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  Chapter One




  Richard Blake




  He first heard the sound somewhere around quarter to eleven. It wasn’t an unusual sound; an automobile engine running idle with the irregular beat that meant a faulty

  carburetor adjustment and the rattle that meant loose tappets, but he realized irritably, becoming aware of it, that his nerves had been hearing it for a long time.




  He spun a new page into the typewriter and savagely typed 127 at the top, thinking: why in God’s name, in his own house, couldn’t a man have a little quiet!




  Outside, the motor continued to idle.




  The long good-bye, he thought, imagining a couple wrapped mouth to mouth on a soiled mohair seat. Or burglars in the next house, with the getaway car waiting at the curb. Or a black sedan,

  mysteriously empty, key in the ignition, tank full of gas, the Mary Celeste of cars—




  Knock it off, he told himself. Get on with the typing. Troubles enough for one night, without inventing any. The unfinished script, Tiger in the Night, with two million dollars riding

  on the tiger’s back and one day of shooting left; the phone calls, petulant, insulting, demanding, imploring; and the big quarrel.




  Why wasn’t he a plumber?




  He scowled at the blank yellow page and wrote:




   




      EXT. JUNGLE CAMP—MED. SHOT—(NIGHT)




      By the fire the native cook and his helpers chatter as they prepare dinner. CAMERA PANS PAST them to Masterson’s tent as McGregor emerges,

      limping awkwardly on his game leg. He pauses a moment by the tent pole, to steady himself. (Note: Here establish that Masterson’s holster, with the Webley in it, is hanging from a nail

      on the pole.) McGregor’s face is preoccupied, somber, apprehensive. It’s not just that the hunting party is late: he feels intuitively that something has gone wrong. But what? He

      glances at the servants.




   




  

    

      MCGREGOR




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Be quiet!


                


              


            


          


        


      


	  

	      


  




      The chatter stops. The old hunter turns, stares out at the dark trees, listening. He is asking the forest a question, but there is no answer.






   




  No answer except from that damn engine! Why didn’t they shove off, Richard Blake thought impatiently; neckers, burglars or ghosts. He eyed the sunburst electric clock on

  the study wall. Almost eleven and at least four pages to go. He’d be up all night. He was bending over the typewriter again when the phone rang at his feet, the sound muffled by the heavy

  carpet. He untangled the extension cord and lifted the receiver.




  “Blake here,” he said.




  It was Lorrance, Karl Fabro’s executive assistant. His voice, as usual, was oily. “I hope I’m not inconveniencing you . . . ” he began.




  “You are,” Blake said.




  “Karl asked me to call. He’s worried about the script.”




  “Good! Maybe it’ll knock a few pounds off that big gut of his.”




  The oil got gritty. “There’s a certain option coming up next month, Blake. I suggest—”




  “And I suggest you—” Blake broke off, realizing that quarreling with Lorrance was like trying to swim in a sea of Jell-o. “Tell Fabro I’ve finished.”




  “Really?”




  “Yep. Every last word engraved on stone tablets right here in my study.”




  “He’ll be very pleased.” There was a moment of silence. “And, Richard, I’m sorry I mentioned the option.”




  Option! Blake thought as the line went dead. Who was Lorrance kidding? He knew the studio policy as well as Lorrance did. No more contract writers. He was the last one, the last shaggy buffalo

  of a nearly extinct herd, and they were only waiting until option time to shoot him, stuff him and hang him over the studio gates.




  He began to write again, conscious only intermittently of the motor outside. The words clicked in place as inexorably as the words on a Teletype machine. It was all in his head, but, even if it

  wasn’t, the dialogue had been immortalized before in Mogambo and The Macomber Affair and a dozen other epics. He brought the half-caste girl, Ahri, into camp, gasping out to

  McGregor her story of the plot to kill Adrian Phelps, and then wrote the scene by the jungle pool with the smiling close-up of Barbara Phelps as she hears the shots and thinks her husband is dead.

  He wrote the last half of the tiger hunt and was just carrying Barbara, pretending to be unconscious on her litter, into camp when the bell snarled at his feet.




  This time it was Herbie Adams, the picture’s assistant director. “How you doin’, genius?” he asked.




  “Round fifteen. Bloody but unbowed.”




  “New sets?”




  “Same people, same sets,” Blake said. “Tiger hunt, scene by the pool, and the big wind-up in camp.”




  “Zow! That’s a relief! I was afraid I was going to have to build the Taj Mahal or something.” Herbie paused, then asked cautiously, “You manage to cool off

  Lisa?”




  “I got the wrong bucket. Gasoline instead of water.”




  Herbie made a sympathetic clucking noise, said, “Try champagne next time,” and hung up.




  As the phone dropped into the cradle at his feet, Blake recalled Lisa’s last furious words before she had vanished into the L.A. smog. “You and Caresse!” she’d whispered,

  her voice husky with anger. “I could kill you both! And one shot would do it!”




  A shot below the belt, he reflected. Sure, he’d taken Caresse out a couple of times at the start of the picture, or rather she’d taken him out, a queen conferring favors on a lowly

  subject, but that was as far as the favors went. He’d never been near a bed with her. In fact, the one time bed was mentioned he’d—




  He shut that strange Freudian scene out of his mind and thought about the quarrel. It wasn’t really over Caresse; it was over Tiger in the Night. Over the ending. Boiled down, it

  was simply a matter of who was to have it: Lisa or Caresse. Lisa, as Ahri, the half-caste girl in love with the young white hunter, was convinced she should kill Caresse, playing Barbara, the

  murder-plotting wife of the rich American. This would be the next-to-last scene. Then Ahri would have the last scene, giving herself up to the authorities for having done something out of primitive

  innocence that was morally right, but contrary to the false laws of society.




  In a way, Blake had to admit, Lisa was correct. The ending might give the picture a little meaning, make it something more than a tropical strip tease, and it might very well make a star of Lisa

  after six years of bit parts. The story’s original author had written it that way, but he, and Lisa, had failed to reckon with Caresse, who’d finally gotten around to reading the last

  pages yesterday.




  The explosion had been a memorable one; a six-hour tantrum that halted shooting, sent stage crew and extras scurrying for shelter, actors into hiding, and caused a series of pyrotechnic

  collisions between Caresse and Josh Gordon, the director; Caresse and Blake, Caresse and Lorrance, Caresse and anybody within reach. Unexpurgated, Caresse’s complaint was simplicity itself.

  Caresse was not going to be killed. Not and give the picture to a little tramp obviously recruited from a phone number on a toilet wall. Caresse had gone along with a lot of things; lousy

  direction, corny dialogue, costumes direct from a bargain basement, but this was the final straw. Caresse was not going to be killed!




  Finally Karl Fabro himself, unlighted cigar clenched between thick lips, a troglodyte out of an air-conditioned cave, had appeared on the set.




  “Don’t argue,” he’d growled at Blake. “She’s the star. You don’t argue with a star. Fix it like she wants.”




  So Blake, the eager drudge, had ad-libbed a new ending. Barbara merely wounded by Ahri and then, shocked into reality and repenting her evil ways, renouncing the young white hunter and returning

  to her husband. The old regeneration baloney.




  It had sounded fine to everybody except Basil Trabert, playing the husband, who wanted to know what kind of a goon would crawl into the hay with his wife after she’d tried to murder him,

  and Lisa, who produced some hysterics herself. Talked out of quitting the picture by her agent, Abe Luskman, she turned on her nearest and dearest, i.e. one Richard Blake. From accusing him of

  trying to wreck her career so she’d be forced to marry him (not a bad idea, at that) she progressed to charges of conspiracy with Caresse, based on a professed belief that he was secretly

  having an affair with her. It was on this preposterous note that she had left the house two hours before, whispering her Parthian “. . . one shot would do it!” line.




  Glancing at the sunburst clock, Blake wished for the twentieth time he’d been bright enough to put up some sort of a token argument with Fabro. It wouldn’t have done any good, but it

  would have placated Lisa. Mouse loses girl, he thought, at the same time noting with surprise it was only five minutes past eleven. Outside, the engine was still running.




  He pushed the quarrel out of his mind and began to write again.




   




      TWO SHOT—AHRI AND MCGREGOR




      Simultaneously, they catch sight of Barbara being carried out of the jungle. McGregor limps off towards the litter bearers. CAMERA HOLDS ON the

      half-caste girl. Her eyes narrow as she watches the arrival of the foreign woman who has not only destroyed her happiness, but made a murderer out of her beloved Masterson. She glances down at

      the holster on the tent pole beside her, at the Webley within the holster.




      WIDER ANGLE—INCLUDING AHRI, MCGREGOR AND LITTER BEARERS




      McGregor leads the bearers into the Phelps’ tent. Ahri remains motionless, watching.




      INT. PHELPS’ TENT—MED. CLOSE SHOT—(NIGHT)




      Barbara is still pretending to be unconscious. The bearers start to put the litter on the ground.




      MCGREGOR




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Gently! She’s a woman . . . not a sack of rice!


                


              


            


          


        


      




      The bearers place the litter on the cot. McGregor bends over Barbara and draws back the blanket to see where she is hurt. At the same time Ahri appears in the tent

      entrance, holding the Webley in both hands.




      AHRI




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  A devil, perhaps . . . but not a woman!


                


              


            


          


        


      




      McGregor starts for her but before he can attempt to wrest the pistol from her it explodes twice, aimed as directly at Barbara as Ahri’s shaking hands can manage. The

      pair struggle, the crippled old hunter and the lithe half-caste girl almost equally matched, until from o.s. comes a hail.




      MASTERSON’S VOICE




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Halloo there!


                


              


            


          


        


      




      Abruptly, Ahri stops struggling. The Webley, jerked from her hands by McGregor, spins in an arc towards the campfire. She turns and looks.




      MED. SHOT—FROM AHRI’S ANGLE




      Coming into the camp is the hunting party, headed by Masterson and Adrian Phelps.




      CLOSE SHOT—AHRI




      She realizes Phelps is still alive, that Masterson has not been able to go through with the plot. CAMERA PANS as she runs to him, throws herself

      into his arms.




      AHRI




      (hysterically)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Ah, Masterson, you didn’t . . .




                  you didn’t . . . !


                


              


            


          


        


      




      MASTERSON




      (holding her away)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Now, now, Ahri. What’s all this about?


                


              


            


          


        


      




      MCGREGOR




      (very flat, as he limps up)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Murder, I’m afraid.


                


              


            


          


        


      




      Masterson and Phelps stare at him. Then, slowly, their heads turn towards the tent where Barbara Phelps lies.




      MED. CLOSE SHOT—BARBARA




      Painfully, she raises herself on one elbow, looks out the tent entrance.




      BARBARA




      (calling)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Masterson! Come here, please!




                  Adrian, too.


                


              


            


          


        


      




      CAMERA PULLS BACK as the two men enter the tent, followed by Ahri and McGregor.




      BARBARA




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Don’t come any closer. I want . . .


                


              


            


          


        


      




      (a wan smile)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  I want to make a speech.


                


              


            


          


        


      




      Masterson and Phelps exchange puzzled, worried glances.




      BARBARA




      (slowly)




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Black’s the fashion for dying . . .




                  and for remorse, too. I should




                  be wearing black


                


              


            


          


        


      






   




  Black what? Hands poised over the typewriter, Blake frowned at the half-filled page. Black sackcloth? Black ashes? He read the opening line again. “Black’s the

  fashion for dying . . .”




  The engine outside spluttered, then resumed its irregular asthmatic chugging.




  Black for dying and for this particular night, he thought angrily. Black with sound effects. Looking at the clock, he saw the engine had been running for at least thirty minutes. What gave? He

  got up, banging his elbow on the typewriter, and went to the study’s French doors. Through crystal glass he could see the tiny terrace with the two redwood chairs and the redwood table and

  the descending streak of gray that was the driveway. Near the driveway’s street end, two-thirds down the hill, was a dark blob that shouldn’t have been there.




  He walked out onto the terrace, hearing the engine clearly now, and when he was past the shaft of light cast by his desk lamp, he looked at the driveway again. The blob was a car, all right,

  some kind of a coupe, parked opposite his living room. For an instant he hoped it was Lisa, debating whether to return and make peace, and then he remembered she had been driving her

  convertible.




  Queer, he reflected. What would anybody be doing on his driveway, motor running, for so long a time? Not neckers. They didn’t waste gasoline. And burglars would have been more careful.

  Cops? Waiting for something?




  Cautiously, he cut through the low bushes walling the terrace, circled the two dwarf lemons and approached the coupe across grass. His eyes, adjusting to darkness, could make out nothing inside.

  A few feet from the door he halted, squinted through the closed glass window. Empty. He opened the door, feeling the motor’s uneven beat through the chrome handle, and leaned in to switch off

  the ignition. At the same time the dash light came on, revealing under the steering wheel pale skin, silky fur and blond hair. A girl in a fur coat, curled up on the seat, long eyelashes shading

  closed eyes.




  Blake turned the key and hurriedly pulled out his head as the motor choked to a stop. The air inside smelled, all right, but he dimly remembered that carbon monoxide had no odor. He also dimly

  remembered cherry red, but maybe that was from some other kind of poison. At least what he could see of the girl’s skin wasn’t red. It was tallow white. It was also warm to his hand. If

  she was dead, she hadn’t been dead long. He moved his hand from her face to the fur-covered shoulder and shook her gently.




  She wasn’t dead, but she didn’t seem to be very much alive, either. The eyes fluttered, then closed again, and she moaned softly. He reached into the car, holding his breath against

  possible carbon monoxide, and raised her to a sitting position. Her head fell against one shoulder and she mumbled something that sounded like “Lemme ’lone.”




  “Come on,” he said. “Got to get some air.”




  Hands under her arms, he dragged her along the seat, lifted her out of the car and tried to put her on her feet. Her knees buckled and she would have fallen if he hadn’t held her. He was

  wondering whether or not he should pick her up and carry her into the house when, suddenly, she began to support her own weight.




  “George?” she mumbled indistinctly. “You George?”




  “Not tonight, I’m not,” Blake said. “Come on. Snap out of it.”




  Stiffening, the girl tried to pull free of his hands, but he held on to her, afraid she would fall. She struggled for a second, then turned and peered up at his face. Her breath smelled of

  juniper.




  “Who you . . .?”




  “Who are you?”




  “Me?” The juniper got stronger. “Who me?” She giggled. “Guess.”




  Moses! Blake thought. Stewed to the eyeballs.




  “Do you know where you live?” he demanded.




  “Neb.”




  “Neb?”




  “Live in Neb. Omaha, Neb.”




  “Oh, God!” He swung her around, started her towards the front steps.




  “Where going?” she asked.




  “Coffee. And some spirits of ammonia.”




  “Want a drink.”




  “Okay. We’re going for a drink.”




  By the time he got her into the living room, she was walking by herself. He left her near the entrance hall and felt for the light switch, as usual knocking his left knee against the long table

  under it. He turned on the lights and swung around to look at her.




  She was about nineteen, a Dresden doll of a girl, flaxen hair falling in a long bob over her shoulders, slim ankles rising from absurdly high-heeled evening slippers, her small body almost lost

  in a mink coat two sizes too big for her. Her eyes, under dark lashes, were gentian blue; her skin was the color of ivory; her face was composed and blank. She looked like a child playing grown-up

  in her mother’s clothes.




  “Want to tell me your name now?” he asked.




  She paid no attention. Instead, weaving a little but in no danger of falling, she crossed to the gray marble fireplace and stared up at the slates and pinks of the Wing Howard Bermuda landscape.

  “Pretty,” she said.




  He came across the room to her. “Look,” he said. “Will you drink some coffee?”




  She turned her head and smiled mysteriously, showing tiny, perfectly formed teeth, but her face remained blank. It was as if he were speaking to her in a foreign language.




  “You’ll drink,” he said grimly. “If I have to pour it down your throat.”




  Still smiling, she looked up at the picture again.




  “And take off your coat!” He found he was shouting, lowered his voice. “It must be eighty in here. And if you feel sick, there’s a powder room off the entrance

  hall.”




  She remained silent, lost somewhere in Bermuda.




  On his way to the kitchen the sliver of light from the not-quite-closed door to the study made him think of “Black’s the fashion for dying . . .” The Fates were sure as hell

  conspiring to put off Caresse’s big speech. He’d have to get rid of the girl pronto, just make sure she was able to drive, and then get back to the script. It had to be ready at eight.

  Quarter to eight, actually, because the actors would be on the set at eight.




  By taking hot water from the sink faucet, he was able to get the percolator going almost at once. As he watched the geyser darken under the glass dome, he thought about the girl. Miss Omaha.

  Certainly not a would-be suicide. Too composed for that. Just drunk, and probably turning into a convenient driveway to sleep. And forgetting to turn off the engine. That figured. As for Miss Omaha

  herself; about as cute as they came. A real doll, but probably older than she looked. They were almost always older than they looked.




  He put two cups on a wooden tray, reflecting that it was useless to try to guess who or what she was. The mink coat, if it fitted, would mean that she came from a wealthy family, but it looked

  as though she had borrowed it from someone. Her face could belong to anyone, a high school girl, a model or a debutante. He poured a little coffee into one of the cups, saw it was tar black. He put

  the percolator on the tray and started for the living room, thinking, if she wanted to remain a creature of mystery that was fine with him.




  She was standing by the tall bookshelves on the room’s far wall, still wrapped in the mink coat. She seemed to be examining his row of James Gould Cozzens first editions.

  “Books,” she said, without turning and to nobody in particular.




  “Yes. Very good,” he said. “Books.” He put the tray on the marble coffee table by the fireplace, started to fill the cups. “And over here. Coffee.”




  She turned her head, let gentian eyes rest on him. Her lips curled in a faintly derisive smile.




  “A couple of cups,” he said. “And then, if you can’t drive, I’ll call a taxi.”




  It was still a foreign language. Her face remained empty, her expression bland, composed, mysterious. He felt sudden irritation.




  “Come here!”




  She turned and came slowly towards the table, a sleepwalker in a dream garden. When she halted a few feet away, he saw that the waxen, perfectly textured skin of cheeks and forehead was damp

  with perspiration.




  “Take that damn coat off,” he said.




  Obediently, she took off the coat, letting it fall in silken ripples at her feet. Coffee leaped from the cup he was holding, scalded his leg. A choking sound rose from his throat. Outside of a

  silver crucifix, suspended between two firm, pink-tipped breasts, Miss Omaha was stark naked.




  





  Chapter Two




  Karl Fabro




  The limousine was just where he had left it, which was a damn good thing because the stitch in his side was getting worse with every step. His heart was fluttering, too, and he

  felt a strange constriction in his chest, like a leather band being tightened. Excitement, of course, but what if it should be his heart! He felt sweat run from his armpits.




  Dawes, as always, failed to hear him until it was too late to do anything but worm out from under the wheel, mumbling the customary inane excuses while he opened the door himself. He would have

  said something, but he was too out of breath. He sank back on the foam rubber seat, mechanically reaching for a cigar. One of these days he’d fire the bastard whether Irene liked it or

  not.




  Dawes’ superior crumpet-and-tea voice floated back above the noise of the starter. He knew what the question was without hearing it. “I’ll tell you when to go home,” he

  growled. “Drive west out Sunset.”




  “Yes, Mr. Fabro,” Dawes said, and eased the limousine away from the curb.




  He lit a match, held it to the cigar. “What time is it?”




  “Eleven twenty-five.”




  The acrid smoke from the Upmann Imperial cut the phlegm in his throat. He inhaled deeply, savoring the clean, burning sensation, and then let smoke dribble from his mouth. On a tooth his tongue

  found a piece of wrapper. He spat it at Dawes’ back, feeling better except for the soggy ball souring in the pit of his stomach. Nerves, or maybe the Stroganoff he’d eaten at

  Lucey’s before the studio showing. He ought to start playing tennis again.




  But how could he? he thought savagely. With each day bringing a series of crises designed expressly to thwart and harass him. More people, he’d once read somewhere, wanted to be head of a

  movie studio than President, and he wished to hell they could try it. It wasn’t all laying stars and cashing $3,500 checks. Not one in a million, not one in twenty million would last

  a week.




  He must have muttered something because Dawes asked, “Did you speak, Mr. Fabro?”




  “Shut up,” he said. “I’m trying to think.”




  Not one in twenty million, he repeated to himself. Take today, for instance. A classic in ulcer production. Even eliminating what he had just done, risking heart and lungs, and what he

  now had to do, there’d been enough grief to last an ordinary businessman a year.




  Even at ten o’clock in the morning, approaching his massive desk with the falsely cheerful greeting of Miss Earnshaw ringing in his ears, he had sensed the day’s sinister

  potentialities, reading with a soothsayer’s subtle eye the chicken entrails that lay in the form of torn sheets of New York Teletype, memos, please calls, confidential notes, and morning and

  afternoon appointment lists on the brown travertine surface. There were no cigars in the humidor, either, and some fool had failed to turn on the air conditioning, even though the Santa Ana was

  already blistering the city.




  The ordinary troubles he had dispatched quickly. To the petulant queries from New York he dictated the usual evasive answers. He barred Abe Luskman from the studio for life, for the double-cross

  with Metro on the Fielding book. He suspended Whiteman, the assistant casting director, pending investigation of the rape charges. He cut two hundred thousand out of the Three’s a

  Crowd budget, okayed Technicolor for the South Sea story, mediated an hysterical quarrel between Tony Walton, head of make-up, and Linda Trevor, agreed to spend another fifty thousand on the

  Nautilus project, and, in a series of personal interviews, soothed the variously injured egos of half a dozen actors, musicians and producers. The still pettier matters, involving minor producers

  and writers, he shoved into T. J. Lorrance’s eager hands.




  For a moment Fabro’s mind rested on T. J. Someone, probably Abe Luskman, had once said, “Zanuck and Warner got yes-men, but in Lorrance Karl Fabro’s got the only maybe-man in

  Hollywood!” That wasn’t bad. The pink-and-white rabbit, with his twitching lips and skimpy J. Press clothes, always seemed to be saying yes or no, but when you unraveled one of his

  involved sentences, filled with contingency clauses and on-the-other-hands, it invariably came out maybe. Still, could be he was better than a yes-man. If you heard yes enough, you got to believe

  it. And T. J. was useful. He was a sort of IBM rabbit when it came to remembering things. He could be counted on to do what he was told to do. And he was faithful. The only man he trusted at the

  studio. That alone made him invaluable.




  Confronted by an ominous red eye, the limousine braked to a cushiony halt. Fabro glanced out the window, saw on the hill to his right the incongruous hulk of the Beverly Hills Hotel, half

  Edwardian and half Statler-modern.




  “Let me know when we get to Bel-Air,” he said, as the car slid forward again. After a moment, he added, “You hear me?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Then say yes, sir!”




  A day of crises, he reflected, shifting the Upmann to a corner of his mouth. But not of defeat. Even the Dark Circle fiasco had turned out well. It had been a close thing, though. And

  in a way his fault for listening to that artistic jerk from New York. No, not completely his fault. New York had hired Claude Remigen. New York had flown him out with the producer-director contract

  that made him an untouchable. Of course Benjy, on long distance the same day, warned, “Stage smashes don’t necessarily mean movie smashes, Karl, so keep a noose on his balls.” But

  what did that mean? He couldn’t put him to shooting tests. And Dark Circle hadn’t sounded bad: a detective story with the Devil as the heavy. A modern allegory, Remigen said, a

  morality play in the machine age.




  Morality play, Fabro grunted in amusement. Jesus! Those faces when the lights came up after the executive showing in the studio theater. He hadn’t seen anything like it since the press

  preview of Aaron Slick From Pumpkin Creek. For once, the department heads were too stunned to speak. A major disaster. A million two down the drain.




  One by one they had turned to him, waiting for a cue. That was when the idea came, as he had known it would. As it always had.




  “Whodunit!”




  They eyed him blankly.




  “New ending, couple of new scenes, a few cuts.”




  “Take out the allegory?” Remigen cried.




  “Yes, Mr. Remigen. We make it into a quality detective story.”




  The others began to grin, seeing it was the only way out. Screaming, all fairy now, Remigen fled, hysterically threatening to tear up his contract. That was fine, too. Sixty thousand left to go

  on it, and the changes wouldn’t cost half that. He’d hurried to teletype Benjy the details, knowing in advance what the answer would be.




  “Bel-Air, Mr. Fabro,” Dawes said.




  “Take the main gate.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  So here we go, Fabro thought. The main gate. Not a bad title. Starring Caresse Garnet. Only that couldn’t be now. Caresse was kaput. Too bad, in a way.




  But nothing could last forever. Abruptly, he blanked Caresse out of his mind, let his thoughts wander back over the day again. Dark Circle converted into a personal triumph. And an even

  greater triumph with Tiger in the Night. That could really amount to something. A new way of making motion pictures.




  The idea wasn’t actually his. Standish, of CBS, had dropped it at a party one night for anyone to pick up. “You movie moguls are still in the horse-and-buggy days,” he’d

  said, his swarthy, cocksure face scornful. “Six, eight, ten weeks for a feature-length picture. One set at a time, one camera, one set-up. Waits for lighting, for sound, for the camera to be

  hauled up, for actors to rehearse, learn their lines, find their places. Maybe three minutes of film a day.”




  “So?” Harry Greenspan had asked.




  “So TV has passed you clucks by and you don’t know it. We use cameras, plural. Six or eight of ’em if necessary. And we shift from set to set, audio and lighting ready

  and waiting, as fast as the actors can get there. Result: for fifty-two minutes of shooting, a fifty-two minute show!”




  “Quality,” Harry Greenspan had muttered.




  “So, okay. We don’t have the quality. That’s budget. You give me the scripts and the sets and the actors and I’ll give you quality until it comes out your

  ears!”




  And there the idea lay until Tiger in the Night began to run over. Five days finally, at sixteen thousand a day, and Benjy screaming louder each day. And three-quarters of yesterday

  lost because of Caresse Garnet. He’d called Standish then, borrowed one of his production assistants, and cornered Josh Gordon in the Directors’ Building.




  “Television monitors. Six cameras. Four sets. Simultaneous action,” Gordon had muttered as he outlined the production assistant’s scheme. “What you need is the ringmaster

  from Ringling Brothers’ circus.”




  “You won’t do it?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Have you read your contract, Josh?”




  “Yeah, I’ve read it, Fatso, and I know you can make it stick, but I don’t have to like it.”




  “Suppose I gave you credit for the idea?”




  “That’s a laugh. If Benjy hasn’t got a teletype from you in New York right now, claiming full credit, I’m Eisenhower, bare-assed in a snowdrift.”




  The limousine’s engine raced as the hydromatic dropped down a gear. Fabro saw they were climbing a steep grade, saw Dawes looking at him through the rear-view mirror. “We’re

  almost at the top of Bel-Air, Mr. Fabro.”




  “Didn’t I tell you Caresse Garnet?”




  “No, sir.”




  “Well, consider yourself told.”




  Six cameras and all, it must have worked fine. Around three he’d sent T. J. down to do some snooping and before Gordon caught him and threw him off the set, he learned they’d already

  shot nine pages. Which meant if tomorrow went as well, Tiger in the Night would make the deadline he’d set, pick up three of the lost days. And he’d be taking bows for a new

  technique that might save the industry.




  If it wasn’t for Benjy, with his memo-pad mind, the day’s ultimate crisis, this lousy appointment with destiny could have been put off for another year. And by then it wouldn’t

  be a crisis. There was the teletype message, of course, the last of the day from Benjy, obviously sent from his office after dinner. It read:




   




  

    

      Dark Circle yours but changes must not exceed $30,000. Have you forgotten Caresse Garnet?


    


  




   




  But it was past seven when the message arrived and he had arranged for Miss Earnshaw to say, if questioned, he’d left the studio by then. He should have known that was

  too easy, though. Did know, in a way, because he’d set up a mental chessboard in that gloomy hole on Highland, drinking the raw Scotch, obviously just made in the back room, and figuring

  eventualities. One of which had burst upon him the moment he set foot in his house at eleven.




  Two half-filled glasses in the living room and the pink splotches on T. J.’s cheeks indicated he and Irene had been holding one of their cozy, implausible chats, and for an instant he

  wondered darkly, as he had a dozen times before, what there could be between them. By God! If it was what he half thought. That would be something. Cuckolded by a mouse!
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