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To Harlan and Peggy





Hark! to the hurried question of Despair:
“Where is my child?” — an Echo answers — 
“Where?”

 — BYRON





1

THE NEWSPAPERS called it the Crime of the Century. The extravagance was understandable. The events of that first week in July were savage and shocking, and would have made headlines for any average citizen. But these were not average citizens … themselves the products of exaggeration, what they did and what was done to them took on an exaggerated importance, a drama larger than life with the entire nation as audience and critic. Every movement of the actors was scrutinized, every detail reported, a subject for breakfast table and barber shop conversation from coast to coast. And yet the real drama took place off-stage, away from the spotlight and the curious eyes, in a strange and silent duel between a man with no friends and a man who had too many …



Samuel Skolman Presents ANDY PAXTON. Opening Tonight!

The early evening fog, creeping in off the Pacific, ringed the red neon letters with a faint halo. But it did not obscure them, nor the sprawling shape of the theater-restaurant that reclined a hundred yards beyond the sign at the water’s edge, like some exotic sea creature stranded there by a particularly high tide. The El Dorado was no happenstance, however, any more than the point of land on which it stood. Both had been thoughtfully constructed, the peninsula dredged from the sands of the harbor, and the nightclub designed to take advantage of the setting. Surrounded on three sides by water, with the lights of the city a shimmering backdrop, El Dorado was mostly glass walls and windows, blank only on the landward approach. Those who could pay its prices were not interested in a view of the parking lot.



Samuel Skolman Presents ANDY PAXTON. Opening Tonight!

Near the cavernous entrance to El Dorado, two giant searchlights were already probing the sky, as they did nearly every night. Unlike many similar establishments who complained of the shortage of acts they could afford and still make a profit, El Dorado was able to book, week after week, a lineup of talent that read like a show business directory. This was not because of the salaries Samuel Skolman paid. They were, actually, quite modest. Rather, it was due to a fortuitous circumstance. It had been learned that the city of which El Dorado was a part constituted a perfect tryout date for club acts — close enough to Los Angeles and Las Vegas for convenience, yet not so close as to take the shine off the gala debuts later. Singers, dancers, comedians … they found El Dorado a test track on which new material could be polished and old material strengthened. It was axiomatic that an act that played well at El Dorado would clean up in the goldfields to the north. Those that flopped here went back to the shop for a drastic overhaul.



Samuel Skolman Presents ANDY PAXTON. Opening Tonight!

I don’t care how often it happens, Andy Paxton thought as the car turned into the lot, I don’t believe I’m ever going to get used to seeing my name in lights. It gave him a feeling of unreality, the knowledge that his name — the flat graceless syllables — was a household word, like a cigarette or a soap. It wasn’t even necessary to follow it with any explanation, such as “singer” or “TV star.” The name was enough; the public, or at least the great majority of it, knew. Just — ANDY PAXTON. Opening Tonight!

The parking lot was already crowded with automobiles, although the first show was more than an hour away. A steady stream of customers threaded through the rows of cars toward the entrance. They moved good-naturedly aside to let the yellow Cadillac pass, some of them peering into it for a glimpse of the occupants, then turning to their companions, asking, “Wasn’t that …?” But since there were five men in the long sedan, no one was quite sure.

Andy Paxton sat in back, a man on either side of him, as if he were royalty. Two more men occupied the front seat, one of them acting as driver. All were his employees to a greater or lesser degree. On Andy’s left was Bake, his friend; on his right, Lanny Munce, the Artists & Repertoire man from the recording company. The driver was Hub, his bodyguard. Beside Hub sat Ed Thornburg, his press agent. These did not constitute all of his entourage by any means. It would have been necessary to employ a bus had he wished to bring everybody at once. Counting the orchestra, it amounted to around thirty people.

Bake had kidded about it on the jet down from Los Angeles. “It’s our own share the wealth plan. Andy makes it and we share it.”

Andy didn’t mind. He liked people and since the money rolled in, week after week, in a fantastic flood, it seemed only right that others should share in his good fortune. That’s what he secretly felt it was, good fortune that he personally had very little to do with. Andy, as yet, had not developed the swollen ego of most headliners. He did not resent his co-workers, or the multitude of fans who had made a bodyguard necessary. Unlike many performers who expressed private contempt for the crowds who followed them, Andy felt gratitude and even a certain amount of affection.

Like tonight. As the Cadillac pulled to a stop beside the stage door at the rear of El Dorado, it was immediately engulfed. Mostly young people and teenagers, they surrounded the automobile, staring in the windows, shouting his name.

Hub turned off the engine. Over his shoulder, he told Andy, “Stay put until I can clear them back.” He swung out of the car, a big heavy-set man with the authority of command.

Thornburg, the press agent, said as if concluding an argument, “There you are, Andy. You’re a smash already.”

“He’ll be lucky to get inside with his pants intact,” muttered Bake. “Reminds me of a lynch mob I saw once. Is that a rope that guy’s got?”

“Where?” Lanny Munce asked, craning his neck in alarm. Bake whooped with laughter. He was an irreverent joker, an easy-going young fellow Andy’s age, but bigger and darker. They had been friends since boyhood. Bake had run interference for Andy on their high school football team. In a way, he was still running interference for him. They had talked vaguely of going into business together but the draft had separated them. When Bake’s hitch was up, Andy was already on his way to stardom. Bake had followed him and tried unsuccessfully to be an actor. After that, he had drifted into Andy’s orbit and had remained. His exact duties were undefined and undefinable, a combination confidant, trouble-shooter and Man Friday.

“Here come the gendarmes,” Thornburg announced. Hub had had little success in clearing away the mob; like water, they seeped back as quickly as he pushed them away. Now a pair of uniformed policemen joined him and order began to emerge from chaos. “But where the hell are the photographers?”

“I’ll have to kid Hub about that,” Bake mused. “It’s not the man that does it, it’s the uniform.”

“I wouldn’t,” Andy said. “Hub’s kind of touchy and I don’t carry hospitalization for you.”

“Any time,” scoffed Bake, but Andy knew that Bake would heed the warning. Not that Bake was afraid of Hub, not exactly. But Hub — Hubbard Wiley — was no man to be taken lightly. An ex-cop, former private detective, one-time professional wrestler, the only thing soft about him was his drawling voice. Hub was quick and he was smart, and if he lacked a sense of humor, well, you didn’t hire a bodyguard for laughs.

Hub opened the rear door of the Cadillac. “Okay, Mr. Paxton.” Andy had often urged him to use his first name but Hub persisted in being formal.

Bake slid out first and Andy followed him. The two policemen acted as a windbreak, preventing the enthusiastic youngsters from pinning Andy to the car. A number of autograph books were waved in the air like flags.

“Come on, get back,” Hub said. “Mr. Paxton’s got a show to do.”

But they continued to call and to wave the autograph books. Andy nudged Hub. “Let’s give them a break. They’ve been waiting out here in the fog.” He winked at Lanny Munce. “After all, they buy the records.”

Hub pointed to a teenage girl in the front rank. “Okay, you first. One at a time, and don’t push.”

Andy began to sign his name, scarcely seeing the faces whose owners shoved the books at him. Nor could he hear much of what they said; everyone was trying to talk at once. He kept smiling and nodding and making monosyllabic pleasant replies. Someone called, “Where’s Lissa?” Andy looked up, grinning. “Baby sitting, of course.”

Bake said in his ear, “It’s getting late, chum.”

“Okay, okay. I’m about done.” He handed back the last book and waved around at the crowd. His escort, like a Macedonian phalanx, marched him off to the stage door. The teenagers trailed him all the way, shouting encouragements. Thornburg, chuckling, said, “Hail, Caesar!” He took a cynical view of adulation, knowing how much of it was created by people like himself. He dragged himself through life on a permanently withered left leg, the result of childhood polio; his deformity as well as his job set him apart from the crowd. Neither hero nor hero-worshipper, Thornburg had found his perfect niche, kingmaker.

Bake said, “You got it wrong, Ed. They’re looking for a mirror image these days. And who is the fairest of them all?”

This kind of talk, referring to him less as a person than as a product, always made Andy uncomfortable. “You ever stop to think they might just like to hear me sing?”

“If he stopped to think, he wouldn’t be a press agent,” Bake said. They passed through the stage entrance, the steel doors clanged shut behind them. Clowning, Bake braced his body against them. “Safe at last, thank God!” No one paid any attention.

They had merely passed from one mob into another. The backstage area was cluttered with people, electricians and stagehands adjusting equipment, musicians tuning instruments, plus a number of other men and women who seemed to have no particular function but wandered about with distraught expressions. They rushed forward as eagerly as the autograph hounds outside, each clamoring for Andy’s attention. And on the other side of the red velvet curtain another crowd, the supper show customers, patiently awaited their turn. Andy Paxton was the axis on which tonight’s little world revolved.

Andy tried to give each one his attention as his escort moved him inexorably toward the stairs that led to the basement dressing rooms. Yes, he’d need the hand mike when he worked the audience … No, he didn’t want the pin spot until his beg-off … Yes, he’d pose for stills, check with him later …

Faces bobbed up in front of him like corks in water, to be sucked under again almost immediately. Lou DuVol, tipsy as usual, but still the best accompanist in the business. Raymond Fox, the fussy little martinet who bossed the orchestra. Nat Tully and Sidney Domen, enticed out from New York to supply his special material, gloomy-faced like all the truly fine comedy writers were. They really had nothing to say to him, none of them, but each strove to get in a word. It was part of first night jitters; they knew the act, painstakingly rehearsed, was beyond anyone’s last minute attempts to alter or improve. But nevertheless …

Watch the segue into “Granada,” Andy. Sure thing, Lou. Don’t worry about the tempo, Andy, we’ll follow you. I know that, Ray. Punch the line about the slot machines, Andy, don’t lose the laugh. Sure, boys, sure. Good luck, good luck …

Lanny Munce left him at the top of the stairs. “I’m going out front now, Andy. Got a tableful of deejays and I’d better see they don’t drink up all the company’s profits.” He held onto Andy’s sleeve for a minute. “Give them some special mention if you get a chance, why don’t you? You know, make them feel as important as they think they are anyhow.”

“I’ll put it just that way,” Andy said. Munce thought he meant it. “Relax, Lanny. I won’t do anything to disgrace you.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Munce said hastily. “You’re tops in my book, baby, you know that.”

They went down the stairs to the basement. Yet even here they were far from being alone, the flamenco dancers who made up the lower half of the bill were arguing loudly in Basque behind their dressing room door, and at the far end of the corridor a telephone was ringing. Thornburg limped away to answer it.

Andy didn’t notice the girl until she pounced on him. She had been hiding in the alcove under the stairs. Now she was suddenly in their midst, clutching at Andy with both hands while she shrieked his name delightedly.

Andy dodged away but a fingernail cut an accidental gouge across his cheek. Then Hub had her by the wrist, whirling her around. “What the hell are you up to?”

She struggled. “I just want to touch him! Please let me touch him!”

“You already touched him. Look at his face.” Hub shook her. “You some kind of nut?”

Andy, recovered from his surprise, said, “Don’t hurt her. She didn’t mean any harm.”

Hub was still angry at the girl whose presence was a reflection on his efficiency. He released her reluctantly. There were tears in her eyes. “I didn’t mean to scratch you. I wouldn’t hurt you for anything in the world, Andy.”

Andy spoke kindly, “Don’t worry about it. I heal fast. But you’ll have to go now. You shouldn’t have sneaked down here. You could have gotten into a lot of trouble.”

“I had to see you. I might never have another chance.”

“So now you’ve seen him,” Hub rasped, capturing her arm again.

“Please,” she begged, not taking her eyes off Andy, “would you give me something of yours? Anything, I don’t care what, just so they’ll believe me?”

Andy had no idea who “they” might be, but he said, “Sure, I guess you ought to have something to show for it.” He removed his bow tie. “This do?”

She clutched it, as grateful as if it had been diamonds. “Oh, thank you,” she whispered. As Hub led her away, she called back, “I’ll never forget you, Andy, never!”

Bake said ruefully, “Some guys have all the luck. Sexy little broads throwing themselves at you all over the place. Been me, I’d have slipped her something besides a bow tie, you can bet.”

“Don’t forget I’m married.” Andy shook his head, puzzled. “Funny thing — so is she. At least, she was wearing a wedding ring. What gets into people, anyway, behaving like that?”

“Face it, Dad — you’re a sex symbol.”

“Cut it out, Bake. You know me better than that.”

“I do but they don’t. That babe, for instance, probably married to some punk kid and wishing her heart out it was you instead. And there’s a million others just like her.”

Andy chuckled harshly. “That’s funny as hell, considering. Say, Bake, do me a favor. I’m expecting Lissa any time. Go upstairs and see that she gets down here, will you?”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Bake gave a mock salute and marched away. From the stairs, he yelled back, falsetto-voiced, “I’ll never forget you, Andy, never!”

Thornburg came back from the telephone as Andy reached his dressing room door. “Couple of high school reporters,” he explained. “They want an interview for their paper. I set it up for tomorrow afternoon.”

“What high school prints a paper in July? School’s out.”

Thornburg looked startled, then sheepish. “It never occurred to me. Well, you got to hand it to them. Who says we got to worry about the younger generation, anyway? They’re ingenious as hell. Hey, what happened to your face?”

“More of the ingenious younger generation.” Andy opened the door to his dressing room and entered, followed by Thornburg. The four people there reacted to Andy’s appearance in the same manner as all the others, electrically, iron filings drawn to the magnet. Phil Gagnon reached him first, a slender bushy-haired man who was Andy’s dresser. “You’re late, Mr. Paxton.” He began to strip off Andy’s coat.

“I got held up. There’s a mob outside.”

“What happened to your tie?” Gagnon noted this discrepancy before he saw Andy’s scratched face; clothing supplied the meaning for his existence.

Not so the others; their questions came almost simultaneously. Andy examined himself in the mirror. The gouge looked worse than it was, a simple breaking of the skin which makeup would effectively conceal. Yet the others studied him anxiously. The livelihood of each of them depended on the continued well-being of Andy Paxton. Most concerned was Rocco Vecchio, his business manager, a squat mushroom of a man who suffered the occupational disease of anxiety. Bald, with black eyes and heavy black eyebrows, he perspired constantly and was always seeking something on which to wipe his palms, usually the legs of his trousers. He said, “One of these days they’re going to tear you to pieces. What do we pay that bodyguard for, anyway?”

“It wasn’t Hub’s fault.” There were times when the continual solicitude irritated him. A sneeze was greeted with dismay, a simple cold treated as a catastrophe … it was only his flat refusal that had prevented the engaging of a private physician to travel with him. He’d given up skin diving, which he dearly loved, rather than endure the daily reproach of his employees. “I didn’t break a leg, for God’s sake.”

“Don’t kid about such things.” Vecchio looked around for wood to knock on.

Charlie Marble said, “Andy’s right, it doesn’t amount to anything. No use getting into a flap about it, particularly not now.” It was his character to be soothing. He was the personal representative from a huge theatrical agency, assigned to the Paxton account. And though as deeply involved in show business as the rest of them, Marble liked to consider himself somewhat detached and aloof from what was generally referred to as “the flesh.” He was young and tanned, Eastern-bred and Princeton-educated (which made him, in Bake’s words, only one-third insufferable — since he was neither a Texan nor a former Marine).

Gagnon was unbuttoning Andy’s shirt. Andy looked at the woman who stood behind Vecchio. “Shirl, how about taking five while I change?” He had not been reared in show business with its casual immodesty and still couldn’t get used to undressing in front of women. Not that it made any difference to Shirl Winter. His secretary, efficient and austere, never gave any indication that she knew there was a difference between the sexes or that she would have cared, anyway.

She waved a fistful of papers. “What shall I do with these?” They were telegrams, the obligatory good luck messages from friends and acquaintances in the trade.

“Anything there I should see?” Shirl shook her head. “Then file them in the usual place.” She dropped the sheaf of correspondence in the wastebasket before she left.

Thornburg, perched on a corner of the dressing table, said, “You ever stop to think how much money is wasted every day on courtesy? Must be millions.”

“The theory of conspicuous consumption,” Charlie Marble said, smiling.

“Can the chatter,” Vecchio told them. “I got something for Andy to look at.” He took a large folder of papers from his attaché case and spread them out on the table. “Page proofs for the new comic book.”

Andy stepped out of his trousers and scrutinized the proofs while Gagnon, like a window dresser with a dummy, struggled to fit him into the ruffled dress shirt. He frowned with distaste at the title. “Andy Paxton Versus the Invisible Horror. Whose twisted brain thought that one up?”

“What difference does it make? That’s what’s selling these days.” Vecchio wiped his hands on his coat. “Why don’t you like it?”

“I don’t know. The whole comic book bit is so damn ridiculous.”

“You said the same thing about the dolls and look how we’re cleaning up. Hell, Andy, you’re hot now, so why fight it? A buck’s a buck, no matter where it comes from.”

Hub entered the dressing room and drifted quietly in behind Andy’s shoulder. He said, “I put her in a cab and sent her home,” while his eyes regarded the illustrated pages.

Andy nodded absently. Continuing the argument with Vecchio, he read the first panel aloud. “Andy Paxton, dynamic rugged star of screen and television and secret fighter against the savage underworld, is lounging restlessly by the pool of his Hollywood mansion one afternoon when he receives a phone call from the mayor of a large middlewestern metropolis … Doesn’t that sound silly to anybody but me?” He snorted. “Secret fighter against the savage underworld! Me?”

“You were a cop once. There’s a basis there.”

“I was a police clerk once — for about six months.” Andy couldn’t help glancing at Hub in the mirror, Hub who had been the genuine article. But Hub’s face didn’t exhibit any scorn; he seemed interested in the comics. “I also had a paper route and I worked in a grocery store. Why not mention that?”

Gagnon ordered, “Hold your chin up, please, till I adjust the tie.”

Vecchio shrugged. “So it’s an exaggeration. What isn’t in this business? It doesn’t do anybody any harm.”

“And it points a great moral,” Thornburg added. “To wit, crime does not pay.”

“Of course, it’s up to you, Andy,” Vecchio went on with a you’re-the-boss gesture. “I just set up these deals. Say no, it won’t hurt my feelings.”

It was such a patent untruth that Andy smiled; Vecchio was as jealous of his brain children as if they were flesh and blood. Before the matter could be settled, there was a knock on the door and Samuel Skolman stuck his head into the dressing room. “Full house, Andy,” he announced. “Sing ‘em pretty.”

“Sure, Sam.”

“Luck,” said Skolman, withdrawing. He was a tall man, gray-haired and distinguished, in appearance more like a judge than a saloonkeeper.

“Hey, Sam!” Vecchio called after him. “Make sure your waiters understand, no serving while Andy’s on.” In a lower voice, he explained, “You got to keep after these clowns all the time or they’ll murder you.”

Hub was still reading the proofs. Andy asked, “How’s it look to you?”

“Not bad.”

Charlie Marble seized the momentary pause to change the subject. “Andy, how’d you like to go to Australia? We got a feeler from one of the big circuits. A p. a. tour, maybe in November or December.”

“Sounds interesting. But there might be a conflict with the TV show.”

“Why not pre-tape a few? The weather’s nice down there that time of year, a hell of a lot better than New York. You could take Lissa and the baby, make a vacation out of it.”

“A vacation? What’s that?”

There was the sound of increased commotion in the corridor. The door flew open and Bake’s voice shouted, “Cut out the swearing, boys! Here’s the missus.” He swept into the dressing room with Lissa on his arm, closely followed by a trio of newspaper photographers.

As always, Andy noted, something happened to a room when his wife entered it. The air fairly vibrated with her personality, kindling excitement. It had nothing to do with her looks; in an industry where beauty was an everyday commodity, Lissa was no more than pretty, despite her fragile blondeness and dreamy eyes. Yet in any gathering she became the focus of attention, the chime that made rival music dull and leaden.

She skimmed across the room, her black formal rustling beneath her mink, and flung her arms around Andy. “Baby doll!”

He returned her fervent kiss while the photographers’ flashbulbs turned the air silver. “Hi,” he murmured.

Lissa turned to wink wickedly at the photographers. “It’s all right — I’m used to seeing him without his pants.” They chuckled appreciatively. She was able to get away with remarks that, said by another woman, might appear coarse. On Lissa’s lips they became merely quaint. She said to Andy, “I had to come and cheer for the home team, darling. But don’t let me foul you up. Rocco, how are you? Charlie — and Ed! Goodness, this is like old home week, isn’t it?”

They returned her greeting warmly. Andy muttered to Gagnon, “The pants.” He slipped into the trousers hastily.

The photographers were begging for another pose. Lissa took the powder puff from the dressing table and pretended to pat Andy’s nose. “How’s this? Sweetheart, whatever in the world happened to your cheek?”

“It’s just a scratch, an accident — ”

“Let me kiss it and make it well,” she crooned and held the action for a third photograph.

“All right, boys,” Thornburg admonished. “Mr. Paxton’s got a show to do.”

One of the cameramen said, “How about a shot later, the two of you with the baby? You know, the kid rooting for his old man’s opening?”

Lissa giggled. “The only opening Drew’s ever attended was my Caesarean. I’m afraid not. He’s already asleep and I wouldn’t think of waking him up.”

“I thought it was a lousy idea myself,” the photographer said. “But the desk really digs the America’s Sweethearts angle.”

Thornburg herded them out. Marble said, “Come on, Rocco, let’s go watch the show from the front for a change. Luck, Andy.”

Vecchio paused at the door. “Give that matter some careful thought,” he told Andy. “I’ll leave the proofs, you go over them and if there’s anything you want changed — ”

“Come on,” insisted Marble, taking his arm. “We’ll miss the flamenco dancers.” They departed, trailing Vecchio’s profane opinion of flamenco dancers.

Gagnon was standing by patiently, holding the dinner jacket. Andy slipped into the sleeves. “Thanks, Phil. I’ll handle the rest of it.” He looked at Bake, who was slouched in the big easy chair. “How about getting me a drink, buddy boy? I need something to prime the pump.”

“Why don’t you simply say you want to be alone with your wife?” Bake heaved to his feet. “The usual root beer on the rocks, I presume. Hope to hell the bartender doesn’t think it’s for me.” He jerked his head at Hub Wiley. “Well, you waiting for a house to fall on you?”

“I didn’t hear my name mentioned,” Hub said calmly. He didn’t move.

Bake flushed. “I’m mentioning it.”

Andy intervened, “That’s okay, Bake.” Bake strode out, his shoulders set angrily. “Hub, I’d appreciate it if you’d keep everybody out of here for a while. Lissa and I want to talk.”

Hub said pleasantly, “You won’t be bothered, Mr. Paxton.” He closed the dressing room door quietly behind him. All his movements were like that, surprisingly deft and gentle for such a big man.

Alone, Lissa and Andy faced each other for a moment in silence. She murmured, “And how do you think I did — baby doll?”

“Smooth. As usual.”

“You’re sweet.” She kissed him lightly. “And now, let’s talk about the divorce.”
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HAD ANYONE set out to collect thumbnail opinions of Andy Paxton from those who knew him, it is likely that one phrase would have recurred more than any other: a nice guy. It could not be said of many in his position. Perhaps the speed with which he had risen to his dizzying roost in the heavens of show business was responsible; he hadn’t yet had time to change. He was still what he had been back in Fort Lupton, Colorado — that pleasant Paxton boy from down the block, the acceptable suitor for the community’s daughters and commendable companion for its sons, the young man with a level head on his shoulders, always considerate, you know, and so well-liked. A nice guy.

It had all happened so fast … Andy Paxton had not been a particularly ambitious youngster. Certainly, a show business career had not been included among his daydreams. His youthful yearnings ran to more physical pursuits, like most boys — soldier, pilot, professional athlete. In his teens he put these ambitions aside and, for a while, didn’t bother to replace them with new ones. He was too busy with school, with dates and cars and making the football team, to give much thought to the future (the draft, of course, and after that earning a living somehow like everyone else but he’d worry about that later). Then high school was suddenly behind him and football as well, and the draft didn’t take him, after all. A knee injury suffered in his senior year kept him out of uniform and out of college too since his grades were too indifferent to qualify him except for an athletic scholarship. Abruptly, Andy found himself needing, if not a career, at least a job. His uncle, his mother’s brother, was a detective-sergeant on the Fort Lupton police force. Andy met the standards. He joined the department.

For a few weeks, he walked a beat. Then the football knee began to act up, so a place was made for him in the administrative section. It was not a bad job as desk jobs go and Andy was reasonably content. He might have remained there indefinitely, moving up one slow step at a time, until he retired thirty years later with a middle-aged spread and a lieutenant’s pension. But he liked to sing …

Andy didn’t count it as a talent, not then. His parents had forced piano lessons on him as a child, part of the middle-class credo which argued that a knowledge of music, like a knowledge of a foreign language (any language), was desirable. It hadn’t worked out quite as his folks intended. Andy had never mastered the piano but had come to enjoy music and to create his own. He had never taken voice lessons — the idea had not occurred to the Paxtons who were not in the least artistic — and it was perhaps just as well since the rigid discipline involved would have blighted his natural enjoyment. Though untrained, his voice was clear and strong, a baritone that throbbed with sweetness. It was much in demand at parties.

In the fall of the year in which he joined the force, a statewide civic services talent competition was held in Denver, open to all employees of state and municipal governments. It was sponsored by the Rocky Mountains Fine Arts Association and the first prize was an all-expense paid tour of Hawaii. Andy was persuaded to enter as the Fort Lupton representative. He sang well but placed second to a soprano from Boulder. She was a pretty girl and Andy dated her twice before she flew off to the distant islands. He never heard of her again. As it turned out, his prize was much greater, after all.

One of the judges, impressed by his voice, arranged for him to record a song with a five-piece combo and mailed the result to New York where he had a brother-in-law in a small talent agency. Andy returned to Fort Lupton and forgot about it. A week later he received a long distance call from the East; the agent was excited about his voice and had persuaded a minor company to issue the audition record. A contract was being mailed …

For the first time Andy’s imagination was stimulated and he began to picture the limits of his world encompassing more than the Fort Lupton police files. The contract deflated him somewhat. The royalty scale was minuscule and he had never heard of the label; the local music store did not stock its releases. Andy’s record vanished into oblivion. As the weeks passed, he began to laugh wryly at the idea of Andy Paxton, Singer. Then other events occurred which caused him to forget the whole thing. His mother died unexpectedly, of a heart condition none of them had ever suspected, and Andy was too immersed in grief and a changed life to think about his incipient career.

In the midst of this, however, a cautious letter arrived from another recording company, one with whose label he was familiar. They had been impressed by his first effort, despite its poor sale. Would Andy be interested in coming East to discuss a possible contract, providing certain legalities arising from his previous association could be ironed out? The letter held out no definite promise, he would have to pay his own way, and Andy was sophisticated enough to realize that what the large company proposed could be considered piracy. But the offer arrived at an opportune moment. He badly wanted a change of atmosphere, including (he admitted secretly) some respite from his father. The elder Paxton, who had leaned heavily on his wife during their marriage, now seemed willing to shift his dependency to his son, a situation Andy considered unhealthy for both of them. He arranged compassionate leave from the department and, with what little money he had saved, bought a ticket to New York. It was a round-trip ticket but he never used the return portion.

He arrived in Manhattan during a snow storm. His first call was on his agent, the contest judge’s brother-in-law. They went together to the record company’s office. Andy realized immediately that the agent — whose name was Gresham — was out of his depth; his usual metier was booking acts into small supper clubs and summer resorts. Andy ended up handling the bulk of the negotiations himself since he had a knack for being shrewd without appearing grasping. Yet he could not bring himself to fire Gresham out of hand, as he was privately advised to do. The man’s only fault lay in not possessing sufficient stature to cope with what shortly turned out to be a skyrocket. Gresham discovered this for himself within a few months; he allowed a large agency to buy out his interest. The parting was friendly.

Andy was fed into the impersonal machine whose end product was hit records. A vocal coach took him over; he was taught styling. The A & R men sifted material for him, sound technicians experimented on him; there were group sessions in which the advisability of giving him a new name was debated. In the end, it was decided to leave him much as he had been found, without tricks or gimmicks. Andy didn’t know who handed down the edict but it was clear: the public is ripe for a plain American Boy type talent. Such arbitrary soundings of mass taste are wrong more often than not, but this one turned out to be right.

In one grueling weekend, Andy recorded eighteen songs, mostly standards with a sprinkling of new material. With this album-titled YOUR BOY ANDY — under his arm, he was shepherded by the promotion department through a whirlwind tour of disc jockeys, wholesale distributors and retail outlets along the eastern seaboard. In a business in which personal contacts counted heavily, Andy the nice guy scored heavily. His album was plugged. One of the new songs, a ballad called “Cold Hands, Warm Heart,” caught fire. He was tabbed by Billboard as a promising young singer, by Variety as a comer, by Downbeat as a star of tomorrow.

Tomorrow came sooner than anyone would have predicted. “Cold Hands, Warm Heart” was still in the top ten when “Ev’rybody Knows” exploded on the musical horizon. These were followed in rapid succession by “Strangers Again,” another ballad with a beat … “The Telegram Song (Want You, Miss You, Need You, Love You)” … “The Last Time I Kissed You” … The teenagers discovered him first because of his natural rhythm and drive but their parents found him appealing too. He possessed a quality of seeming to believe in the lyrics, and his listeners likewise believed in them when Andy Paxton sang. Within eight months he had three gold records, symbolic of a million copy sale, more than many performers with better voices earned in a lifetime. He was the hottest property in show business. Television appearances, movie offers, nightclub engagements — the problem became one of selection. He acquired a personal agent, a business manager, a private secretary, a publicity man; he incorporated himself for tax purposes. Andy Paxton, no longer an individual, had become an institution, a phenomenon peculiarly American.

And he acquired a wife. The September following his inconspicuous arrival in New York he became the host and star of The Andy Paxton Show, a weekly half-hour music and variety program on network TV. Against formidable opposition — a veteran comedian and a western series — he did well, first in the ratings more often than not and never worse than second. Among the show’s guests that first season was Lissa Deane. On the advice of his agents, he dated her.

At first, he didn’t like her very much. Lissa’s background was in direct contrast to his own. She was show business almost from the cradle. She had entered motion pictures as a curly-headed toddler, become a fabulously successful child star, then gone into eclipse with puberty. But she had emerged from the cocoon of adolescence a vibrant personality, to be discovered all over again and to resume her career, at almost precisely the same moment that Andy was beginning his. In that manner, at least, they complemented each other. The public seized upon the accidental conjunction of their orbits with delight. They looked so right together, both blond, he tall and broad-shouldered, she fragile and dainty, as handsome as an illustration in a woman’s magazine. Andy-and-Lissa became as familiar a phrase as ham-and-eggs. The gossip columnists and, through them, the public had them married long before the notion was taken seriously by either of them.

Afterward, Andy sometimes wondered if the marriage had been Lissa’s idea or his own. Or perhaps neither; the outside pressures on both of them at this point became irresistible. Being told often enough that they were in love, reading it everywhere, it became easy actually to be in love — or what passed for love at the time. They were both young healthy animals. The wedding was a triumph of staging and exploitation, the perfect and-they-lived-happily-ever-after conclusion everyone wanted. When after a decent interval — ”Nine months and one minute after the ceremony,” Lissa was fond of saying — their son was born, this seemed to be the icing on their cake of happiness. Andrew Paxton Junior; they called him Drew.

No one knew how brittle the marriage was. Lissa was busy making movies in California while Andy’s television show kept him in the East. But more than a continent divided them. Lissa, despite her fragile appearance, was as tough-minded as an Indian and could be as ruthless. Her dreamy gaze was the result of astigmatism, not a gentle nature. She needed mastering by a husband tougher than she and this was precisely what Andy Paxton, nice guy, was not. They began to discuss divorce secretly while the public still considered them honeymooners.

As yet they had made no overt move in that direction, not even taking their associates into their confidence. There was a practical reason: show business secrets are notoriously impossible to keep. And plans were in the works, contracts had been signed months before, to star the two of them in a multi-million dollar wide screen Technicolor extravaganza, their first teaming professionally. Since the financial prospect was fantastic — one hundred per cent of the profits plus ownership of the negative in seven years — it was not something to be abandoned lightly. A separation would kill it.

And so they continued to go through the motions of a happy marriage, fooling everyone except themselves. It was to continue the deception that Lissa had come south to attend her husband’s opening tonight at El Dorado, bringing with her their son, the beautiful blue-eyed blond Drew, now barely one year old. It was, everyone agreed, a pleasure in this day and age to see such a loving tight-knit family.

“And now,” said Lissa, “let’s discuss the divorce.”

Andy sighed. “Do we have to? I go on in a few minutes.”

“It’s the only time I’m likely to see you alone, darling. It’s about the house. I’ve gotten a perfectly fabulous offer for it. Some Texas oil man, I think.”

“Don’t they own enough already?”

“Well, I think we ought to consider it. We’ll be able to get so much more for it now. Later — when they know about us — the price is bound to fall. Right now it’s still a seller’s market.” Lissa was shrewd about such things; she watched her investments, mostly real estate, like a hawk circling a chicken yard.

“I don’t know,” Andy said dubiously. “I was sort of hoping you’d keep the place for Drew’s sake. All those grounds, it’s a wonderful place for a kid to grow up.”

Lissa smiled with a trace of scorn. “How fatherly. I didn’t realize you were aware you had a son. Except for publicity purposes, of course.”

Andy flushed. “That’s not fair. What chance have I had to be much of a father, the way things are?” He had been immensely proud and excited at the birth of his son, full of plans and secret resolves. In the year since, he had found himself relegated to the background of Drew’s life, partly the result of his business and partly the result of the tense domestic situation. He nourished a hope that once Drew was older a true father-son relationship could be established that would make up for the lost babyhood. “Where did you leave him tonight?”

“At the hotel, of course. Mrs. Ruick drove down from L. A. with me.” Doree Ruick was Drew’s nurse, a willowy redhaired young woman. Lissa added, “I stayed with him until he fell asleep. That’s why I was late getting here.”

“Is he all right? You said something about a cold on the phone.”

“I think it’s just teething. Or maybe allergy. No use your worrying about it, anyway.”

“I get it both ways, don’t I?” Andy said bitterly. “Damned if I do and damned if I don’t. What do you want from me?”

“Right now I’d like an answer about the house. Even before this offer came along I’ve been thinking that it was ridiculous to keep such a big place with taxes and all. Drew and I could do with a nice apartment somewhere.”

“And how about me?”

“Well, how about you, Andy? Your name would still be on the mailbox. It’s about all you use the house for, anyway. Besides, I already have our realtors hunting for a working ranch for us Paxtons — that’ll kill any divorce gossip.”

There was a knock on the door. It opened wide enough to admit Hub’s face. “They’re calling for you, Mr. Paxton.”

“Tell them I’m coming.” Andy adjusted his coat and glanced at his wife. “You going out front?”

“It’s part of the act, isn’t it?” She took his arm. “You still haven’t given me an answer, though.”

“I didn’t realize I had a choice.”

“California’s a community property state, darling.”

“We can talk about it later. Between shows we can go out and get a bite to eat somewhere.”

“Of course,” Lissa murmured. “Just you and me and the whole pirate crew.”

They passed into the corridor. Bake was lounging sullenly against the opposite wall, the root beer in his hand. He thrust it at Andy. “Here’s your drink. It’s probably flat by now but the warden wouldn’t let me in.”

“You said you didn’t want to be disturbed,” Hub explained mildly.

“Bake, I’m sorry. I forgot you were coming back.” He patted his arm apologetically. “Take Lissa to her table, huh? I want to get your reaction to how the act plays from out front. You two are the only ones whose opinions I can trust.”

Bake was mollified. “Sure, buddy boy.”
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