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  Prologue

  Outside, the pre-dawn February temperature hovered at a chilly twenty-five degrees in Dallas, Texas, but inside the black Rolls-Royce Corniche, automatic dual-level, year-round air conditioning kept the roomy interior a comfortable seventy.

  Laura, lids low over dark, dark eyes, head resting against the hand-tailored upholstery of carefully matched Connolly hides, uncrossed her long, slender legs as the big, powerful car turned off Preston Road and swung onto Beverly Drive. Unconsciously nipping at the flesh inside of her cheek with sharp, punishing teeth, Laura planted both booted feet on the carpeted footrest, took a deep, slow breath and tightly clutched the lone, long-stemmed red rose.

  Fifty yards ahead, before a vast gateway of grilled iron, a crowd had already gathered, though it was not yet seven and Musicland would not open to the public until straight-up noon. They had been there for hours, some since the night before. Newspaper reporters and magazine correspondents and the Japanese television camera crew. And hundreds and hundreds of ever-faithful fans clamoring to be among the first inside the hallowed grounds on this cold winter day.

  Screams filled the quiet morning as the shiny Rolls was spotted by the shivering, patient throng. The big car crawled to a cautious stop directly before the locked Music Gates.

  “This House Was Built on Rock and Roll,” proclaimed a large brass plaque stretching across the tall iron bars.

  Laura steeled herself against the loud, excited shouts of, “It’s her! It’s Laura Kay! Laura Kay! Can you see her? What’s she wearing? Is she crying? Is Caroline in there? Laura Kay, Laura Kay, open the window! Get out and say hello.”

  Laura automatically hunched slender shoulders upward, thrusting the lush, wide collars of the dark Russian sable more closely about her face in a turtlelike gesture. A policeman’s whistle sounded shrilly and a loud, authoritative voice called, “Move back. Watch the car. Step aside and let ’em through.”

  The Music Gates clanged open. The limo rolled through and onto the long pebbled drive toward the big white mansion, while mounted police, wielding nightsticks and megaphones, kept the crowd at bay. The Music Gates closed electronically behind the Rolls and Laura let out a small sigh of relief.

  In seconds the big chauffeur had stopped the car before the lighted mansion and had swung open the heavy rear door. Laura stepped out into the funereal cold morning, the blood-red rose still clasped securely in her hand. From out of nowhere two tall, muscular men flanked her. The mute trio did not go up the steep marble steps of the imposing white Georgian house. Instead, Laura and the two bodyguards walked toward the carefully manicured oval of grassy ground between the mansion and the iron fence.

  There at the very center, upon a slightly raised berm, a huge, fifty-ton, hand-chiseled monument of shimmering, gold-flecked, white marble shown pale pink in the rapidly rising sun. A giant guitar; the mammoth monolith had for its strings heavy chains of twenty-two carat gold, a bridge of platinum, and tuning pegs set with diamonds. The rosette was banded in rubies, while from the depths of the round sound hole an eternal flame flickered in the cold winds.

  Laura stepped alone to the shiny marble monument. Her companions—eyes ever alert, ears attuned—took up positions at a respectable distance, hands crossed before them, powerful .357 Magnum revolvers resting in smooth, oiled-leather holsters beneath their topcoats.

  Laura, heels of her suede boots ringing resoundingly on the cold marble, walked across the huge stone sounding board and knelt to the eternal flame. Soft sable coat pooling about her, she laid a gloved hand upon the deep grooves of the carved letter C. She traced the graceful curve with a forefinger.

  THE CHIEF

  Written on the huge monument: The Chief. Nothing more. No birth date, no date of death, no survivors. It wasn’t necessary. The whole world knew that the Chief was C.C. McCarty and that he was born on February 16, 1936, and died tragically at age thirty-nine on September 21, 1975.

  “Only a couple more years,” Laura softly promised the man entombed beneath tons and tons of white marble. “Two more years and they will never set foot inside the walls again. You will rest in peace, Chief.”


  Part One


  Chapter One

  He burst upon the music world with the sudden energy and heat of a shooting comet. Overnight, adoring fans screamed his name in a frenzy while the handful of powerful heavyweights controlling the multibillion-dollar record business cynically predicted young C.C. McCarty’s flaming talent would burn itself out as rapidly as a doomed meteor. The kid wouldn’t be the first to streak across the heavens, commanding every eye, lighting up the firmament in a blaze of glory, only to crash to earth, spent and blackened.

  And promptly forgotten.

  Eighteen-year-old Texan C.C. McCarty skipped his high school graduation exercises from Crozier Tech in West Dallas. It wasn’t that C.C. didn’t pass; he made straight A’s. He couldn’t afford the five-dollar rental fee on the required cap and gown.

  At twenty C.C. had a local hit record, a brand new ’56 Chevy convertible, and mobs of teenage Dallas fans, mostly female.

  At twenty-one he had a shrewd, deal-making, New Orleans-based manager, a high six-figure record contract, a new mansion in the prestigious old Highland Park section of Dallas, and millions of fans across the entire United States who, because of his dark, Comanche, good looks, dubbed him “The Chief.”

  At twenty-two the young, smooth-voiced, multimillionaire heartthrob had a half-dozen gold records, a fleet of expensive automobiles, a Montenegrin villa, and worldwide recognition. And he became a husband, much to the chagrin of his fans.

  At twenty-three he was a movie star, dividing his time between his beloved Musicland Mansion in Highland Park and RKO studios in Hollywood, the frequent travel made easier by the acquisition of his first jet airplane, complete with two pilots on call twenty-four hours of the day. That summer, C.C. became a father.

  When he turned thirty, his clever, strategy-minded manager abruptly cut his boy off from personal appearances, withholding from a frantic, panting public, their handsome, worshipped idol.

  At thirty-five he made a triumphant appearance at a desert pleasure palace and the C.C.-starved world was once again at his feet. Never had the Chief sounded or looked better. Sold-out crowds streamed into Circus Maximus, the big, ornate showroom of Caesar’s Palace, two hours before the dinner show curtain, flashing C notes at the tuxedoed maître d’ for choice seats.

  Backstage in his flower-choked dressing room, an anxious C.C. McCarty paced restlessly, lifting his wrist every few seconds to look at his watch. Beefy Buddy Hester, C.C.’s right-hand man, grinned and shook his sandy head.

  “C.C., you’re going to wear out the carpet.”

  C.C. paused. “Bud, it’s been a long time since I stood before an audience.” Plucking at the sharp creases of his elegantly tailored tux, he dropped down into a chair. Absently stroking the star birthmark on his dark left cheek, he said, “It’s like I’m still a scared kid from the West Dallas projects.”

  The time in Commerce, Texas, was five minutes past 2:00 A.M. on Sunday, February 16, 1936, when a baby boy was born to Ernest and Gracie McCarty. The mother—seventeen years old, pretty, dark-haired, one-quarter Comanche Indian on her father’s side—had lost a child at birth a year earlier. The father—twenty-two, tall, light-haired, soft-spoken and shy—earned only a meager salary doing janitorial chores at East Texas State Teachers College and he blamed himself for his young wife losing their first child. He’d not had the money that would have allowed the slim, fragile girl the complete rest and doctor’s care she had needed during pregnancy.

  Gracie had kept her job in a laundry; standing over hot, steaming ironing boards through ten-hour workdays. It had been too much for her. The baby, a girl, had come prematurely and lived but a few short hours. When, not three months later, Gracie found herself pregnant again, Ernest McCarty insisted she do nothing but guard her health and wait for the birth of their child.

  He landed a second job—taking tickets at the town square’s movie theater each night—and the extra money he earned made it possible for young Gracie to quit the laundry.

  Gracie, groggy, exhausted, but very, very happy, looked now on the face of her newly born son. He was beautiful; lots of jet black hair, round pretty face, button nose, and Cupid’s bow lips. And on his left cheek a tiny dark birthmark; a perfectly shaped, five-pointed star.

  Ernest McCarty, ever attuned to his wife’s feelings, misread her interest in the small imperfection. “Now, Gracie, that don’t amount to nothing. Just a birthmark; likely it’ll get lighter as the years go by.” He smiled reassuringly and patted her gowned shoulder.

  Gracie’s eyes never left her baby. A radiant smile curved her mouth as she put a slim finger to the infant’s soft cheek. “Clifford Clyde McCarty,” she addressed her sleeping son, “the angels kissed you, honey. Kissed you right on the cheek because you’re a special little boy. I know you are. Your Daddy knows you are. You’re very, very special.”

  There was never any doubt in Gracie McCarty’s mind that her only son was indeed special. A prettier, sweeter child never lived than Clifford Clyde, and he was a constant source of joy to his poor but proud young parents. One of the few sources of joy in their hard lives. Ernest McCarty’s modest salary provided only the necessities of life; none of the luxuries.

  The family lived in a small, aging clapboard house below the railroad tracks in one of Commerce’s poorest sections, known as “The Hollows.” Low-lying, with inadequate drainage and few improvements, the Hollows was a breeding ground for mosquitos and vermin in the hot, muggy summertime and a loblolly of mud and standing rancid water after a rain. In winter, winds whistled across the barren dirt yards and streets and in through the wide cracks of crumbling walls and broken windowpanes.

  Gracie, far too sweet-tempered and kind to complain to her husband about the dismal place where blacks and poor whites lived, grew to hate the Hollows after the birth of Clifford Clyde. Her beautiful son was a special child. He deserved a better home.

  As even-tempered as his pretty mother, agreeable young Clifford Clyde had no idea he should be anywhere else. He was a healthy little boy who lived in a house filled with love and laughter. A bright child, he liked to listen to the radio and by the time he was three was singing along with Bing Crosby, much to his mother’s amazed delight.

  Little more than two months short of Clifford Clyde’s sixth birthday, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and Gracie was terrified that her husband would be called away to war. Ernest didn’t wait to be called; he rushed down to volunteer, feeling a strange sense of excitement. Here was a chance to change his life, to be somebody. Maybe he could get into the Air Force, train to be a fighter pilot, see the world, and send money home to his pretty wife to buy all the things he had never been able to give her.

  Ernest McCarty was 4-F.

  It was the janitor’s job for him while the rest of the nation’s virile young men marched away to glamour and excitement and hero worship. He hid his disappointment and smiled when Gracie tearfully threw herself into his arms and told him she was glad, glad, glad he wasn’t leaving her and Clifford Clyde.

  The first day of school was a challenge for Clifford Clyde, a heartbreak for Gracie. It was the very first time, since he had been born, that her son was parted from her. The short hours seemed agonizingly long to her. Every day she walked Clifford Clyde to and from the schoolhouse across town, reluctantly leaving him there with other boys and girls on the playground, all dressed noticeably better than her boy.

  She fought the frustration that threatened to consume her. All her life she had had to make do, pinch pennies, and “wait ’til next year,” and she didn’t mind that. But she resented miserably that her special son, the idol of her life, should be denied the good things. The beautiful things. The expensive things. It wouldn’t always be that way; it couldn’t. Clifford Clyde would have better. He had to.

  Perceptive, Clifford Clyde knew his mother. Though she was sunny and sweet, and often laughing, he sensed a sadness in her. Time and again he would give her a big hug, point to the star birthmark on his left cheek, and repeat what he’d heard her say over the years. “Mama, the angels kissed me because I’m special, and I’m going to be rich someday and buy you a new house and pretty dresses and everything you want.”

  When Clifford Clyde was nine, the war had ended, the United States the victor, and the nation was headed for prosperity. Gracie thought surely fortune had finally smiled on her own little family when Ernest was offered a better-paying job over in Dallas, sixty-five miles to the west. A cousin who had worked at the Trailways Bus Company for more than ten years told of an opening there. The position was cleaning out the buses, but the pay was half again as much as Ernest made at the college. Would Ernest be interested?

  Not a week later the McCartys boxed up their few possessions, said goodbye to relatives and neighbors, and boarded a Trailways to Dallas. The three of them stayed in the small home of Cousin Billy McCarty, the Trailways employee, until they could locate a place of their own. They found a house a little larger than the one they’d left in Commerce—a room of his own for Clifford Clyde—with big shade trees lining the narrow street. Gracie McCarty was ecstatic.

  Ernest’s new job was dismal and thankless. Careless travelers threw orange peelings on the floor of the buses, left sacks of chicken bones, and dropped peanut shells between the seats. And Ernest had to clean it all up. He hated the work.

  But he had been on the job only a few months when he found a smooth, black leather wallet under a seat in the back of one of the buses he was cleaning. An honest man, Ernest looked inside for identification. There was none. But there were three crisp twenty-dollar bills. It was nearing Christmas. Sixty dollars could make it a very merry one. Ernest pocketed the cash and tossed the wallet into the trash.

  The McCartys had a Christmas tree that year with icicles and shiny red balls and angel’s hair. And presents. Ernest told Gracie that the company had given him a bonus. She never questioned it. She clasped her hands together and exclaimed, “We’ll order Clifford Clyde a guitar from the Sears catalog!”

  It was the best Christmas the three had ever had. Young Clifford Clyde was picking out tunes on the new Sears guitar within weeks and singing along in a clear baritone voice that his mother recognized as “special.” Life could not have been better.

  It didn’t last.

  The winter of ’47 was a bitter one in Dallas and Ernest McCarty caught a cold he couldn’t shake. It worsened into pneumonia and Ernest wound up in the hospital, a very sick man. He spent three weeks there before he was well enough to go home. The doctor ordered another month of bed rest and Gracie McCarty was forced to take in ironing to put food on the table. Clifford Clyde helped out too. He washed dishes in a bar-b-que place after school and dutifully laid out his money on the kitchen table when he got paid. But the two of them together, Gracie and Clifford Clyde, did not make as much as Ernest had made at the bus terminal. Times were hard. Food was scarce. The McCartys fell behind with the rent.

  They left the little house on the tree-shaded street and moved to West Dallas and the barren, treeless quadrangle lined with barracklike buildings known as “the projects.” They were still there when C.C.—he’d announced on his twelfth birthday that he would no longer answer to Clifford Clyde—entered high school. Money was still short. Ernest was still a beaten man. Gracie was still hoping for a better life for her rapidly growing son. C.C. was still a sweet, obedient boy who loved his Mama, went to church every Sunday, and listened attentively when Gracie McCarty explained that he was growing into a young man and that he would soon catch the eyes of the young girls.

  She indicated, with her husband silently nodding his agreement, that C.C. would encounter two very different kinds of females. Those who were ladies and those who were not. Ladies were to be treated with the same kind of respect he always showed his Mama. The other kind were to be avoided. It was a lesson repeated many, many times through his formative years.

  C.C. was certain he had it all clear in his mind. For the time being all he was interested in was playing his guitar and singing. He lived in the ideal place for that. When the weather was warm, the neighborhood folks sat out on their porches in the evenings and sang. C.C. always joined in. The McCartys were one of the few white families living in the projects and often as not C.C.’s young face was the only white one in a sea of blacks. He learned their music; their intonation, their inflection, their soul.

  It would one day make him rich.

  A true son of old Mother Texas, C.C. stood an impressive six foot three inches tall by the time he was sixteen. The slim young giant was the idol of his proud, adoring parents, and many were the moments that both Ernest and Gracie would listen in astonished wonder while their appealing shy, towering young son strummed his beat-up guitar and sang, solely for their benefit, in a uniquely rich and pleasing baritone.

  C.C. was yet to possess a man’s body to go with his man’s voice, but he was strikingly handsome to his mama. Thick, rich hair as raven-black as his Comanche ancestors, eyes a deep, sultry brown, his smooth, suntanned skin had just a hint of copper. The star birthmark had grown as his face had grown and had not dimmed in color. It was a deep, almost black, discoloration that only added to his good looks and was, C.C. would find out later, an intriguing mark to women. And his smile? Why, it was blinding, brilliant…sunshine itself and it warmed his mother’s heart each time he flashed it on her. And he flashed it on her often.

  Never would Gracie have let anyone know, especially not her tall, spare son, that she felt decidedly younger than her thirty-three years and somehow embarrassingly giddy when C.C. would tap the star birthmark with a lean forefinger, wink at her, and say in that low, drawling voice, “Mama, the angels kissed your baby boy and I’m gonna be a star. And no matter how famous and rich I become, you’ll always be my only girl.”

  The statement was not entirely true. There were presently, in his junior year at Crozier Tech High, three females who played major roles in his young life. His mother, of course, was the most important of the trio.

  Connie Rae Hopkins, a fifteen-year-old sophomore, had long honey-blond hair worn in a bouncing ponytail, big blue eyes that sparkled unceasingly, an outgoing, cheerful personality, and a giant-sized crush on dark, good-looking C.C. McCarty. Adorably cute, but studious and intelligent, Connie was—C.C. was certain—a “nice” girl. He brought her to his home to meet his mama. Gracie McCarty was enchanted with the sweet child and reminded her son, after Connie had gone, that he was to be a gentleman at all times with the pretty blonde. He assured her she need not worry.

  Gail Bradford, the music teacher at Crozier Tech, had been at the school only one year. A divorcée from Fort Worth, Gail, twenty-seven, slender, dark-haired, slightly aloof, had a master’s in music from respected North Texas State, an ear for talent, and a genius for drawing out her students’ abilities.

  The first time she heard C.C. McCarty sing, Gail Bradford felt a flutter of excitement tighten her chest. Never had she heard a male voice with quite the same sensual richness as was coming from the dark youth seated at a scarred desk in the back of the room. With her skilled ear Gail was able to shut out the other forty-seven young voices and hear only C.C. And she was quick to ask that he remain behind after the others had rushed out into the hallway when the bell rang.

  “You’re a very talented young man, C.C.” She smiled up at him.

  “Thank you, ma’am,” said an embarrassed, but pleased, C.C.

  “I’d like to help you, if I can. Do you play an instrument?”

  Proudly, shoulders lifting; “Yes, ma’am, I play the guitar.”

  That very afternoon Gail Bradford drove C.C. home in her white Ford convertible. Gracie McCarty smilingly welcomed the teacher into their spartan, spotless apartment, and C.C., after introducing the two women, went immediately to his after-school job at Bailey’s Hardware on Wheeler, two blocks away.

  Serving Gail Bradford coffee and beaming with unabashed pleasure, Gracie listened attentively while the teacher, slim legs crossed, eyes magnified slightly behind her wire-rimmed glasses, sat on the worn davenport and softly exclaimed that the McCartys had a very talented son and that his talent must be nurtured at all costs.

  The word “costs” made Gracie’s bright smile slip. “Mrs. Bradford,” said Gracie, despairingly, “I’m afraid we haven’t…There’s no money for…”

  “No, no, you misunderstand,” assured the cultured teacher. “It will cost nothing. Nothing. I know a great deal about music, Mrs. McCarty. Your son has as gift and I wish to help him realize his full potential. I’ll give him private lessons every day after classes…free lessons. It’s the least I can do.” Gail Bradford smiled engagingly.

  Gracie’s brow knit. “C.C. works at the hardware store, but I suppose…” her voice trailed away. Gail Bradford sipped her coffee. Gracie McCarty smiled suddenly. “He’ll just have to quit that job. His music is the important thing.”

  “I wholeheartedly agree,” replied a calm Gail Bradford. Gail stayed for another half hour, drank more coffee, and talked quietly with Gracie on Gracie’s favorite subject in all the world. C.C. McCarty.

  At supper that night Gracie announced that C.C. must quit the hardware store. C.C., knowing how badly the family needed money, quickly protested, but Ernest McCarty sided with his wife.

  “We’ll get by, son.” He clasped C.C.’s shoulder. “You learn all you can from that teacher, you hear?”

  “Alright, Daddy.”

  “Such a fine lady,” added Gracie McCarty. “Now you pay attention and do exactly what she tells you to do, C.C.” She shook her finger in his face.

  “I will, Mama.”

  Life fell into a very pleasant pattern for C.C. Each day after the other students had gone, he stayed an extra hour at the school, singing and playing his guitar in the music room for Gail Bradford, while she listened and instructed and suggested and praised. When the hour was up, he’d dash home, ravenously eat a quick supper—chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes with gravy and buttermilk biscuits, his favorites—then sprint the eight blocks to Connie Rae Hopkins’s house. The pair would sit on the porch in the autumn moonlight and impatiently wait for the living room lights to go out so that they could share kisses in the night shadows.

  Long, sweet kisses that left C.C. burning and disturbed his sleep.

  The private lessons had been going on for more than a month. On a muggy October day Gail Bradford stopped C.C. in the crowded school hallway and told him, her high brow creasing slightly, that the school piano was badly out of tune. Would he mind having their daily session at her home? She had a fine grand piano, perfectly tuned, little used. She wanted to teach him some new chords.

  “Sure, Mrs. Bradford,” said C.C., always decisive. “How far is it?”

  Gail Bradford smiled. “You’ll ride with me. After last bell.”

  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Chapter Two

  C.C. was waiting in the passenger’s seat of Gail Bradford’s shiny white Ford when she came down the cracked cement steps of the aging brick schoolhouse. He watched the tall, slender teacher approach, a sheaf of sheet music in one hand, purse in the other. She was clad, as usual, in severely tailored clothes and her hair, an unremarkable shade of brown, was tightly wound into a French twist at the back of her head. The wire-rimmed glasses sat firmly on her small, straight nose, magnifying wide-set hazel eyes.

  Studying her, C.C. thought that the only attractive part of her face was her large mouth. Wide and full-lipped, it didn’t fit the teacher’s cool, sedate demeanor. But, then, neither did the high, bouncing breasts she could not entirely conceal beneath her somber clothes.

  Gail Bradford reached the car, abruptly looked up, saw C.C., and as though she’d forgotten she had invited him to wait, shook her head, stepped from the curb, circled the Ford’s gleaming hood and slid in under the wheel.

  “C.C.,” she said apologetically, “I’m sorry, I completely forgot.”

  “If you’ve got something to do, Ma’am, I sure wouldn’t want…”

  “No, no. I haven’t. Truly.” And Gail Bradford smiled at him. “Shall we put the convertible top down?” Her myopic eyes were on his face.

  “That would be nice,” said the dirt-poor kid who had never in his life ridden in a convertible automobile. In moments the white canvas top was folded into itself behind the back seat and bright October sunshine flooded the Ford’s supple, red leather interior. Gail started the car and they drove away.

  Eyes on the street, she said, “Get us some music, C.C.”

  C.C. leaned up, flipped on the radio, and with one dextrous finger spun the dial to 1190, fifty-thousand-watt KLIF. “…Must I forever be a beggar, whose golden dreams will not come true…” Tony Bennett’s clear, resonant voice torched out his latest hit.

  “Sing along,” urged Gail Bradford, eyes never leaving the road.

  “…Or will I go from rags to riches, my fate is up to you,” crooned C.C. and Tony.

  “It just might be,” murmured Gail, turning to look directly at C.C., green eyes behind her glasses twinkling ever so slightly. Before he could respond, she, too, began to sing and C.C. joined her.

  Before the record had completely finished, KLIF’s afternoon deejay’s deep, deep voice rose up as the music faded. “‘Rags to Riches’ by Tony Bennett. Tony’s got a great big hit here in Big D this perfect autumn of ’53. Keep that dial set on the ‘mighty 1190’ where we play all the hits…”

  Another record quickly filled the airwaves and C.C. McCarty leaned back his dark head and accompanied Clyde McPhatter and the Drifters as they wailed “Money Honey.” Gail Bradford nodded approvingly and cast appreciative glances at the smooth-voiced boy whose bent knees were wide apart, long arm resting on the back of her seat, lean fingers drumming out the beat on red leather, dark eyes closed with feeling.

  C.C. was surprised when, the tune ending, he opened his eyes and saw that they were turning into the projects. Coolly, Gail Bradford explained. “I thought perhaps your mother might like to join us.”

  C.C. moved his arm from the seat. “Sure. A good idea.”

  Gracie McCarty was all eyes when Gail Bradford stopped the Ford before a charming green-shuttered white cottage at the end of a heavily wooded lane in Oak Cliff. Inside, she tried to mask her curiosity, but Gracie had never been in a home quite so fine. Small but elegant, Gail Bradford’s leased house was much like the woman herself, immaculate, orderly, private.

  The white front door opened directly into the living room where hardwood floors gleamed with mirror-brightness. Before a high-manteled fireplace a formal, blue-and-white-striped, silk-covered sofa faced two, high-backed wing chairs of blue velvet across a low oak cocktail table resting on an area rug of palest blue wool. Oak bookshelves lined the wall beneath framed watercolors, and sandwiched between two of the book-filled cases, a television set, its cabinet doors folded back revealing the thirteen-inch screen, caused Gracie to murmur, wonderingly, “Oh, my goodness.”

  The room’s back wall was entirely of glass. An imposing black walnut grand piano sat at an angle to the room. From the long bench, the artist could look upon the room’s seated guests or outdoors at the redwood-fenced backyard. Beyond the sparkling clean glass, a white porch swing was shaded from the sun and farther out, on the rapidly browning grass, sat padded lawn furniture of pale blue.

  “Have a seat, Mrs. McCarty,” Gail Bradford invited and Gracie gingerly sat down on the striped silk sofa, unconsciously running an inquiring hand over the shimmering fabric. C.C. noted the wistful expression on his mama’s face and his heart hurt. How she would love to have a home like this one with fine things and even a television. One day she would have a place just as grand or grander. Somehow he would see to it.

  The teacher disappeared into the kitchen. Presently she returned carrying a small round silver tray with three tall, frosted glasses of iced tea. She placed the tray on the low cocktail table and urged the McCartys to help themselves. Gracie sipped the tea slowly. C.C. drank his down in two long pulls. Gail never touched her glass.

  All business, Gail strode to the piano, took a seat on the bench, uncovered the ivory keys, and motioned C.C. to pick up his guitar. Eyes squinting thoughtfully behind her glasses, Gail struck a chord, identified it for C.C., and ordered him to play it on his guitar. Again she struck the chord. Again he echoed it.

  Two hours later, Gracie McCarty sat squirming on the sofa, eyes darting again and again to the glass-domed clock on the mantel. She was tired and her head ached and she wanted to go home. She had thought listening to the pair practice would be enjoyable, but the serious-minded music teacher had not allowed C.C. to sing so much as one song the whole afternoon.

  Instead Gail Bradford had drilled him mercilessly on complicated chords, insisting he repeat them over and over. The only singing he had been allowed was the running up and down the chromatic scale. The exercises, Gracie was sure, were beneficial to C.C., but repetitive and boring to listen to.

  She could hardly hide her relief when Gail Bradford abruptly ceased playing, stood up, and announced authoritatively, “That’s enough for today, C.C. Tomorrow we’ll go over these same exercises again. It will take two or three days, perhaps a week, before we’re ready to move on.” She rubbed her stiff neck.

  “Yeah,” C.C. agreed, almost apologetically, “I haven’t quite got the hang of it yet.”

  “You will,” assured Gail Bradford. Then to Gracie “Mrs. McCarty. I think he’s doing fine, don’t you?” She ushered the shorter woman to the front door and out in the gathering dusk.

  “Real fine,” murmured Gracie, smiling politely.

  “Mama said she’s not coming with us today,” C.C. informed Gail Bradford when they met at her parked Ford the next afternoon. “Said she was just in the way.”

  Gail Bradford didn’t seem surprised. “Then it’s straight to my place?”

  “I guess so.”

  It was hot on the ride to the cottage. The convertible’s top was down. A glaring Texas sun beat on the unprotected pair. C.C. felt the back of his cotton shirt sticking to the red leather upholstery. He glanced at the prim teacher. Her face was shiny and wisps of wilted hair, escaping from the drooping French twist, were clinging damply to her slender neck.

  Heat was coming up from the brick pavement, thermals rising in shimmering, shape-distorting waves as the white Ford crawled down traffic-clogged Jefferson Avenue past the Texas theater. Houdini held over for an extra week. Next door at Taylor’s Drug, the after-school crowd, hot and thirsty, rushed in for Cokes and ice-cream sodas, sweaters, pulled on in the cool morning, long since shed.

  Gail braked the Ford at a red light. She glanced at C.C. His tanned throat and long arms were gleaming with sweat, the white cotton shirt sticking to his chest and shoulders.

  “Hot, C.C. ?”

  C.C. gave a low whistle. “Sure am. You too?”

  “You have no idea.” She smiled at him in a way that made the muscles in his stomach contract sharply.

  Inside the cottage it was a few degrees cooler, but still uncomfortably warm. Gail Bradford saw C.C. casting hopeful glances at the window air conditioner.

  “We can’t have the air while you sing. It’s not good for your throat.” She tossed her handbag and sheet music atop the grand piano. “There are other ways to cool down. Get yourself a Coke and I’ll change.” C.C. looked puzzled. Mrs. Bradford had never changed her clothes before.

  Gail started toward the bedroom and, almost as an afterthought, said, “Take off your shirt, C.C. See if that won’t help.”

  C.C. hesitated, shrugged his shoulders, and unbuttoned the shirt. Barechested, feeling a little foolish, he went into the small, cheerful kitchen. He jerked open the Frigidaire and helped himself to an ice-cold Coke. In one long swallow, he emptied the bottle and ambled back into the quiet, warm living room.

  Hands shoved down into his Levi’s pockets, he was standing, his back to the room, looking out at the fenced rear yard, when he heard Gail say softly, “Ready to begin?”

  Slowly he pivoted. And blinked. And blinked once more.

  Mrs. Gail Bradford, his music teacher, a lady he had never seen in anything but sensible skirts and blouses and suits, was wearing a tight white T-shirt and a pair of skintight white short shorts. Barefooted, she stood smiling at him, that wide, soft mouth stretched appealingly upward.

  Methodically, she removed the pins from her upswept hair. The brown tresses came tumbling down and Gail shook her head around and combed her fingers through the light locks. Smiling, she sat down on the piano bench.

  Speechless, C.C. took up his guitar and raised the strap over his head. Gail began to play. And as she gently stroked the black and white keys, she spoke in a low, soft voice, a hint of a mysterious smile still touching her lips, “Know what I do when it’s hot and I’m here alone, C.C.?”

  “No, Ma’am.”

  Gail continued to play softly, eyes closed, leaning forward, shoulders lifting with feeling. The song ended. She rose and, holding his gaze, peeled the tight T-shirt up over her head and off, dropping it carelessly to the gleaming hardwood floor.

  “I take off my clothes when I play the piano,” she stated calmly and unzipped the tight white shorts. Thunderstruck, C.C. stared, unbelieving, while she wiggled out of her shorts. They slipped to the floor; she stepped free of them.

  Totally nude, Gail sat back down and began playing. In a voice as tutorial as ever, she instructed, “Alright, now A sharp should follow…”

  C.C. tried his best to pay attention. To listen. It was impossible. A naked woman was sitting not six feet from him in this over-warm room and he could hear nothing but the pounding of the blood in his ears.

  Gail Bradford continued to play and to instruct. She never looked at C.C. She gave the healthy young man plenty of time to leisurely ogle her. She issued commands for him to play. He did not obey.

  Presently she rose and went to him. Wordlessly, she lifted the guitar strap over his head and carefully placed the instrument on the piano bench, taking her time, her movements slow and sensual. C.C. stood, hands at his sides, staring at her, his dark eyes wide.

  “I play better naked, don’t you think, C.C.?” He said nothing. He didn’t know what to say, what to do. She did. She lifted her hands to the low-riding waistband of his Levi’s. Speaking softly, seductively, she said, “Don’t you want to be naked with me, C.C.? It feels so good. So free.”

  “I…I don’t need to be that free,” mumbled the frightened young man, but he put forth no effort to stop her from undressing him.

  “Yes, you do,” said Gail. Smiling, she urged the fly of his worn Levi’s apart, slipped the very tips of her fingers inside the elastic waistband of his white jockey shorts and, looking directly into his dazed, dark eyes, pulled the underwear away from his hot, flushed skin. Slowly she lowered the shorts down his flat brown belly until the head of his rapidly swelling masculinity burst out.

  C.C. groaned aloud.

  Gail smiled and lifted a hand to her mouth. While C.C. held his breath, she put out her tongue and licked her forefinger. He felt light-headed and weak. She popped the finger into her mouth and sucked it and C.C. felt his knees start to buckle. Wet and gleaming, the slim finger came out of her mouth and moved down, down, while his dark, startled eyes and her hazel, knowing ones followed its languid descent.

  Gail placed the moist finger on C.C.’s naked pulsating cock and a strangled breath broke from his tight throat. She toyed with him, drawing wet, warm patterns upon the head of the jerking, rigid rod and then slowly, teasingly she slid the finger down its center…all the way to the base. And she smiled triumphantly as stunned confusion gave way to total arousal in the dark, hooded eyes looking down at her.

  She gave him a playful little squeeze, took her hand out of his shorts, and said sweetly, “Want to take off your pants and come to the bedroom with me?”

  Naked and perspiring, he was inside the blue-and-white bedroom by the time she got the sheets turned down. He pulled her to him, snatched off her wire-rimmed glasses, bent and kissed her hotly, hungrily, feeling as though he was literally on fire. His heart speeded out of control when he felt her bare breasts, belly, and thighs pressing insistently against his inflamed body. Roughly, he shoved her down to the bed, pushing her forcefully onto her back. Gail Bradford obligingly spread her legs wide apart and flung her slender arms up over her head.

  “Take it, C.C.,” she invited and he did.

  He fell upon her with a pent-up hunger that nearly frightened—and thoroughly excited—the sophisticated woman. She gasped in awe when he thrust deeply into her, stretching her with his hot, eager fullness.

  He was youth and beauty and purity.

  He was violent and greedy and artless.

  After no more than half a dozen deep plowing pumps, he exploded in a wrenching, shuddering climax and collapsed atop her, panting and gasping for breath. She lay beneath his slick, hot young body and smiled; unsated, but fulfilled. She knew there would be many afternoons when this sexy young stallion would satisfy her hunger. She had only to teach him how.

  Gail kissed C.C.’s sweat-dampened right shoulder and gently urged him over onto his back. Laughing softly, she took the eyeglasses he still clutched in his hand, put them on, and said, “Jump in the shower, C.C., we’ve work to do.”

  “I can’t move,” was all he could manage, but at her insistence, he agilely rolled up from the soft bed and followed her into the bathroom.

  “No, lovey,” said Gail when C.C., freshly showered, came back into the living room and picked up his discarded Levi’s. “Don’t put on your clothes. We’ll practice naked. You’ll be surprised how much it will improve your playing. And your singing.”

  “You got to be kidding,” C.C. objected.

  “I’m not joking. Trust me, lovey,” and, unashamedly nude and completely at ease, she sat down at the piano. Never again did the pair wear clothes for their music sessions.

  “Yes, that’s it, C.C.” Gail would encourage as he stood naked in the sun-splashed room, eyes half-closed, singing with provocative, raw emotion. “Your voice has a new sensuality, a new excitement. You’re vulnerable and responsive and it comes through in your phrasing; a caressing of the words, the added sensitivity.”

  C.C. would grin and admit to her, “It’s just that when we take off our clothes I want to make love.”

  “I know, lovey, and it makes you sing better. It always will. Whenever you perform, you’ll feel like you’re as bare as we are now.” She smiled and rose from the piano. “And because you feel sexual, you’ll make the audience feel sexual. What a success you’ll be; the females in the audience will feel like you’re making love to them.”

  He never doubted her. “Won’t their boyfriends and husbands get mad?”

  “No. They’ll reap the benefits and thank you for it.” She touched his birthmarked cheek. “Let’s go to bed. I’ll teach you to be a polished performer there, as well as on the stage.”

  Lying on his back, an arm folded under his head, C.C. listened while Gail Bradford ran her fingers through his crew-cut dark hair, over his smooth, hairless chest, along his rib cage and well-muscled belly, and told him of how she would make him an expert lover.

  “You have expressive eyes, C.C.,” she murmured. “They’re the first thing I noticed about you. The dark, beautiful eyes and that interesting birthmark.” She leaned down and kissed the dark star, teasing at it with her tongue. “And your voice, of course. The first time I heard you sing, I knew I had to go to bed with you.”

  “You serious?”

  “Very. You’ll have the same effect on hundreds of women and we don’t want them to be disappointed, do we?”

  He looked hurt. “You’re disappointed in…”

  Her mouth stopped his words. She kissed him into silence, then went on, as though he had not spoken. Placing a caressing hand on his groin, she toyed with the warm, soft flesh, the crisp, raven hair. “This, my love,” she cupped him possessively, “is as important as your voice and you must learn how to use it with the same controlled expertise. I can show you how and I will. For instance…”

  And Gail’s voice would be low, breathless, “…and this is the tickle spot on me, C.C. No, no, up a little, lovey, and…yes, yes,…oh, that’s it…caress me gently…easy, easy…” Other times it would be C.C. pleading, rasping “…let me put it in now…aaaah, don’t, Gail, I can’t stand it…Jesus, Jesus…with your mouth…ummm…my, God…what are you doing to me…”

  Rapidly C.C. learned how to please a woman and he took great pleasure in his accomplishments. So did his teacher. Within weeks Gail Bradford hardly recognized her lover as the young, inexperienced boy that had jumped on her that first afternoon and promptly spilled himself in her. Ever conscious of her feelings, the ardent young man now took his solicitous time arousing her to a fever pitch.

  There were sex-hot afternoons when Gail was afraid he had learned his lesson too well, days when she felt herself becoming more and more excited, felt as though she would surely go crazy and tear him to pieces if he didn’t stop toying with her and bring her to climax immediately.

  After the uninhibited loving sessions, the spent pair would lie on Gail’s rumpled bed and talk quietly. Gail knew how to draw him out and within weeks C.C. McCarty was telling her things he’d never told anyone else. She said she knew he had to take a lot of razzing from the boys at school because he didn’t go out for sports. Why didn’t he tell them his reason? That he was afraid of injuring his hands and not being able to play the guitar.

  He said he didn’t figure he owed them an explanation and she kissed him affectionately because she liked his answer. Liked his courage in handling obstacles in a casual manner. Liked him for never feeling sorry for himself when he might have. Liked him because he vowed he would get out of the projects one way or the other.

  And he liked her. Liked her immensely, although he was positive she was exactly the kind of woman his mama had warned him about, had told him to avoid. He didn’t care. Gail Bradford was a lot more exciting than any “lady” he’d ever known.

  And more honest. She told him she decided to seduce him the first time she heard him sing. Said, yes she had slept with several men, but he was the youngest, the only school boy. Said she loved his dark, strong body and would always love him in a special way. Told him she had been married twice. Widowed once—he had left her a little money. Divorced the second time—he was boring and stingy. No, she would never marry again. She wanted to do as she pleased, when she pleased, and what pleased her most right now was to spend her days with him.

  C.C. told her his fondest dream was to make lots and lots of money and buy a big Cadillac, load his parents in it, and head right up onto the Houston street viaduct, speed across the Trinity River, and pull up before one of those fine mansions in Highland Park and say, “Mama, Daddy, this is our new home.”

  “You’ll do it one day, lovey. Wait and see.”

  After a time, Gail told C.C. that women didn’t always want to make love in the same room, the same bed. They enjoyed the wildness, the spontaneity of a man loving them in different locations as well as different positions.

  In answer, he quickly undressed her and urged her out the back door. He took her in the porch swing…with it swinging to and fro. The next day they copulated on the blue padded lawn furniture. Later on the lawn.

  The weather turned and they made love on the blue wool rug before a crackling fire. And in the hot, steamy shower. Atop the kitchen table. Upon the piano bench. And back in the bed.

  In a matter of months, C.C. McCarty changed from a rather backward boy to a self-assured young man who could charm attractive women with a minimum of effort.

  Gail persuaded him to perform at a school assembly one cold February day just after he had turned seventeen.

  C.C. played the guitar and sang Johnny Ace’s “Help Me Somebody,” and every female wanted desperately to help him. He cast a powerful spell over his audience. The young kids didn’t understand what was happening to them. They were stimulated and nervous and excited. C.C. did nothing but sing the song. The unleashed fire was in his deep, resonant voice and dark, humid eyes. He stood perfectly still, never once moving his lithe, sensual body.

  Gail Bradford was in the audience that day. She knew exactly what was happening. C.C. had let his thoughts float free; he was gloriously naked, making love to his audience. The strong, sexual message transferred itself to the kids.

  It was a power that would remain with him throughout his career.


  
    Chapter Three

    “Let me loan you the money.” She stroked the bare, brown back of the lean young male stretched out naked on his stomach.

    C.C. never opened his dark eyes. “No, Gail.”

    “But lovey, it’s only five dollars. There’d be no hurry to pay me back and…”

    C.C. abruptly flipped over and reached for her, pulling her down onto his smooth chest. “Graduation exercises mean nothing to me, Gail. Honest. I need no cap and gown to know I’ve completed my high school studies.”

    She gently scolded. “You’ve too much pride, C.C. I want to do this and…”

    “I said no.” He was adamant.

    Gail sighed. C.C. had grown up in the year and a half she had known him. The realization filled her with possessive pride, and at the same time made her melancholy. At eighteen he was a man and soon, she knew, she would lose him completely. Already she was sharing him with young, pretty girls who screamed and sighed and threw themselves at him when they heard him sing.

    Far too wise to mention it to him, Gail found herself trying harder to please, to excite, to hold him. And she knew, even as she lay locked in his strong arms, that the bliss she had found with her beautiful young Comanche was too dear to last.

    “Sorry, lovey,” she whispered. She took a shallow breath and couldn’t stop herself from saying, “You’re graduating from high school. Do you want your diploma from me as well?” She felt her throat constrict. She was asking if it was over between them. If he was finished with her as well as with school.

    C.C. kissed her. Against her mouth he said, “No, I want you to go right on teaching me forever.” He bit her bottom lip and murmured. “Give me a lesson, teacher. Show me, Gail.”

    Grateful, relieved, Gail Bradford smiled and slid down to kiss his throat. She knew he was sincere; he honestly believed that he would never want to leave her. She knew it was only a matter of time. She’d make the most of it. For him. And for herself.

    Against his warm, clean-smelling chest she murmured, “I’ve nothing new to show you, C.C.” She licked a wet, hot line down over his ridged belly. His reaction was immediate and involuntary. Gail Bradford sighed happily and slid lower. She lifted her head. Playfully she blew a warm breath on his pulsing erection. Then, looking into his eyes, she put out her tongue, licked up her lips wetly and let her gaze drop to his straining masculinity.

    And she asked permission. “May I?”

    “You may,” Valentina Trent coolly gave permission. The muscular black giant nodded his closely cropped head, peeled the covering white sheet from her bare prone body, and placed both huge dark hands on her pale back. Thumbs at the base of her neck, he rotated them in slow, pressing circles.

    “Mmmmm, Davy, that’s delicious,” purred Valentina, eyes closed, head turned to one side, cheek resting on the sheet-draped table.

    It was very warm in this large upstairs exercise studio. Valentina purposely kept it that way. She had chosen this particular room at the back side of the mansion for its eastern exposure. There’d been only a half-dozen small windows before she had remodeled. Now floor-to-ceiling glass, wrapping around two sides of the large corner room, allowed bright, morning sunlight to penetrate even the far reaches of the all-white sanctuary.

    Valentina called it her gym. She never actually exercised, but she told herself that if she perspired, exertion was unnecessary. So she covered the floor with deep white carpet, painted the walls the same colorless ivory and left the gleaming glass undraped. She had a huge square tub of white Italian marble installed, moved in a couple of white velvet chaise lounges for catnaps and relaxation, and had a long flat massaging table built to specifications—tall enough so that the six foot six Davy Thomas did not have to stoop over to reach her with his magic, soothing hands.

    When the studio was still in the planning stages, she had summoned Davy to the mansion, called him into the spacious living room downstairs, and ordered him to stand before the builder she had engaged for the project. Facing Davy, Valentina unceremoniously placed a hand on the tall black man’s taut abdomen and brashly searched beneath his belt buckle for his navel.

    Locating it, she pushed a forefinger into the small indentation, smiled and issued instructions to the baffled builder. “Get out your measure, Mr. Anderson. I want the table to reach exactly to Davy’s belly button.”

    And it did.

    The rectangular table, fashioned of fine polished pecan and cushioned with smooth, vanilla leather, measured six feet in length, three feet in width, and stood four feet six inches high—to Davy Thomas’s navel. Stairs were required for Valentina to mount her custom table, which she did each morning at precisely 8:00 A.M. Handing her white terry robe to Della, her maid, Valentina, totally naked, climbed the steps and stretched out on her stomach. Della draped a fresh white sheet over her, meticulously folding it so that it covered the plump white body from shoulder blades to the backs of her knees. Satisfied her mistress’s modesty would be preserved, Della quietly retreated.

    At exactly 8:05, Davy Thomas, his gigantic frame swathed in spotless white—clean white T-shirt stretching across his muscular chest and powerful arms, white cotton slacks molded over slim hips and huge, sinewy thighs—silently entered the room, his white rubber-soled shoes making no sound on the deep white carpet. He crossed to the custom-built massage table, paused three feet from it, and stood, unspeaking, huge hands clasped behind him, until Valentina acknowledged his presence by saying, “You may.”

    Only then did the massive twenty-eight-year-old black masseur step forward to peel away the covering sheet. Valentina enjoyed the morning ritual immensely. Some of her most satisfying moments were spent lying naked in this warm white room while Davy’s big black hands masterfully kneaded the stiffness and fatigue from her bare white body.

    It was a wonderful way to begin each new day. While he rubbed and stroked and kneaded, she often began work, issuing commands to her office staff downtown via the white telephone at her elbow. On more than one occasion she had, from her studio, finalized an all-important record deal with a coveted recording artist that Bluebonnet had been religiously courting. She liked to jokingly boast that she had signed up some of her biggest stars while she lay wonderfully naked beneath a handsome black Goliath.

    Valentina was in no mood to mix business with her massage on this particular May morning. She felt lazy, delightfully so, and wished only to lie and relax and enjoy to the fullest this good life she was privileged to lead. While Davy’s firm hands moved down to her waist, Valentina sighed happily, rose to her elbows, and rested her chin in her hands.

    Beyond the sparkling wall of glass before her, a lush green carpet of grass sloped gently down to a willow-hung brook, the back boundary of her ten-acre estate. It was a vista that never failed to please her.

    Purposely she had had all fruit trees removed from the grounds. She forbade her gardener to plant any kind of shrub, tree, or vine that bore any kind of bounty. It was not that she didn’t like to eat both fruits and vegetables, she most assuredly did. But she never wanted to see a limb hanging heavy with peaches or pears or plums. She bridled at the notion of row upon row of watermelons or cantaloupes or onions.

    Or oranges.

    If she desired pineapple or mangos or red bell peppers, she had them within the hour. They came from the same place as the porterhouse steaks and Chambord preserves and Montrachet. Simon David’s. The specialty food shop on Inwood Road took the order on the phone, promptly filled it, then sped through the traffic across town to her White Rock mansion.

    No, there would be no fruit trees or vegetable vines on her beloved estate. But lying naked now in the spring sunlight, watching the tiny beads of diamond dew evaporate from the emerald blades of grass, she reflected, as she had so many times, on other mornings much like this one, when she was a child and sill that she could see, in any direction, was row upon row of watermelons or cantaloupes or onions. Or cabbages or lettuces or tomatoes.

    Or oranges.

  


  Chapter Four

  “Want an orange?” The pretty fourteen-year-old girl swept sleep-tangled blond hair back off her face and looked remorsefully at the frail boy standing quietly in the kitchen doorway. There had been nothing in the house to eat but oranges for the past forty-eight hours. Now there was only one of those left and it was beginning to shrivel.

  “No, Linda,” the child shook his dark head and smiled at his older half-sister. “I’m not hungry. You eat it.” His large, gray eyes were those of a boy far older than his nine years. He inclined his head toward the room beyond the tiny kitchen where they stood in the warm May sunlight. “She not home yet?”

  Linda shook her head, frowning. Seeing the dark sadness in the big eyes fastened on her, she brightened at once. “She’ll be back. Don’t you worry.”

  “I hope she never comes back,” said the boy resolutely, shoving small pale hands down into the deep pockets of his worn jeans and biting his bottom lip.

  Linda hurried to him. Cupping his dark head in her hands, she pulled the pale little face against her chest and felt a pair of small, strong arms grip her tenaciously. And she soothed this sad half-brother who was still too young to fully understand how the mother they shared cared so little for them that she thought nothing of leaving them alone for days at a time with no food in the house and no money.

  Linda had faced it long ago. Their mother did not love them. At least not enough to properly care for them. For as long as she could remember, Linda had played the role of parent to the troubled dark-haired half-brother whose father had left when the boy was three months old, never to be heard from again. It had been much the same with her own father. Riley Shaw had stayed a few months past Linda’s third birthday and Linda could recall little about him.

  There had been too many men in between and years ago male faces and voices and bodies had ceased being distinctive. Every type man imaginable had spent nights under their south Dallas roof and Linda had seen and heard things no impressionable fourteen-year-old soon could forget. She was no longer shocked by any of it, but she was saddened that the big-eyed boy clinging to her was now old enough to realize what their mother was.

  “Mama will be back, hon.” She rocked him back and forth. “When you get home from school this afternoon, she’ll likely be here waiting for us.”

  The boy lifted his dark head, nodded forcefully, and gave his big sister a bright, forced smile. “I know she will.” He pulled from her embrace. “You better get dressed; we’ll be late for school.”

  Linda beamed down at the boy. “Wait and walk with me?”

  “Sure.”

  “Good, I’ll hurry.” She dashed from the room, calling over her shoulder, “Eat it, hon. Eat the orange.”

  He picked up the orange. Holding it loosely in his right hand, the child opened the door off the kitchen. His mother’s bedroom. Empty now in the May sunlight, the bed was unmade. Nylons were draped across a stool before the vanity. On the cluttered dresser stood bottles of bright red nail polish and Tabu perfume and a jar of Pond’s cold cream and an open box of dusting powder, the big white puff left outside the square gold-and-white box. Movie magazines lay scattered on the floor next to an ashtray filled with stale cigarette butts and a half-empty package of Chesterfields.

  The boy gritted his teeth. His mother did not smoke.

  He laid aside the orange and took from his wallet a cracked black-and-white snapshot. Fondly, he stared at it.

  A young man with sandy hair, a wide, infectious grin, and aviator’s goggles swinging from his sunburned neck looked up at him. His daddy. Mitchell F. Rawley. Mitch, they called him, his mother had said.

  He would have to take her word for it; he couldn’t remember his daddy. His daddy had left them. And he didn’t blame him one bit. It was his mother’s fault, all her fault.

  The child carefully placed the cherished photograph back into his wallet, jerked up the orange, and whirled about, retreating. He rushed through the narrow shotgun house and out onto the sloping wooden front porch. He hated his mother. Hated her!

  He knew what she did back there in that room behind the kitchen. He had awakened too many nights, in the room he shared with his sister, to the sound of masculine voices carrying through the thin walls, men saying dirty things in the darkness. Had heard his mother’s giddy laughter and her sighs and moans.

  His mother was no good. His beautiful, sweet-smelling, black-haired mother was no good. She was a…

  “Ready, Ryker?” Linda’s voice shook him from his painful reveries.

  He squinted up at her. Linda was tall and slim and cheerful and pretty. And good. Her long, honey-blond hair haloed her small face in the brilliant sunshine. Her faded dress was clean and ironed and smelled of fresh air. She helped him with his lessons, cooked his meals when there was food in the house, washed his clothes, played games with him, and never, ever, left him alone.

  The skinny boy grinned at this sister who called him Ryker. She had given him the nickname. Only to her was he Ryker. Everyone else called him Charles. Charles was his name, but he hated it. He liked Ryker. Liked it because she had given it to him.

  Ryker loved Linda. She was all he needed. His world was alright as long as Linda was in it.

  The pair swung down off the porch. He held out his hand to her. It bore the orange. “Don’t you want it, Linda?”

  “No. No, I don’t.”

  “Me neither. I hate oranges.”

  She laughed and it was music to his ears. A soft, lilting, wonderful sound that warmed his boy’s heart.

  “Give it me,” ordered Linda and Ryker complied. She took it, wound up her arm like a major league baseball player, and threw the shriveling orange as far as she could while her adoring brother clapped and laughed delightedly and jumped up and down.

  Winking down at him, she dusted her hands together dismissively and said, “I shall never eat another orange for as long as I live.”

  “Me neither!”

  The room was hot and noisy and full of rock and roll and people were sweating and drunk.

  Sitting next to C.C. in the cavernous nightclub was Buddy Hester, a brawny, ruddy-faced boy from the neighborhood. C.C’s best friend from high school, Buddy was a tender-hearted, good-natured boy whose only personal taste of glory had occurred on the gridiron at Crozier Tech High. At twenty—Buddy had failed a couple of times back in grammar school—he stood an even six feet and weighed an impressive two hundred and fifty pounds. Sandy-haired and “so ugly he was cute,” Buddy had fists the size of small hams, a deep, massive chest, an enormous neck, twinkling hazel eyes, and a nose many-times broken. And he wore an habitual smile that made him appear to be missing the jack, queen, king, and ace.

  Buddy’s sentences were frequently punctuated with deep chuckles, and his reaction to most things, good or bad, was to shake his sandy head, grin widely, and exclaim loudly, “Shitfire!” He loved hamburgers from Civil’s drive-in, girls with big breasts, and telling corny jokes.

  An uncomplicated, big, happy youth. Buddy was happy that he had managed to graduate from high school. Happy he had found a job on the loading docks at Central Freight Lines. And happy that C.C. McCarty was his best friend. In the six months since they had graduated, C.C. had become a Dallas celebrity. To Buddy’s delight, the limelight hadn’t changed C.C.

  Buddy lifted his foamy glass of beer, took a long, deep pull and glanced over at his friend. C.C. was nervous. Buddy could tell. C.C. was always nervous when it was almost time to perform. Buddy understood; C.C. had explained that it was a lot like when he, Buddy, was playing football and time came for the big game. That made sense to Buddy, so he kept real quiet at moments like this. There’d be time for fun and girls and raising hell after the show.

  “…and this will be his fifth performance. Welcome him back to Lou Anne’s Club,” boomed an amplified voice. “A big round of applause for C.C. McCarty!”

  The bright spotlight left the announcer, swung swiftly to a table below left-center stage, catching C.C. as he rose agilely from his chair. Screams and whistles filled the big nightclub as he made his loose-limbed way up to the stage, spotlight moving with him.

  “Chief, chief,” came excited chants from young girls who had heard their new teen heartthrob was part Comanche. “Let me be your squaw, chief,” they screamed while he stood silently before them, every teenybopper’s dream in a pair of charcoal gray slacks with pegged legs, a soft, pastel pink, long-sleeved shirt making his bronzed skin appear darker than ever, and the lone, hothouse red rose Gail Bradford had sent tucked into the buttonhole of his breast pocket, adding a sensuous splash of scarlet. Raven hair carefully clipped in a stylish crew cut, dark, liquid eyes slowly sweeping about the vast room, full beestung lips fixed in an appealingly arrogant pout, C.C. mentally prepared himself for the performance.

  While the small combo behind him vamped, he let heavy eyelids slide closed and allowed his thoughts to drift back to Gail Bradford’s Oak Cliff living room. He was standing there, naked, bare feet apart, chest and belly and legs warmed by the sun spilling through the plate glass. He could feel a slow, pleasing heat envelop him.

  C.C. lifted a long, pink-sleeved arm, opened his sultry eyes, and gave the band a downbeat. “I’m your lover man,” he sang seductively and the crowd burst into hysterics.”

  Ponytailed girls screamed and cried and dug long pink-painted nails into their flushed cheeks. They stomped and clapped and murmured his name. And some broke free from boyfriends and hurled themselves toward the stage. They were stopped by off-duty policemen hired especially for C.C. McCarty’s engagement.

  Buddy Hester shook his sandy head and muttered a barely audible “Shitfire!” He never failed to be amazed at the crowd’s reaction to his friend. All C.C. did was stand there perfectly still and sing, yet the girls were acting like somebody had put Spanish fly in their Cokes. And after the show there would be dozens of pretty girls fighting to be C.C.’s for the night.

  Buddy was not a very intelligent young man, but even he could see that C.C. McCarty wielded a potent power over his audience. Buddy squinted up at the tall, handsome singer, puzzling over it. But not for long. Buddy never pondered on anything for long. It never occurred to him that C.C. McCarty, with his talent and power, might become a hugely successful show business star and leave him behind.

  His thoughts did not go beyond midnight. At midnight the show would end and C.C. would need him to run interference while they dashed for the safety of Buddy’s old blue ’49 Chevy. Buddy was glad to do it for him: C.C. was his best pal.

  C.C., long, bronze fingers clutching the microphone, crooned slumberously, “…and then we’ll have good lovin’ all night…”

  Before him a sea of young female faces wore an ever-changing kaleidoscope of expressions. Awe. Worship. Adoration. Shock. Fear. Happiness. Pain.

  And hunger.

  C.C. took it in stride as much as any eighteen-year-old kid from the projects could. He was thrilled, naturally, that he could hold and sway his audiences so easily, just as Gail had told him he would. From that first night last summer when he’d jumped up on stage and sang a couple of songs over at Jimmy’s Club on Mockingbird, he had received this kind of reception. And it hadn’t been long before he had started getting paid. The Toro Club in Oak Cliff. Dewey Groom’s Longhorn Ballroom down off Industrial. Fitzgerald’s on Maple. The Penguin over in Fort Worth. And Jack’s out off the Mansfield Highway. Dottie’s Chatterbox.

  He was in demand and it was sweet, so sweet. For the first time in his life he had a little money in his pocket. The clothes he wore were brand new and he had moved the family out of the projects to a pleasant little white house on a quiet street off Kessler Parkway. Green shutters, a backyard, a room of his own, flowerbeds for his mother—a real home. He almost had the down payment on a car and if things kept going the way they were, he could soon quit the daytime job at Bailey’s Hardware and devote himself full time to his music.

  “…and you’ll get all I got, baby,” he suggestively concluded, voice rich and low and sensuous.

  Thunderous applause swept the giant hall and the enamored females pulled their hair and jumped up and down, firm breasts bouncing under fuzzy lambswool sweaters, colorful crinolines flashing beneath full circular skirts of felt and corduroy. They squealed and sobbed and pleaded for more.

  “Chief, I love you! Chief, please, please…” screamed sexually excited teenagers, longing for this youthful symbol of male virility to give to them what he had promised in his closing song.

  Amidst the mayhem, at a checker-clothed table to the right of the stage, one female was not on her feet. She sat relaxed and unmoving in her chair. She did not shout. She did not scream. She calmly placed her gold cigarette case inside her black satin evening bag, snapped the bag shut, reached for her gloves and allowed her attentive companion to drape a long, silver fox stole about her shoulders.

  But once she was inside the darkened back seat of her silver-gray Fleetwood Cadillac limousine, and the powerful car was speeding up Greenville Avenue toward Loop 12, she began to chuckle naughtily. And to slowly slide the black satin skirt of her tight, figure-hugging sheath up sheer stockinged legs. Laughter bubbling from her parted lips, the fair-skinned, auburn-haired woman peeled off a pair of black lace briefs while her startled escort stared transfixed and swallowed hard.

  “Neil,” said the sole stockholder and chairperson of Bluebonnet Records, dangling the wispy garment before the nose of her baffled vice president, “I’ve found Bluebonnet’s next superstar.” She lowered the window and tossed the bit of dampened black lace out into the foggy November night. “C.C. McCarty made me wet my pants.”

  “Valentina Trent!”


  Chapter Five

  White Rock Lake glistened brilliantly in the fading April sunlight. A breath of wind stirred the placid water, sending lazy ripples across the calm surface to lap at the western banks. Shadows lengthened rapidly as dusk approached. The warm, humid air began to cool. Budding trees whispered softly in the gentle breeze.

  The imposing white mansion on the lake’s peaceful east shore blazed in the dying sun. Every wide gleaming window became a reflective mirror of orange flame and the iron lightning rod atop its tallest gable a glittering incandescent spear, lifting to ignite the very heavens above.

  Everything gleamed inside as well. Freshly polished silver and sparkling clean crystal and glistening chandeliers. Waxed wooden banisters and tabletops and doorframes. Glossy marble entry floors and sculpted statues and ornate fireplaces.

  Valentina Trent’s opulent White Rock mansion was all decked out for a gala spring party. Dozens of blood-red roses had been delivered from florists’ hothouses and artistically arranged in cut crystal vases, their pleasing, seductive scent sweetening the air in all the spacious, high-ceilinged downstairs rooms.

  At least, all the rooms save one.

  The aroma of tempting foods filled the big, spotlessly white mammoth kitchen with its porcelain countertops and long worktables and tall refrigerators. Fresh baby shrimp, flown in from the Gulf earlier in the day, boiled atop the stove in a huge aluminum vat. The Maine lobsters to follow. Tender chunks of aged beef simmered in a thick wine sauce. Fillets of palice, poached gently in cider, awaited the thick mushroom sauce that would turn the European flounder into a delicacy fit for the most finicky palates.

  Fragile pastries baked in the ovens. Thick rich cream toppings would be added at the last possible moment. Crisp vegetables and fresh fruits from the downtown farmer’s market, delivered after 6:00 P.M., had been washed and scraped and sliced and arranged on porcelain serving platters. Vintage wines had been brought up out of the cellar, dusted, and chilled or left at room temperature as prescribed.

  Great tins of Beluga caviar would shortly be spooned into deep silver pedestal bowls; the chopped egg, diced onions, lemon slices, and thin triangles of toast arranged on accompanying silver trays. Magnums of Dom Pérignon chilled in icy splendor deep down in silver buckets.

  Monsieur Jacquez Carondelet, a noted New Orleans chef, had flown in earlier in the week to plan the party menu, place food orders, and oversee all preparations. He stood now—white chef’s hat slightly askew; bushy black mustache twitching inquiringly—tasting a rich sauce made of cream, egg yolks, and cognac. He savored, smacked his lips thoughtfully, then swallowed slowly, a wide, satisfied grin spreading over his round, swarthy face.

  Upstairs in the master suite, Valentina Trent also wore a satisfied smile. Reclining in her sunken tub of smooth ivory marble, body submerged in rich perfume-scented suds, head resting on a bath pillow, eyes covered with cotton squares soaked in witch hazel, Valentina sighed lazily.
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. . ‘Nan Ryan knows how
to heat up the pages.’
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