and get her coat. Suddenly, Joe awakened. There was a look of total bewilderment on his face. At first, Audrey thought he'd been having a nightmare. "Joe, what's the matter?" She peered closely at him in the meager light.

	He stared at her blindly. He shook his head slowly. Then, as if she'd just come into focus for him, he said very softly, "I... can't. . . believe. . . it. . ." He started touching himself. "My chest," he said "My arm. . . my teeth. . . I'm having a fucking heart attack!"

	Nurse Gibbons heard his incredulous last words. She moved in. "That's impossible, Mr. Gideon," she said smoothly. "I just gave you your medication." She snapped on the room light and walked to the bed, a cool, professional smile on her face.

	"How can it be?" Joe muttered, ignoring her.

	"Goddamn it, he knows the symptoms," Audrey shouted at the nurse. "Call somebody. Hurry!"

	"He can't be in pain," Miss Gibbons insisted. "Here, let me take his pulse."

	"Goddamnit! Get somebody!!" Audrey demanded.

	Joe's face was already covered with sweat. Even his blonde hair looked damp and matted, and he was beginning to tremble. Nurse Gibbons was trying, utterly impervious to any reality but her own, to pry his hand from his chest so that she could check his pulse.

	Audrey stared at the woman in shocked disbelief. Then she ran out into the corridor to get help.

	"But you just had the medication twenty minutes ago," Nurse Gibbons was saying. "You couldn't possibly be in pain. It was just twenty minutes ago. . ."

	At the nurses' station, a young black-haired woman, her back toward Audrey, was chatting on the telephone. She was speaking in an Oriental language.

	"Miss?" Audrey called to the uniformed girl. The nurse didn't glance at her; she continued her conversation uninterrupted. "Miss!" Audrey shouted.

	After another few sentences, the nurse, Miss Chang, broke into English. "Just a second, please," she said, then returned to her telephone call.

	Audrey's palms pressed down hard on the counter behind which the nurse was safely beyond her reach. "Mr. Gideon needs help! He's having an attack!" 

	Nurse Chang casually completed her conversation, hung up the phone, and turned to Audrey. "Now, what is it you would like?" she asked, strolling back to the desk.

	"I would like to kick you right in your eggroll," Audrey hissed. She grabbed the nurse's arm. "But what I need is help for Mr. Gideon, who is having a heart attack!"

	Nurse Chang's big black eyes blinked once. She tore her arm free of Audrey and quickly dialed the emergency resident's number. Audrey turned on her heels and headed back down the corridor to Joe's room.

	Dr. Weissman, the young resident on call, showed up moments later. He prepared a shot at once. Joe was sweating and trembling. Audrey had never seen him look so frightened.

	"Jesus, it's getting worse," he said. "It's getting worse."

	"Doctor, I gave him his medication. . ." Nurse Gibbons began her recitation again.

	The young resident held up his hand to stop her. Caring and expert, he quickly administered the injection. "This should help, Mr. Gideon."

	"What is it?" Audrey asked him.

	"Morphine," Weissman said.

	The emergency team arrived. They moved Joe from his bed onto a gurney and, with Audrey accompanying him, toward the elevator.

	"Feeling less pain?" Dr. Weissman asked.

	In growing panic, Joe shook his head.

	At the end of the corridor, the elevator doors were already open; one of the team had seen to that. Another now pushed the gurney bearing Joe into the elevator. Audrey was left outside. Before the doors closed, she managed to give Joe an encouraging smile and a wave. Then the doors closed and she was left standing alone. Her smile faded to deep concern.

	Slowly, she made her way back to Joe's room. She leaned against the doorjamb for a moment before entering, then, finally, she sighed heavily and went in to get her coat. Nurse Gibbons was preparing to leave. On her way out, she handed Audrey a piece of paper. Audrey looked at it.

	"What's this?"

	"My name and address. You can send my check there."

	Audrey's hands curled into fists. She opened them again quickly, and, outraged, gave Nurse Gibbons a resounding slap across the face. She felt a little better after that. Not very much better, but a little.

	 

	He was back in the intensive care unit. Dr. Weissman was preparing another shot as the ICU team, including Miss Briggs, began hooking him up to the various, familiar apparatus again.

	"Well," the resident said, squirting a bit of liquid from the syringe into the air, "at least you're getting a lot of use out of the equipment, Mr. Gideon." Then he injected Joe with more morphine.

	He checked the intravenous tubes taped to Joe's arm, and then the cardiac monitoring devices. He looked everything over very carefully and gave Nurse Briggs a verbal list of further instructions. He watched Joe closely, and waited, and checked the EKG machine again, and finally he said to Joe, "Still?"---meaning the pain---and Joe nodded.

	They gave him another shot. After a while, he closed his eyes.

	Dr. Weissman was still there, still intensely concerned, when Joe half-opened his eyes some time later.

	"Any pain now?"

	He was too drugged to hold his eyes open. "No," he said softly, slurring the words, "pain. . . gone. . . but something. . ." He touched his chest. "Something. . . breaking up in there. . ."

	 

	Angelique watched him trying on a rakish cap. He was sitting at the dressing table, finishing his makeup. He'd grabbed the cap on a whim.

	"I like it," she said.

	The sound of laughter and applause coming from somewhere beyond the room had engrossed him. Now, startled, he looked at her.

	"What are you doing here? I told you to leave. Now, please, get out!"

	 

	Joe tried to open his eyes again. He saw the young emergency resident leaning over him, listening. "I can feel damage being done. . ." Joe finished what he'd started to say, then drifted off again.

	 

	"No, Joe," Angelique said very quietly. "I'm staying." 

	"No!" he told her forcefully, tossing the cap into the darkness. The laughter and applause grew louder. "No!"

	 

	* * *

	 

	He had no idea how much time had passed. Dr. Weissman was gone. Most of the pain was too. He tried to lift his head. It felt incredibly heavy. "No," he heard himself say. He felt as though he had screamed the word, but it came back to him sounding weak. He ripped the IV tube from his arm. "Go away!" he said. Again, the forcefulness with which he'd spoken had not infused the words. "No.. . go away . . . go away!"

	He was groggy and weak and very drugged. It seemed to take forever to remove the tapes and wires that connected his chest to the cardiac monitor. "It can't happen now. . . no.. . no." He eased himself off the bed and made his way to the door of the intensive care unit.

	The corridor was deserted. In pajamas, the pajamas Audrey had brought him the day they'd moved him from post-surgery to a private room again, Joe walked slowly and unsteadily down the corridor. "No," he kept saying. "No.. . no."

	He saw a door marked Stairway. How convenient, he thought. It was nice that hospitals labeled everything so clearly. Stairway. That was just the ticket. He put his shoulder to the door and pushed, then looked down and saw the little sign next to the door handle. Pull, it said. How convenient; how nice. He pulled and the door, which was ridiculously heavy---this was a hospital, after all; how did they expect sick people to pull open such heavy doors?---opened.

	Joe slipped through the door at just about the same time that Miss Briggs stopped in her tracks halfway across the intensive care unit and, seeing his empty bed, turned to one of the male aides. "Where's Mr. Gideon?" she asked.

	"Here he is, ladies and germs. . ." Joe announced, rounding a corner of the empty stairway, ". . . tops in taps. . ." He was having a damned hard time breathing; moving was a little difficult too. Nevertheless, he spoke as loudly as his delicate condition allowed. He was a real trouper, Joe Gideon. A real trouper, and ". . . tap dancer extraordinaire! . . ." He called.

	He paused on the landing. "If I were God, and sometimes I think I am. . ." He hesitated, recognizing the words, but uncertain as to where he'd heard them before. So what? He shrugged, and began to bang his head against the wall. He banged it several times. When it started to feel a little sticky, he stopped. His forehead was bleeding. The monologue. . . yes. ". . . and sometimes I think I am," he repeated. ". . . It depends on how much morphine I've had. . ." He started forward again, but stopped at the edge of the landing, at the head of the next flight of stairs. He spread his arms out wide. ". . . I would spare this terrific tap dancer," he said.

	Nurse Briggs, beautiful, dutiful, worried Nurse Briggs was on the phone in the ICU. "I don't know, Dr. Weissman! We got busy with another emergency, and the next time I noticed, he was gone."

	At the bottom of the staircase, endless corridors connected at a central point. Along some of the walls were stacks of cartons containing hospital supplies.

	Joe reached the basement. He saw the cartons set at various challenging heights and distances against the wall. He leapt onto the nearest one and began to sing. His song was merely an orchestral accompaniment to the new acrobatic routine the stacks of cartons had inspired.

	His voice echoed through the long corridor as he jumped from box to box. "Ba-a. . ." He leapt from one box to the next. ". . . room. . ." to the next ". . . boom! . . ."

	He stopped on top of one of the higher stacks. He opened his arms and looked up. "God! . . . Don't take me out now!" His voice was still weak, but the echo was strong. He jumped two, three, four more boxes, resuming his ba-room-boom accompaniment. Then he stopped once more, looked up plaintively, and said, "What's the matter? Don't you like musical comedy?"

	At the connecting point of the corridors, he finished the box-to-box number, jumped down, and tried to decide which way to go next. A door marked No Admittance lured him. It was easier to open than the stairway door. It was a Push job, a pushover, a cinch.

	Behind the door, under a very bright light, two men in lab coats were carefully cutting into a body laid out on a gleaming steel table. They were removing removable parts, though, God knew, the room was filled with parts enough already.

	Here a part, there a part, everywhere a part, part. Joe roamed quietly so as not to disturb the working men. He stared at the shelf filled with jars of parts pickling in formaldehyde: eyes, kidneys, bits and pieces of all sorts of organs.

	He crossed to the shelf and addressed the jars. "Listen. . . I told you guys you should take better care of yourselves. Too much booze, too much smoking, too much screwing around. It'll get you every time."

	The lab technicians turned in surprise and stared at him.

	"I'll be back," he assured them, before they could say a word. He slipped out quickly.

	Around the next bend, he examined his reflection in a shiny piece of hospital equipment. He looked terrible. Never mind that the equipment curved crazily so that his reflection was distorted. Never mind the whole thing, he decided. "What am I worried about? I'll fix it out of town."

	An arrow painted on the yellow brick basement wall pointed straight ahead and then up. Okay. Up he went, up the flight of stairs the arrow had indicated. Anything they wanted was okay with him. They were the doctors; they made the rules and labels and arrows.

	Briggs had phoned Weissman; Weissman had phoned Ballinger. Now Ballinger was barking, "Goddamnit, find him! I want that man back in ICU. Right now!" So someone had to phone Security.

	At the second landing he came to, Joe saw a door labeled Open Slowly. He did, of course. And, slowly, he made his way down the hall onto which the door had opened. He paused when he heard a woman moaning loudly.

	The moaning came from a room directly across the hallway. Curious, puzzled, Joe crossed to the open door and peered in.

	A very old woman, practically skeletal and certainly near death, lay helpless on a bed---helpless, moaning, and all alone.

	He entered the room and crossed to her bed. He stared down at her tenderly for a moment. Then, carefully, he climbed onto the bed. He raised the sheet and took her into his arms and rocked her gently.

	"You know what?" he whispered into her ear. "I think. . . you are. . . the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. . . and I love you."

	The moans subsided. Her eyes, which had been squeezed shut in pain, opened slowly. She looked at Joe. Something from long ago lit her almost colorless eyes. Something, a memory it had to be, flashed lucidly in her near-dead eyes. As if he knew, as if she'd asked him to---or her eyes had---he kissed her. He kissed her lips, as a lover, and she closed her eyes again and seemed lost. Gently, gently, he broke the embrace and began to leave her bed.

	She opened her eyes again as he stood. The parchment-like skin of her forehead was smooth now, no longer pinched with pain. Her eyes floated in unshed tears. Joe leaned over her. With one hand he held her hand, with the other he slowly stroked her cheek. With his hand, he caressed her cheek; with his lips and with his own cheek, he caressed her cheek, until she slowly closed her eyes again.

	"Yes sir, yes sir, yes sir. Hwe do th'bes hwe'con." The attendant at the nurses' station hung up the phone and shook his head. He turned to another attendant and told him in rapid Spanish, "I'm paid to give enemas, not to chase lunatic patients."

	The second attendant nodded sympathetically. "Hay-soos Christy!" he said. Jesus Christ!

	Neither of them noticed the stairway door closing as they charged down the hallway in search of Joe,

	He'd entered a maze of new corridors. He stopped and studied the colorful signs and color-keyed arrows. Cafeteria. That one was in bright red and straight ahead. Okay. Sounded fine to him. He followed the red arrows and signs and finally pushed through the double doors into a large, almost empty room full of tables and colorful plastic chairs.

	A middle-aged couple occupied one of the tables. An attendant, wheeling a bucket of grey water and wielding a mop, made a few tentative passes at the floor in front of the chrome steam tables, which were not steaming. The cold food counter, however, was in business. Tilting at odd angles out of the chipped ice were plates of ham and potato salad, shivering squares of Jell-O, and an attractive pie or two.

	Joe studied the dessert display. The one woman attendant who was manning both the food counter and the cash register studied Joe. As he picked up a piece of lemon meringue pie and strolled casually past the cash register with it, the woman cleared her throat.

	Joe simply walked away.

	"That will be forty cents. Sir!" the woman called after him, "Forty cents. . ." Bewildered, she watched as he headed for a table right next to the only other customers in the cafeteria, the middle-aged couple.

	Joe stopped a few feet from them, and stood captivated by their conversation.

	"The lowest estimate is eight hundred and sixty dollars," the woman at the table said.

	The man seemed outraged. "For a sprinkler system?"

	"When we bought the house, we both agreed we wanted a nice lawn."

	Joe cocked his head and waited for the response.

	"Well. . . I would like a nice lawn. . ."

	The food counter attendant sidled over to the phone. With one eye fixed on Joe, she dialed Security. "He's in pajamas, and he's acting like a junkie," she told the third person she'd been transferred to. "Yeah. . . that's him."

	"Can we afford that?" the middle-aged man at the table asked.

	"If we don't get the new car this year, we. . ."

	"Get it!" Joe interrupted.

	The couple looked up at him with surprise.

	"Get what?" the man asked.

	Carrying his as yet untouched piece of pie, he ambled over to their table and sat down between them. "Get both," he said. "Get the automobile, get the sprinkler. Don't postpone anything."

	Before they had a chance to respond, Joe laboriously pulled himself up on the tabletop. On all fours, he began to sing and play with their coffee spoons on the table as if they were taps. "Pack up your troubles in your old kit bag," he sang, "and smile, smile, sm-ile!"

	In his hands, the spoons tap-danced until his fingers hit the pie. He stopped to taste it. He licked a glob of meringue, to which a bit of lemony custard clung, from his fingers. "Hey!" he said, affronted. "This pie is stale!"

	The middle-aged couple backed off as he climbed down from their table. The woman reached forward instinctively to help him. The man instinctively warned her away. So they stood back carefully and quietly as Joe, carrying his plate of pie, crossed the cafeteria to the food counter.

	"This pie is stale!" he told the woman attendant.

	Her eyes were wide and dark. "Mister, I want you to stay right there."

	Obviously, she hadn't understood him. "I'm telling you," Joe told her with failing patience, "this pie is stale!"

	Now she wasn't even looking at him. She was glancing nervously over his shoulder at the door. He turned to follow her gaze.

	"Uh. . . and you still owe me forty cents," she said quickly.

	"Don't you understand? This pie is stale?'

	"Man, I couldn't care less."

	That did it. That really tore it. "Doesn't anybody care about anything?" Joe demanded. He reached behind the little slices of pie on ice and picked up a whole lemon meringue pie. The woman who couldn't care less was staring at the cafeteria doors again.

	Plop! He shoved the pie flat into her face. Then he stood back to admire his work. What precision! What perfection! What a grand and satisfying sound it had made: Plop! To achieve the perfect Plop! was a dying art.

	Pleased, he turned and walked away. Before he reached the door, two Hispanic aides entered. Swiftly, they moved to his side and began talking soothingly to him. They touched his arms lightly, pleasantly, like friends. One of them saw the woman whose face was sticky with lemon meringue. She was staring at Joe in shocked silence.

	"Heysoos Christy," the aide who saw her said, and whistled softly.

	"Meester, hue come we'thus," his partner murmured to Joe.

	"Yeah. Nice an' quiet, please. . . don' cause no trouble."

	"Everythin' hwill be fine, a'righ?"

	Joe looked from one of them to the other. He looked down at their friendly hands on his sleeves. They were a trio now.

	"All right," he said pleasantly. He took their arms firmly and lead them off, singing: "What's the use of worree-ing? . . . hey, this is only a rough cut, you know," he explained. "I don't have the titles yet, and all of the underscoring is not in. It's really not finished yet. I need more time. . ."

	 

	They took him back up to the intensive care unit, where Miss Briggs was waiting for him. She looked very worried. She touched his forehead lightly where it had bled and hurried to get some orangey-colored antiseptic, which, after the aides had strapped him back into his bed, she began to dab onto the cut.

	He closed his eyes and beautiful nurse Briggs became beautiful Angelique, who was also dabbing his forehead, putting the finishing touches on a grotesque makeup job. He hadn't the strength to order her away again. But he managed to open his eyes.

	They were replacing the IV he'd ripped from his arm. He smiled; he was very, very tired. "That's good. Hold it," Angelique whispered. She worked on his mouth, painting it while he continued to smile. Nurse Briggs smiled back at him encouragingly. She and Dr. Weissman were retaping the heart monitor to his chest.

	Angelique watched with him for a moment. Then she faced Joe again, and he could see the satisfaction in her face. She was quite obviously pleased with the makeup she'd applied. "Perfect," she whispered

	Dr. Weissman was preparing another shot of morphine. He looked very young to Joe now---a kid, for Christsake. . . He stuck the needle into Joe's arm.

	"Feeling any pain now?"

	"No," said Joe. And everything went black.

	 


 

	FINALE

	There was that familiar between-the-scenes rustling: a set being struck, shifted. And Angelique was there in the darkness. He didn't know how he knew; he just did. He heard the scratching metal pens of the electrocardiograph, and then he saw them, the metal pens, moving, drawing the thin lines, the ups and downs, of his heart action. He watched the pens and waited. But anyone who knew him would have known that he couldn't simply watch---or wait.

	The EKG turned into a television screen. On it, O'Connor Flood---dressed in a V-necked black jumpsuit and a sequined black jacket with bold white cuffs and a raffle-vested matching white shirt, its wide wing collar spread to reveal a dazzle of chains and dangling bangles---was preparing to make yet another introduction.

	"Folks, what can I tell you about my next guest?" Flood shook his head in wonder. "This cat allowed himself to be adored, but not loved. Strictly a pro since age thirteen, starting in sleazy Chicago dives and bur-lee-cue, this cat rose to become a leading director-choreographer on the Great White Way and in flicks. . ."

	The television set was sitting on the dressing table in Angelique's enormous room. Joe sat watching it, alone, watching it and waiting to go on. But anyone who knew him would have known. . . He started unbuttoning his pajama top. His eyes moved from the TV set to the racks of costumes in the room.

	"But success in showbiz was matched by failure in the personal relationships bag," O'Connor continued. The circular platform on which he stood rose very slowly as he spoke. "And from all this experience, he came to believe that his whole scene---work, showbiz, personal life, even himself---all that jazz was bullshit. The cat swung between heavy ego and very heavy self-doubt. He had become Numero Uno gameplayer, like, to where he didn't know. . ." O'Connor's eyes sparkled as he rode the rising platform; he broke into a big grin and his accent slid into an Amos 'n' Andy parody as he finished the sentence. ". . . Wheah," he said, "de games ended an' de reality began."

	Behind him, on either side of the central cylinder, two other circular platforms started to rise. They were made of metal, polished and gleaming like surgical steel. They moved slowly before a gigantic backdrop of Mylar, a clear plastic curtain draped in a semicircle from side to side. And, reflected in its endless folds, was a rainbow of brilliant, changing stage lights.

	The camera closed in on O'Connor Flood again. His Amos 'n' Andy grin had given way to great sadness. Sadly, sadly, he shook his head. "Like, to him, the only reality. . . is death, man," he said. He stopped. He stared directly into the camera. "Let me lay on you. . . a so-so entertainer. . . not much of a humanitarian. . . and he was never nobody's friend. . . In his final appearance on the great stage of life. . . Mistuh Joe Gideon!!"

	He ended his intro to deafening applause, then the camera dollied back slowly to reveal four rock musicians, two on each of the elevated side-platforms. They were dressed completely in silver. Their faces, hands, and instruments were silver, too.

	O'Connor Flood was leaping from the top of the center cylinder to a slightly lower raised platform that had appeared beneath it. On the second platform was a hospital bed. There was a body in it, covered by a sheet. O'Connor leapt to the side of the bed and pulled the sheet back with great showmanship and flare. And Joe Gideon was there. He sat up in the bed, spread his arms wide, and announced in a voice that reverberated wildly over the wild applause: "This has got to be the best one yet!"

	His makeup was flawless. His costume, not unlike his everyday preference, was black. Ah, but sequined and spangled fabulous flash black. His sparkling shirt was black, opened at the collar just the way he liked it, sleeves rolled up to his biceps---rolled up and ready for action. And the undersides of the rolled-up sleeves, which caught the multicolored, Mylar-reflected lights halfway up his outstretched upper arms, were silver-black.

	He was wearing black jazz pants, the same sort of pants he wore for rehearsals. The tightly fitting, lightly elasticized black pants, which were usually bound at the ankles by the white woolen knee pads he wore as warmers, were solid black---even the nipped-in ankles---and embroidered with a sequined pattern that ran vertically from his waist to different lengths of snaking spangles.

	Joe Gideon smiled his thanks to O'Connor Flood, and accepted the hand mike his host held out to him. As he climbed from the bed and the rock musicians began to play, the cameras picked up the two backup singers---who were really dancers---poised below: Katie and Kathryn, though it was hard to tell at first glance.

	They were in skin-tight grey leotards, head to toe, with only their painted faces showing through the oval cutouts in their clinging hoods Grey, gauzy scarfs, like ponytails, sprung from the center of each of their heads, from the tops of their hoods, hung down, swung down as they swayed, almost to the backs of their heels.

	Grey Kathryn, grey Katie, but not dreary, no. Long, lean, grey ladies with bright red arteries traveling along one side of their gorgeous grey bodies, and blue veins wound round the other side. They swayed and hummed and humped and bumped as the silver rock band drove heavy metal into the intro and Jumpin' Joe Flash jumped down to meet them, greet them, and start the show.

	He stared out past the hot lights into the audience. They sat in a semicircle of Mylar-draped bleachers, cheering him on, clapping and screaming in admiration. Then, as the band's rhythm became unrelenting, they began to applaud rhythmically on the beat. And Joe, who had begun to pick out a familiar face or two among them, soared into his first number.

	"Bye-bye, life," he sang. Then the group came in behind him. Katie and Kathryn twirled and twined with him. O'Connor Flood, laughing happily, clapped his hands and slapped his thighs and sang along until Joe invited him to join the dancers as they alternated between stiff and smooth, mechanical and flowing, movements.

	"Typical, Joe," O'Connor called to him. "I'd know your style anywhere."

	"Got my number, have you?"

	O'Connor strutted with Kathryn. "Man, ain't you heard? Your number's up!"

	The audience kept up its rhythmic, enthusiastic clapping. The lights grew blindingly bright, splashed purple, yellow and red against the gently moving Mylar back-drop, bounced off the metal cylinders, and reflected into the audience, lighting up one ecstatic face after another.

	"There goes my baby with someone new. . ."

	Katie, on stage, wound herself tightly around Joe, but over her shoulder, he saw her sitting quietly in the audience. She was wearing a simple tunic top and slacks. She wasn't clapping her hands with the others. She was holding hands with a very attractive boy---well, okay, a man, but young. Young, handsome, wholesome, and tweedy. Joe laughed and hugged Katie on stage, then twirled her away into O'Connor Flood's black-sequined arms.

	Flashbulbs popped while they danced. Little whitelight explosions lit the bleachers at odd intervals, but even these random noises and blinding lights seemed to work smoothly into the act, lending a nice note of paparazzi pizzazz! Notoriety befitting a celestial celeb. Most of the audience was dressed in black, he noticed, dressed formally in black tie and tails and black cocktail dresses and evening gowns. Here and there, a bizarrely painted face---a reminder of who was producing the show. And here and there sat a friend or lover in come-as-you-are garb---a reminder that Joe was the star, was the show.

	"Bye-bye my life, goodbye. . . Bye-bye my life, goodbye!"

	The first number ended to tumultuous applause. The rock group took its bow and began a second instrumental chorus. The dancing continued on stage as Joe, carrying the hand mike, moved out into the audience to shake a hand, kiss a cheek, say hi and goodbye.

	Two aging but still ravishing strippers reached out to him. "You were great, baby, great!" They were naked except for their G-strings. Behind them, he caught a glimpse of a kid in a white tux and tap-dancing shoes. The boy looked embarrassed as the buxom, bare-breasted women planted big, wet kisses on Joe's sweaty cheeks.

	"Don't be too rough on the kid," Joe told the strippers.

	"We won't," they promised. "He's green, but he's good."

	"Thanks." He left them sighing and crying, and moved on to a couple of nurses whose white uniforms stood out glaringly among the black tuxedos and gowns.

	"You take care of yourself, Mr. Gideon. We'll miss you."

	He blew kisses to them. "I will, girls, I will."

	Dr. Ballinger was sitting on the aisle. Joe reached down and shook the cardiologist's hand. "Nice try, doc. Thanks."

	Stacy jumped up and ran to him. She was wearing an argyle vest over her shirt, and tight, hip-hugging jeans. Her long blonde hair smelled deliciously of Shalimar as she reached up to hug him. "Joe, that was the best!" she squealed.

	"No, Stacy," he whispered in her ear, "not the best. But it was the best I could do."

	Davis Newman was studying him quietly from the sidelines. Joe waved to him. Newman waved back. The gesture was mirror-perfect. "You're really getting it down, Davis. Wish I could stay for the premiere. . ."

	He shook a few more outstretched hands, kissed another cheek or two. The audience was waving and clapping and screaming at him. He moved along an aisle, trying to get to Katie and her new man. They were still sitting quietly, holding hands. Joe felt a tear sting his nose. He laughed and inhaled, deep and loudly, and began to pat his face with the scented handkerchief one of the women in the audience had thrust into his hand. By the time he got to Katie, he was in smiling control again.

	He embraced her and her boyfriend. He pulled them together as the crowd went wild. "Be good to each other," he said.

	Katie burst into a smile. "Thank you, Joey."

	"I'll take good care of her," the curly-haired boy-man in the tweed jacket promised.

	He responded with a smile and outstretched arms to the audience, which was applauding his magnanimous gesture louder and harder than ever. He smiled and nodded and a blew a kiss or two. Yes, I really am a swell fellow, his face said. What the hell did they know anyway? Joe Gideon wasn't supposed to care.

	"Joey! Joey!" It was Victoria. She was wearing her silly black gaucho hat. "I don't know what I'll do without you."

	He smoothed her hair back, knocking back the hat, which was attached to a ribbon knotted under her chin. It looked lovely, like a black halo around her tearful face. Gently chiding her, he whispered, "You're overacting, Victoria," and moved on.

	Paul Dann was sitting next to Lucas Sergeant. Dann dropped his head in embarrassment as Joe approached. Joe stepped past Lucas, who was looking jaunty in brown. Great color for the blonde bear, Joe thought, as Lucas moved back to give him access to Dann. Joe put his hand under Paul's chin and lifted his head.

	"What are you worried about, Paul? You've got a great director there." He hugged the composer, who offered him a sad, chin-up grin. Then he said to Sergeant, "Give him a hit. Give him a hit, Lucas."

	"Daddy!"

	His heart stopped. His heart, his poor old bum ticker, leapt suddenly into his throat and gagged him until his eyes finally grew watery with trying to hold down, hold in, the berserk bundle of suddenly-stopped viscus muscle. He hadn't seen his daughter for months. Months. He dared to look at her now. He could see her beyond the brimming tears.

	Michelle, ma belle.

	She was wearing a black leotard. Her thin, childish arms reached for him over the blase heads of the black-tie-and-tails audience. He couldn't speak. It wasn't just that his heart was in his mouth; it was that there were no words, no words, no words. He took Michelle into his arms, Michelle the Magnificent, and squeezed her tight and took a deep smell of her, an armful and a noseful, and he kissed her tear-streaked cheek and held the salt on his lips forever.

	He was almost surprised by the new burst of applause that punctuated his farewell to his daughter. They loved it! They loved it! Joe felt Michelle's fragile arms slip from his neck. She took her seat again, flushed with embarrassment or excitement at the wild whistling and clapping their moment of intimacy had evoked. She sat back down beside her mother, who stared up at him now with her big, green eyes.

	Audrey Paris smiled shyly, sadly. She tossed her head, and her dusky blonde hair moved across her sad, smiling face. Her shoulder-length hair caught a tear that was traveling along her beautiful high cheekbones, sliding down one downy, rouged cheek. Joe reached out to her. He caught the tear on his thumb and stroked her face softly.

	"At least I won't be able to lie to you again," he told the late, great Mrs. Joe Gideon. He winked at her and smiled, and his heart plummeted back down into his chest where it belonged. It fell with an awful, dull thud. It fell into an empty cavern that echoed with the loneliness and longing against which he and Audrey had battled in their time.

	She nodded slowly and smiled sadly and touched his hand, which lingered on her cheek. Then they both turned toward the relentless audience. She acknowledged her fair share of the applause with a trembling smile. He held up his arms flamboyantly. His hands still tingled with the touch of her face.

	He felt very wobbly after that. He started back to the stage. On his way, Hecht and Christopher and Goldie stopped him one by one, briefly, to shake a hand, clap a shoulder.

	"What a finish, Joe, what finish," he heard Joshua Penn call out. Eddie Lerner was sitting beside Penn in the bleachers. He smiled his dimpled smile. "You're the greatest, Joey!"

	There were doctors and nurses and aides in the audience, and even the lemon-meringue lady was cheering him on. The applause was riotous as he moved past them. They stood and screamed his name, and shouted his praise in an undying frenzy.

	Only one person was missing. Joe walked over to one of the deserted cameras. He stared into its lens. He sat in the seat attached to it and scanned the house, and finally he found her. She was on a catwalk high above the stage, above the wide Mylar backdrop. He rode the camera dolly to her. Through the camera's lens, he brought her into focus. She seemed to be at the end of a tunnel, but it was only that the catwalk, which held some of the show's lighting, was very long and dark. At the end of the catwalk, Angelique raised her arms to welcome him.

	Her white gown opened like wings. Her hair shimmered in the backlit dimness. He stopped the dolly and got off, and slowly he went to her.

	"Joe," she cautioned, "if you want to be with me, you know you can never be with anyone else."

	He walked to her. He closed his eyes and held his arms out to her and felt her slip inside them, inside him. He was in Angelique's embrace. He was in ecstasy.

	"I accept," he breathed softly.
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