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PROLOGUE

OUTSKIRTS OF MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE, 1943

Some said she was so pretty it made them cry. Rita Tyson was like a lovely weed, the kind that decorates the fragrant mountains in springtime, wild and shallow rooted but beautiful to look at. She had only made it to the seventh grade, but by then she had been made in many other ways.

Clifford Gault was crazy for her. He even recklessly abandoned his moonshine stills at times just to chase her down. They were married when she was thirteen and he was a burly thirty-two. Those statistics were of no real surprise to the folks in and around Memphis. What amazed those who knew the taciturn Cliff was that he was capable of the passion it had taken to claim her and the endurance it would take to tame her.

The baby had come just as naturally as the seasons with no doctor within miles, only the presence of a midwife named Agnes. Cliff was proud and happy. He had prayed hard for it to be a boy.

“He’ll be John,” his father declared, “after my daddy.”

It was a marriage doomed from the start. Rita had learned early on that most men’s central artery swelled at the sight of her. She took to wearing short, seemingly formless shifts that assumed tantalizing curves when she chose to twist her body. Writhing had become something of her style, her compensation for a basic insecurity. Then Cliff decided to settle in the city and commute to his crude laboratory in the woods.

It was a decision he would live to regret.

*   *   *

Rita Gault was like a wild animal set loose in the city. Temptation was everywhere, and she succumbed readily, hungrily, as though she had been starved in the country. To her credit, she did not neglect her son. The bond between them was so passionate it bordered on the erotic. She never really weaned him, and he came to her for love and sustenance well beyond what baby doctor Spock might recommend in such a relationship.

“Those lips wasn’t meant to be wasted,” she declared with maternal affection each time they kissed. Her fingers reveled in the curly mop of his hair as they shared their very special relationship.

Johnny did possess an unusually ripe and sensual mouth from birth. She nurtured it first with lengthy embraces and prolonged suckling of her breasts, then gradually encouraged her “dolly-boy” to test his tender masculinity with her.

They were always close, and after Cliff was sent away to prison they became inseparable. Cliff had killed a local ne’er-do-well raiding his still, an act a good lawyer might have gotten reduced to justifiable homicide. But in a drunken rage, fueled in part by his marital frustrations, he had tracked down the man’s common-law wife and shot her as well. Even though she survived, it ruined his chances for any leniency. The consensus was he would remain in prison for life.

Rita showed him little compassion. She was now not only desirable but available. If she was not the talk of the town she was at least the talk of the riverfront.

*   *   *

Hard by the river at the edge of Memphis, in a run-down backwater of rotting piers and abandoned barges, stood a nondescript building marked by peeling paint and broken windows, most likely a former warehouse. But unlike the other buildings hunched around it, it was neither empty nor lifeless.

Inside the decaying shell of this structure, like some mammoth mollusk or turtle harboring life, a Quonset-like shelter had been jerry-built. This was home to Leo Hatfield’s Warehouse Arcade & Pool Hall, destination one for most of the wilder Harleys and souped-up Mustangs inhabiting the state of Tennessee. Bikers and hot-rodders flocked to the place as though it offered nirvana—and to some degree it did.

Everything went at the Warehouse without regard for the law. The law and Leo, while familiar to each other, were quite incompatible.

“The sons of bitches,” he frequently complained, “won’t let an honest man make an honest buck.”

The place was seedy. Revenue came from the bar, the pinball machines, the jukeboxes, and the worn fuzzed green of the pool tables and upstairs beds—not from the atmosphere. Lights were kept low for a variety of reasons, in part to hide the omnipresent dust but even more to disguise the ongoing shenanigans. One could deal at the Warehouse just about any way one chose to—so long as the dealing was kept low and Leo was cut in.

“River rats” was the police aphorism for the Warehouse crowd. These social renegades, kept under a loose surveillance, were indifferent to their trademark. They lived in their own world of isolation, one that was cool and ultimately reassuring. Even pariahs appreciated acceptance, and Leo Hatfield made no secret of his affection for their soiled dollars, which were readily transformed into the crisp, fresh bank originals he always carried.

“Fuck the cops,” he admonished them. “You can’t get hurt at Leo’s place.”

They believed in him. He cashed their hot checks without hesitation or cross-examination. He loaned them money when they were broke. He even showed up at some of their invariably raucous and ill-conceived weddings. Leo was AOK with these tattooed hard cases and their tough-talking, leather-jacketed girlfriends.

His come-on was as compelling and contagious as that of a sideshow barker. He was a natural promoter, and when he started adding country rock entertainment on weekends, “the joint”—as he himself liked to call it—even attracted a few suits and ties.

Rita Gault had started working the upstairs cribs. Young Johnny had loved the place from the first time she brought him there. As little more than a toddler, he looked upon Leo Hatfield as a god. After all, the man wore a glistening diamond pinkie ring, smoke-tinted glasses and lizard-skin boots, and tooled around Memphis in a shark-finned, blood-red Coupe DeVille.

Leo could barely disguise his passion for Rita. “I knew her old man when he didn’t have a pot to piss in,” he confided to several of his regulars. They sat together watching her dance between tricks in front of the huge main jukebox. “I sold a lotta his ’shine over the years.”

“Looks like she’s got some o’ his white lightin’ in her ass,” the fellow next to Leo commented.

They sat transfixed, watching her gyrations with keen appreciation. Not many of the women in their lives had what she had. Poverty had a way of wearing women down.

“Who’s gonna take care o’ her now?” one of the group asked.

Leo stared at him but said nothing.

It was midday. What sunlight crept through the cracks gave a tawdry, surreal patina to the place. It seemed as though it was all underground, even in daylight.

As if in response to the unanswered question, Leo called out abruptly, “Rita!”

She turned slowly, tantalizingly, as though she had been expecting to be summoned.

“Come here!” he said.

She smiled in an odd but telling way. It was happening just the way she had been planning it. Her now practiced slither, executed in deliberate slow motion, was calculated to drive men to passion beyond reason. No one had taught her this and she had not really learned it. It was genetic, instinctive, and as destructive to her as it was to her victims.

*   *   *

Leo was a slicker in a town where only a select few knew the angles. His thin lips curled at the corners when he smiled, but his eyes never changed no matter what they were observing. There was the quality of a statue about him, perfectly smooth and neatly contoured, yet cold and unyielding to the touch. He was known as a man not to be messed with, and few did.

When Leo took Johnny and his mother to a diner and it came time to pay the check, he riffled through a roll of bills as thick and hard-packed as brake lining. Small wonder, then, that little Johnny never flinched or pulled away when Leo patted him on the head and ran his fingers through his thick dark hair. Johnny liked Leo right away.

*   *   *

Johnny Gault had been the result of a misalliance, but he now became the victim of a misalignment. Leo Hatfield knew nothing about children, nothing about tenderness or compassion. He had ignored Johnny and pounced upon Rita with his fly open and his ears closed.

Outwardly, Rita seemed to thrive in the Warehouse atmosphere, always the smiling center of attention when Leo chose to use her as a lure.

“Ain’t no sharks in the river,” one regular observed, “but they got a mess of them here in this aquarium.”

“That bitch’s got an ass and a half,” one of the sharks confirmed.

“If you cain’t get it here,” Leo responded, “you cain’t get it nowhere.”

If that sounded like he was pimping, he was. Cash was king in Leo’s kingdom.

Somebody had given the Kid, as juvenile Johnny was known to the habitués, an old guitar to pluck on during those long interludes when his mother was in the back office with Leo, plucking in her own fashion. There was a phallic symbiosis between boy and instrument from the first moment.

“The kid takes to it like jerkin’ off,” Leo observed in passing. It represented his most profound interest in the boy to date.

The relationship between Leo and Rita inevitably went downhill. Their only real means of communication was sexual, and as she began to drink even more heavily, even Leo’s lively libido began to falter.

“Fuck a drunk and you’re fuckin’ a balloon,” he said ruefully, alluding to the blown-up, life-size dolls that decorated one end of the Warehouse.

“You know, Warehouse and whorehouse ain’t that far apart,” his manager had observed, guffawing at his own feeble humor.

It had amused Leo at the time, but the remembrance of it did not amuse him. After the state moved in and took Johnny away, to be placed in a series of foster homes, Rita began disintegrating with frightening rapidity.

Leo usually remained outwardly stoic and in control, wandering among his jukeboxes, pool tables, and pinball machines with the gritty aplomb of a natural-born con man. This time he could fool no one, least of all himself. Rita was spending most of her time in the upstairs cribs and drinking heavily day and night.

“There ain’t a thing Leo kin do about it,” the regulars agreed. “And he don’t give a shit anyway. Hell, he’s gettin’ a cut. He’s gittin’ what he wants.”

There was a measure of truth to that. It was for him—and for her as well—a selfish, carnivorous relationship. He had been deeply aware from the start that Rita and him was all just doomed delight.

Life for Rita Gault was destined to be short and not really sweet at all. She sat up in bed one morning, fell back into her pillows, and never woke up again. They said at the hospital that she was killed by a pulmonary embolism. Her liver was shrunken and discolored like a rotten orange.

“Her own lungs suffocated her” was the way Leo translated the autopsy information.

“The Lord took her last sweet breath away,” Johnny would later sing. “She only lived as long as a lilac blossom.”


BOOK ONE

THE SIXTIES
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It was as a teenage reporter for the liberal afternoon newspaper, the Memphis Press Scimitar, that Sidney Bastion first honed his communications skills. He might have been a small-town boy, but he thought like a big-city man, and that city was not Memphis but the Big Apple.

It was a Bastion theory that a hundred-percent Manhattan native could not know what he knew, do what he did. Understanding the small-town mind was every bit as important as understanding the complexities and aspirations of urban intellectuals and social sophisticates. First he would conquer Memphis, then New York City, then the world.

What he knew was that true success required the invaluable, God-given gift of cunning, and this Sidney had in abundance—instinctively, inexhaustibly, infinitely. Except for this crucial ingredient there was little else left of the boy who had been born and grown up in a suburb of Memphis called Germantown.

Attitude and ability made him a natural ally of a local character named Doc Diamond, who was not really a doctor of anything except perhaps obfuscation. Joseph Diamond had acquired his nickname early in life as a result of his curiosity about the anatomy and physiology of young ladies, particularly their subnavel regions. He often referred to himself with a sly grin as an “amateur gynecologist.”

The nickname—as well as his interest—had stayed with him throughout a varied career as carnival hustler, used car salesman, and striptease promoter. Sandwiched in between these career endeavors had been a stint in federal prison for mail fraud. Sidney learned this long after he had come to know Doc, and by then it hardly surprised him.

The assignment had been routine: check out a young local singing guitarist who was working a nearby roadhouse. He was rumored headed for bigger things, but Sidney knew how little that probably meant. He sighed at the prospect. At least it meant an afternoon out of the newsroom.

Could there be anything more devoid of glamour than a nightclub in the sunlight? Sidney squinted as he entered the low-ceilinged room, its tables stacked with chairs, a small wooden stage with a worn upright piano at the far end. A sallow-faced young man cradling a guitar sat perched on a tall stool next to the piano. He listened halfheartedly to a dark-haired man who was riding the back of his chair as if it were a mount.

“Gotta git that catch in y’r voice right there,” the man was saying. “Gotta gulp it like you was fit t’cry.”

The young guitarist lifted his eyes at Sidney’s approach. Sidney was struck immediately by their incredible mixture of softness and sensuality.

“Somebody’s here, Doc,” the young man said.

The dark-haired man turned slowly. “You’re from the paper,” he said matter-of-factly. “Name’s Doc Diamond, and this here’s Johnny Gault, the star.”

“Doc?” the young man pleaded.

“Grab a chair f’r y’self,” Doc instructed, ignoring the entreaty.

“I’m Sidney Bastion, Memphis Press Scimitar.”

“Don’t apologize,” Doc said with a thin smile. “We all gotta start someplace.”

“I been picked up on the wires,” Sidney replied defensively.

Doc eyed him with what appeared to be amusement. “I like that,” he said. “Think big. Maybe we kin dream up a real shitkicker between us.”

He was arrogant for a small-time promoter, and yet there was a strange vitality to his attitude. It was as though he knew things no one else did.

“Want to start from the beginning?” Sidney asked.

“The beginning is now. Forgit about the past.”

“He had to come from somewhere.”

“Make it Memphis.”

Sidney glanced at Johnny, who was idly plucking his guitar and seemed disinterested in their biographical collaboration.

“Handsome, all-American boy type? Looking for the all-American girl?” Sidney asked.

“He’d fuck a ferret.”

“Erotic intensity onstage, sweet innocence off it. Look, Doc, even I caught those eyes when I walked in.”

“He’s got a cock to match.”

“Keep the sensuality subtle. It’s there, and it’s unmistakable. Merchandise the look and the sound and let the rest speak for itself.”

Doc leaned back and studied Sidney.

“Y’know,” he said, “I think I’m jist gonna take the dogs and let you hunt the coon y’rself. You think jist like I do ’bout Johnny.”

“I heard the record. I didn’t expect him to look as good as he sounds.”

“Write ’im up good.”

“I’ll get a photographer out here. We’ll shoot for a major feature.”

*   *   *

Sidney had managed to get himself excited for the first time in months. The raw material was there and he had the opportunity to shape it his own way. Doc had given him carte blanche with both facts and fiction. He had stayed up all night laboring over the details, revising the plot, toying with statistics, selecting and distributing the ample supply of adjectives. It had been akin to an orgasmic experience. The Johnny Gault he created even Gault’s own mother wouldn’t recognize.

“You got a real flair for bullshit, Sid,” Doc complimented him.

“Image making,” Sidney corrected him.

Doc looked up and smiled. “Bullshit,” he repeated.

*   *   *

The story was picked up by one of the Memphis paper’s syndicates. National exposure. Sidney was encouraged by what it would do for his credibility with Doc in helping to create the myth he himself had become enchanted by.

On the strength of their own record—and Sidney’s feature—Doc and Johnny were invited to New York to audition for a major recording company. Days, then weeks, passed with no word from them. Sidney considered a move on his own. He had been to New York City once to attend a newspaper convention and had liked it. Things seemed larger, more lucrative, more significant up there.

It was ironic that Johnny Gault and Doc Diamond should kick start his career. Sidney, who despised the South for its provincialism, was now milking its very backwardness for all it was worth.

The Mississippi River looked uglier than usual as he drove home. He saw rust and decay everywhere, especially in the faces of the people.

“Stay tuned for more hits on WMIS,” the friendly voice of Jimmy Jay declared over the car radio. Sidney preferred modern jazz to pop, but as a local reporter it was requisite to listen to Jimmy Jay for any local news bulletins. It had been Jimmy who first gave Johnny Gault the airtime he needed to be noticed. Hour after hour, day after day, he had played Johnny’s “Do or Die” until eventually several Little Rock, Springfield, and Saint Louis stations picked up on it.

“Just got the call, y’all,” Jimmy Jay interrupted as he spun yet again the only Gault disk in existence. “Ole Doc Diamond on the horn from the Big Apple—that’s New York Citeeee, folks—to tell all you maniacs the good news about our own J. G., Johnny Gault himself. The Memphis duo has just signed a contract to record for Solar Records—ain’t that sunny news?—and Johnny’ll be in the studios there within a week to put that aural sex of his down on some mighty big-time vinyl…”

Sidney heard no more. His head was flooded with a rush of thoughts and sounds. If it was now or never, then he would do it now. The suitcase was out on his bed the moment he got home. Tomorrow would be a busy day. He had to quit his job, clean out his bank account, sell his car, and catch a plane to New York.

His time had come.
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Johnny Gault, phenomenon.

In the best tradition of American excess he had become overnight both a Christ and an Antichrist, a hero and a devil, an idol to be worshiped and an object of derision. He proved the fulfillment of Doc’s vision, a combination of saint and satyr, his baby-faced good looks intriguingly in contrast to his sultry voice and animal grace.

Young girls had not gone so utterly berserk over a performer since Guy Sonata, whose appeal was far less carnal than Johnny’s. Rumors of masturbation at Johnny’s concerts were prevalent, and movements to curb his sexually explicit gyrations and provocative lyrics found quick support among church and parental organizations.

Johnny Gault was a maverick of his day. There were still distant echoes of shock among the older generation at Clark Gable’s daring Gone With the Wind declaration: “Frankly, Scarlett, I don’t give a damn!” Comedian Lenny Bruce had been arrested and all but banished for using four-letter words in his nightclub material. A French actress named Simone Silva had been railroaded out of Hollywood by columnist Louella Parsons for daring to bare her breasts on the beach at Cannes. A postwar bestseller by James Jones entitled From Here to Eternity dared to go only so far as to spell it “fuggin’” when referring to that most popular four-letter verb for copulation. So the sight of Johnny making erotic love to his guitar—syncopating his movements to accentuate the size of the penis within his trousers and grunting and growling like a sleek jungle animal in heat—was a compelling and controversial factor that contributed to his sudden fame.

And then there was Sidney, magnifying, refining, coloring, and dramatizing everything about Johnny Gault. Sidney had found his métier. Handling the onslaught of media seeking to probe and pummel this newest box office sensation was precisely his forte. Doc, on the other hand, chose to remain in the shadows, out of the limelight, allowing Johnny to proceed with his own unique blend of pseudo-innocence and primitive passion. With a shyness that bordered on sullenness, he dealt almost exclusively with Sidney. But Doc was no ordinary manager toiling for a niggardly percentage. He had quickly and cleverly established himself as Johnny’s full partner.

“Sidney tells people some really crazy shit about me,” Johnny told Doc on more than one occasion. “Sometimes I don’t even know what they’re talkin’ about.”

“You just sing, Johnny,” Doc advised. “Don’t you worry about anythin’ but singing.”

Johnny was not to concern himself with anything but performing. That coddling extended even to his sex life. A continuous, ever-changing succession of hookers was kept on hand to satisfy his youthful libido and keep the dangerous amateurs, the groupies, at bay. Bodyguards had become a necessity. The crowds were simply too large and enthusiastic. Sidney fretted over most of the choices, cronies of Johnny’s whom Doc had hired to keep him company as much as guarantee his safety.

“There’re some bad apples in there, Doc,” Sidney complained. “They could get Johnny into trouble.”

“They’re too dumb to git int’a trouble,” Doc disagreed. “All they kin do is play pool ’n fuck.”

“I’m talking drugs.”

“Then you’re talkin’ horseshit. Let ’em alone. They keep the kid happy.”

Sidney was unconvinced. But he had increasingly less time to observe the hijinks of the close-knit group surrounding Johnny in his idle moments. Demand for material, for interviews, for pictures and special benefit appearances had soared even more since Johnny’s appearance on a major network television show. Once again, he had shocked America’s heartland with his graphic eroticism.

*   *   *

“Johnny Gault is corrupting our youth!” the evangelists screamed. But it seemed that the more they sermonized against him, the higher his ticket and record sales climbed.

“He’s a fine young man who neither smokes nor swears,” Sidney declared in a press statement. “One would have to go a long way to discover a better example of a physically and spiritually healthy, wholesome, humble young person. Granted he’s athletic, sure he’s ambitious, and yes he’s tremendously talented. But what is wrong with any one of those qualities? The youth of America have someone to admire and emulate in Johnny Gault. May God bless him! Let’s hope he goes on forever.”

Hokum, corny hokum, but already Sidney knew how to gauge a market and tailor his style accordingly.

Doc Diamond coped with the cash flow. What had begun as a trickle was now at constant high tide. The sheer abundance of the concert and record returns might have overwhelmed another manager, but not Doc.

“You’re gettin’ a helluva sal’ry,” Doc told Sidney.

“Fee, Doc. I’m not on the payroll per se. I’m performing a service.”

“You’re performin’ a raid on the bank,” Doc grumbled as he went through Sidney’s expense vouchers.

“Campaigning is costly,” Sidney explained.

Sidney had been educating Doc all along about his present role and eventual goals. He had no intention of being a permanent advance man or road manager. But when Sidney finally made his big move, Doc had been wary.

“New York, eh? That’s where all the slickers set up camp.”

“With an office there, Doc, I could do twice what I’m doing now. I can’t keep going out on the road and expect to do Johnny justice. New York’s where it’s all at: the networks, the syndicates, the magazines.”

“Seems you been doin’ all right hoppin’ back ’n forth.”

“Most of it’s just local stuff. Johnny Gault is national now, Doc. He needs national representation. The local flimflam pretty much takes care of itself at this stage.”

Doc eyed him coolly. “’Spose so,” he said. “Kinda like throwin’ up a smoke screen. Then when y’got ev’rybody coughin’ and rubbin’ their eyes y’tell ’em what it was they just seen—except’n’ they never did really see nothin’. They jist thought they did.”

“Something like that,” Sidney agreed with a faint smile.

“You’re a smart bastard, Sid.”

“You’re no dummy yourself, Doctor.”

They left it at that. And Sidney took off for the last time a few days later. His permanent address from now on would be midtown Manhattan. He resisted shouting out “Hallelujah!” But it echoed throughout his body all the same.
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It was a relief to have Johnny and Doc off on the road without him. Twenty-seven cities in almost as many days. It provided Sidney with his first chance to evaluate his New York operation without distraction.

Sidney was not a hick, and he was determined to prove it. He moved through Manhattan with positive assurance; savoring the cuisines and studying the clientele of famed restaurants; taking in Broadway hits; attending art galleries, clubs, and concerts; even squirming through several productions of the Metropolitan Opera as part of his crash course in social and artistic awareness. His companions on these forays were mostly members of the media, insurance that his evenings would be as visible, talked about, and as productive as possible.

The name Sidney Bastion began early on to have a familiar ring within the inner circles of power and prestige. His ability to present himself exquisitely and then be admirably remembered was remarkable. Of course, all of it had been accelerated by the meteoric success of Johnny Gault. That was undeniable, but Sidney had sought from the beginning to establish a separate identity. The suggestion that he was destined to be permanently linked only to Johnny and Doc was anathema to him. More and more he found himself denying his origins. Given the way he had adapted to the city, his denials were plausible.

One of his first business associates was Claudia Rogers. She was precisely what he had sought as a cohort, a beautiful, aggressive, articulate young lady who coped intuitively with difficult situations. Her previous experience with several influential public relations firms, if only in secondary positions, was an added plus.

“The opportunity of a lifetime,” he assured her over dinner.

“Cliché,” she said.

“There are times when clichés say it best.”

“You could have said ‘An opportunity like this knocks only once.’”

“I wouldn’t insult you with putrid platitudes.”

“I don’t like the term Girl Friday, either. It’s full of sexism and subservience.”

He lifted a glass of pale golden Chardonnay and offered a toast: “To Claudia Rogers, Associate, Sidney Bastion Associates.”

She raised her glass in response. “To Sidney Bastion Unlimited. May the truth never interfere with the strategy.”

He sipped with a puzzled frown.

“Only kidding,” she assured him. “You can’t take this business too seriously.”

But he did, and her comment vaguely troubled him.

“And that’s a yes, Mr. Bastion. I’d be proud to be your associate.”

“You’ve made my day.” He smiled, but deep inside he had the feeling this new associate’s warm brown eyes could see right through him.

She beamed a dazzling smile at him. Their epic alliance had begun.
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They called it the Gaulter—a magnificent machine custom-designed to please Johnny and keep him happy on the road. True to his upbringing, he was suspicious and even fearful of flying.

“If God wanted me t’fly,” Johnny argued, “he’d a put wings on these shoulder blades.”

The bus was a beautiful compromise. He liked the hum of the wheels on the highway, the cradlelike rocking motion, the kaleidoscopic scenery beyond the windows. When he got bored with all of it, the bus would pull off somewhere spacious and isolated and Johnny would roar off on his dirt bike or ATV, stored in the rear. The abandon of these interludes energized and revitalized his spirit.

It was true that traveling by bus complicated scheduling and eliminated certain lucrative appearances, but it had the considerable virtue of pacifying the main man, the star. He could lose himself within the vehicles’ surprisingly spacious interior as the miles slipped by.

There were almost always interim guests aboard, one-two-three, XYZ. They were unfailingly female, and he rarely knew any of them by name, using the British nickname “Love” to cover his lapses in identification. Johnny, after all, was Johnny. He could turn a one-night stand into a religious experience.

“I fucked her through Ohio all the way into Indiana,” he would report to Doc at intervals. “Couldn’t make it into Illinois, but I was hot as hell in Iowa. I must be violatin’ all kinda state laws. Cross-country fuckin’ ain’t on the books nowhere, is it?”

There were such laws, especially involving minors, but Johnny was erotically oblivious. Pleasure was his primary motivation, and nobody seriously questioned or interfered with its pursuit. It was that tendency to concede everything to him on the basis of his stardom that had most damaged him.

The geographics amused Johnny, but they were wayside waste to Doc.

Box office was the banter that intrigued him.

“He’s a spoiled son of a bitch,” Doc admitted. “If he was mine—I mean really flesh-and-blood mine—I’d kick his cocky ass.”

Among the cognizant that feeling was more or less universal.

That he kept an altar to his momma in the locked cabinet by his mobile bedside was known only to him. He played his role as a single-minded playboy—it kept people from prying into the well of his loneliness and discovering the depth of his longing for his doomed mother.

He worshiped her in a way no one else would understand. In private moments, when no one else but his driver was on board, he cradled his guitar and softly sang words from his soul.

Momma built me from a seed,

Grew me like a weed,

Ain’t nothin’ more I need

Thanks to Momma …

Pure Johnny Gault was difficult to come by. He shared that only with Rita. Everybody else got a diluted version.
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Claudia did not learn of Sidney’s past until months after she had joined him. The revelation came during a telephone conversation with Doc Diamond.

“Where’s Sid?” Doc always asked before divulging anything to her.

Among all those with whom they did business, including Johnny Gault, Doc was the only one who abbreviated Sidney’s given name.

“Sidney’s out,” she informed him.

“Tell ’im Johnny’s gittin’ a big place in Memphis. Kinda like a mansion.”

“Memphis?” It took her a moment to recall the connection from his press biography.

“Not too far from where Sid hisself was born.”

She laughed at what she thought was a rare Diamond jest. “Sidney?”

“You didn’t know he’s from Memphis? Hell, we’re all three shitkickers—Johnny, Sid, ’n me.”

Claudia could not fully contain her surprise. “Sidney from Memphis?” she asked incredulously.

“Ain’t where you’re from that matters,” Doc reminded her. “It’s where you’re at.”

He subjected her to a litany of complaints about their latest press coverage, then ended the conversation on an upbeat note.

“We’re cuttin’ a new one in Nashville next week. We’re gonna ring up a billion sales.”

“Only a thousand million? Are you going to tell me the name or is it a state secret?”

“‘Homeless Heart.’”

Claudia scribbled the name on a memo pad. Nothing was impossible for Johnny Gault, not even a billion sales.

Later that night as they watched the final network newscasts of the day, Claudia ran her fingers along the naked track of Sidney’s spine.

“Memphis,” she said out of the blue.

Sidney twisted about and stared at her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Doc said to tell you Johnny’s buying a palace or something there.”

“Fuckhead,” he muttered, burying half his face in a pillow.

He volunteered nothing further and asked no other questions. Abruptly, he turned off the television, his back to her, and assumed the posture of sleep.

“Sidney?”

“What?”

“I love you no matter what.”

He grunted and then lapsed into slow, shallow breathing. She allowed him his silence. The big mystery was why he should be so mysterious about something so elemental. It kept her awake long after he was asleep.
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In the wake of Johnny Gault’s success, others sought out those responsible for it. Doc Diamond spurned them. With his percentage of the take he had no need to assume added responsibilities.

Sidney Bastion, however, welcomed new clients. He openly took credit for Johnny’s “instant immortality.”

Claudia Rogers proved to be a godsend. Her ability to manage and inspire a fresh staff enabled Sidney to devote the larger share of his time to account solicitation and major client pacification.

His only regret was that he could not immediately extricate himself from the mire of show business. His most difficult clients were show biz personalities, and his most fervent wish was to fire them and concentrate on more lucrative possibilities like international companies and foreign countries. It took the full measure of Claudia’s persuasiveness and threats of resignation to keep him from getting ahead of himself.

“Sure you like board chairmen,” she said, “and presidents of nations and influencing public opinion through them. That’s big stuff, Sidney, and you’re right in going after it. But, damn it, not at the expense of the Johnny Gaults.”

“They’re nothing but headaches,” he responded. “Drinking problems, marriage problems, drug problems. Deal corporately and you deal out of that shit. Hand-holding these immature, oversexed, shining narcissists just eats up the clock and your stomach.”

She sighed in frustration.

“Not too long ago you were drooling over the prospect of signing Reverend Billy Sunshine and his Cathedral of Divine Destiny. Now you duck his phone calls, and I’ll bet you haven’t watched his TV broadcasts in months.”

“He’s bullshit.”

“He’s the biggest thing in this business, that’s all. You knew what he was when you took him.”

“A charlatan.”

“You’re trying to move too fast, Sidney. This is a very fragile business. You came into it from out of nowhere, and you could land right back there if you’re not careful.”

“You don’t think I’m good enough to survive?”

“That’s the problem, you’re too damned good, but you’re getting overconfident.”

He moved to embrace her. “Not oversexed?” He smiled faintly. “I’m restless, Claudia. I know what’s out there, and I want it … for us. All of it, for us.”

He covered her warm lips with his own and gently teased her with his tongue. Slowly he caressed her breasts until she uttered low moans of pleasure. He loved the sexual power he had over Claudia. His passion burst into burning lust. He pulled up her skirt and ripped open her blouse. Her perfect breasts with their rose-colored nipples sent his hormones into a frenzy.

She was equally excited as she unbuckled his crocodile belt, unzipped his trousers, and pulled his eager penis through the opening of his shorts.

They sank to the floor. He slipped her panties off and entered her quickly. She gasped, then sighed as he controlled his performance until they reached a perfect moment of mutual release.

They were as one in such moments of intimacy, and Claudia was reluctant to let them go.
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Claudia was enthusiastic over Sidney’s decision to move Sidney Bastion Associates, Ltd., to elegant new midtown offices more in keeping with the image he sought. Done by an eminent decorator, photographed from design to completion by Elegance magazine, they pleased Sidney’s appetite for the trappings of solid success. His own office was resplendent with important modern art and designer furniture all set off by a magnificent skyline.

Claudia did not completely share Sidney’s enthusiasm, however, for what he liked to call “significant” business and government accounts, particularly not to the exclusion of the entertainment personalities contributing so generously to SBA’s cash flow.

One of their chief competitors, Adrienne Gale, was quite content to represent top show business names exclusively. Sidney had steadfastly refused to recognize her as a threat until the illustrious playwright Pierce Agee, complaining of gross neglect, left the Bastion roster for Adrienne’s agency.

“Keep looking over your shoulder, Sidney,” Claudia warned him. “That shadow you see bears the initials A. G.”

“She’s only a press agent,” he said disparagingly. “Names in gossip columns, pictures in centerfolds, paragraphs in news roundups. She can’t handle a full-scale PR campaign.”

“She keeps her people happy.”

“Who? A bunch of limelight lamebrains like Mick Logo and Cynthia Wharton? Come on, Claudia.”

“Pierce Agee is a lamebrain? Come on, Sidney.”

He paused in reflection. “He must be back on the stuff,” he decided.

“Cop-out,” she retaliated. “How about the fact you all but ignored him for the last six months? Six months, I might add, during which he was being hailed all over as the most promising dramatist in America since Eugene O’Neill.”

“He was covered.”

“By whom? One of your gagwriters, one of your lackeys? A man of his stature has a right to expect your personal attention, particularly when he’s paying damned good money for the privilege.”

“I listened to plenty of his drunken bullshit. All that maudlin, self-destructive introspection. There’s only so much of it a guy can take.”

“Pierce is an excellent writer, maybe even a great one. You can’t lose sight of that. And he can do what he does with or without you. It doesn’t quite work that way in reverse.”

“Let Gale take him and his horseshit. She’s welcome to it.”

“Very generous of you. Only problem is she took the gift before you offered it, so don’t expect a thank-you card.”

“I’m sick of egotistical crybabies.”

“Better keep your eye on Johnny Gault. He’s right up Adrienne’s alley—and you pay him even less attention than you did Pierce.”

Sidney stared at her, but she did not flinch or look away.

“Doc and Johnny would never leave me. We go way back together.”

“I know. To Memphis.”

“I never thought you’d play cat-and-mouse with me,” Sidney said. His annoyance was obvious.

“Why is it such a secret?”

“It’s not a secret. It’s a nonessential statistic.”

“It’s such a petty thing to be so private about. Who the hell cares, really? I just don’t understand why you never told me.”

“There are lots of things I never tell anybody.”

“For a change, I actually believe you. One hundred percent.” There was a moment of silence, then Claudia changed the subject. “Gray Matthison called. He said you were supposed to get in touch with him.”

“Just what I need—another actor.”

“He’s not just another actor. He’s got the hottest series on television.”

“All right, I give in. Have someone get him on the line.”

“See? You can be reasonable when you want to be.”

He looked out of the window at the silent skyline for a long time without speaking. Without further comment, Claudia walked out of the office.

*   *   *

It was too easy landing Gray.

Claudia recognized that, even if Sidney did not. A reluctant phone call, a lunch date, and bingo.

“Do you know who Gray was talking about when he said he wanted to get in out of the Gale?” she questioned him in bed that night.

“I have an inkling.”

“Adrienne Gale is a tiger. She won’t take kindly to losing Gray.”

“The feminine is tigress.”

“She’s a tiger.”

He rolled over in the king-size bed and pulled the black satin sheet over his body.

“You’re not thinking right, Claudia. You keep pulling in the horizons. For Christ’s sake, what happened to Sidney Bastion Unlimited?”

Her hand felt cold on his back.

“You’re too new in this business to be so blasé. It’s a very competitive business, Sidney. There are a lot of smart, slick people who can see exactly what you saw in it. Look at what it offers. You don’t need a degree, you don’t need a franchise, you don’t need a damned thing but an address and a telephone. There’s hardly any investment involved. All anybody needs are guts and ingenuity. Believe me, lots and lots of people have those ingredients.”

“You downgrading me?” he asked wearily.

“Anything but. You’re unbelievable at times. It scares me what you can do when you want to.”

“Right now I want to go to sleep.”

“And you’ll do it, too.” She sighed. “I won’t, but you will, you beautiful son of a bitch.”

*   *   *

The invitation to the Gotham Castle party arrived the next day. It was to be an exclusive preview party celebrating the grand opening of Manhattan’s newest and most ambitious hotel.

When Claudia learned of the invitation, her reaction was decidedly mixed. Whether Sidney recognized it or not, he did have his limitations. Reese Roberts and Paula Castle, the owners of the hotel, represented a whole new plateau of society, a level of wealth and holdings far beyond anything he had encountered before. They were real estate Gargantuans in a city of realty giants. The Gotham Castle would be their eighteenth major hostelry in the city, the largest and most lavish of them all.

“Congratulations,” she said without enthusiasm.

“I’m going with Zoe Greene,” Sidney said.

Surprise number two: Zoe Greene, syndicated columnist for Federal Features. She was considered the most influential of her ilk. Her inclusion on the guest list was decidedly more understandable than Sidney’s.

“Congratulations again,” she said. “You’re really getting up in the world.”

“Zoe was surprised I got an invitation.”

“Weren’t you?”

“No. Not really.”

She smiled faintly.

“No,” she said. “I guess not.”

Moments after Claudia had left his office, Sidney turned to the telephone and dialed hooker-cum-actress Christina March. Her time was almost as expensive as his, but even an hour was infinitely more rewarding under the circumstances, not to mention under the sheets.

*   *   *

“You look ready for a tongue-lashing,” Christina greeted him as he crossed the threshold of her penthouse.

She was a tall, pale-skinned angel, a natural redhead.

“Don’t attack me, Chris. You know I’m in an oral business.”

“So am I,” she responded, her practiced hands rendering him almost instantly naked.

She wore a red silk teddy with very high scarlet heels.

He did not quite go around the world in eighty days; his globe-girdling journey took less than eighty minutes. It was, however, a rapturous trip all the same. Her educated mouth with its pink and potent trigger explored the entirety of his body, toes to ear canals, not missing an orifice en route.

Like an erotic snail, her gifted tongue left a moist silvery track along the length of his anatomy, eventually curling under the elevated contour of his derriere.

“Suck me!” he gasped, already in ecstasy well before she settled her mouth on his monument to the moment.

If what resulted was an anticlimax, few of his prior conquests would have believed its abundance. Least of all dear Claudia. His passion for her had cooled quickly.

“Are you trying to drown me?” Christina laughed.

“No questions while I’m in the throes.”

She rearranged their dampened bodies so that Sidney now knelt in front of her, his head at the delta of her thighs.

“Eat me!” she cried as his tongue found the key to her passion. “Ravish me, Sidney. Make me come and come!”

“My pleasure, my dear,” he said, and set to the task.

He pulled back, deciding to take it slow. He slipped down the straps of her teddy, then eased it down to her feet. She deftly stepped out of it, as he removed her shoes. He toured her supple body just as she had traveled his, stopping to nibble and suck her milk-white breasts and their pale pink nipples, finally returning to linger where she wanted him most, at the deepest and most delicious crevices. There were ever so many succulent nooks and crannies to explore.

It all proved to be one of the better deals he had negotiated in months.
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Public relations was not a clearly defined area of operation. No accredited colleges or universities offered it as a major or even a minor. It hovered in the shadows between journalism and business management. What it amounted to in reality was putting the best face possible on a person, a company, a country, or a situation by any means possible.

Sidney described it as “crisis management in a crisis” and “media masturbation,” and he practiced it with Merlinesque wizardry. From his point of view his clients were forever faultless, possessed of Bastion-embellished pedigrees.

Sidney Bastion and Adrienne Gale were in the same business in the way that artists are in the same business. Their tools were basically similar, yet their styles were markedly different.

Adrienne Gale’s modus operandi was much more intimate, familial, and personal than that of Sidney Bastion. She took an often intrusive interest in all aspects of her clients’ lives. Sidney, on the other hand, avoided venturing beyond pure business as much as possible.

“She wet-nurses her accounts,” he complained.

“She has the equipment,” Claudia observed, alluding to Adrienne’s ample bosom.

“Take away her tits and what’ve you got?”

“A Sidney Bastion with long, black hair.”

“Come on. She couldn’t carry my typewriter in a real media campaign.”

“She’s attractive and she’s smart, Sidney. Paul Sebastian worked with her before he came with us. He counted twenty-two clients while he was there.”

“Quantity but no quality.”

“She just got Space.”

“Nightclubs! What can they be paying?”

“Five, maybe seven-fifty, a week.”

“Max. Probably half that. I wouldn’t touch it for double—or even triple.”

“Clubs generate a lot of their own copy.”

“A lot of their own headaches, too. Club owners are the cheapest, most demanding ingrates who ever got their names in print. They’re always crying.”

“You should know.”

“I haven’t accepted a club in years, not since I first got started. That was Doc’s fault for shortchanging me.”

“You keep knocking Adrienne because she does so much with the gossip columns. They’re important. Repetition, Sidney. Whether it’s a gag or a romance or whatever, it fills in those big voids between mag covers and headline features.”

“She plants items in lieu of the latter. Her mind only functions in one-liners.”

“I hardly think Pierce would’ve gone to someone limited to single-sentence gags.”

“Pierce Agee’s a traitor.”

“Because he atrophied from gross neglect?”

“Four pages in the Sunday Times Magazine is gross neglect?”

“That was a year before he left.”

“Quality, Miss Rogers, over quantity. That’s the credo here.”

*   *   *

It came as a surprise to Sidney, perhaps even a mild shock, when Zoe Greene navigated him through clusters of early arrivals at the Gotham Castle party and confronted him with a stunning, stylishly groomed young woman displaying a striking yet tasteful décolletage.

“Sidney,” Zoe said in her brusque say, “this is Adrienne Gale. Can’t believe you two never’ve met, but anyway … Adrienne, this is Sidney Bastion.”

Adrienne’s graciousness was as unsettling to him as it was unexpected. “I’ve heard a great many good things about you, Sidney,” she said sweetly. “I understand we’re more or less jumping through some of the same circus hoops.”

“I consider it more of a carnival,” Zoe commented.

“Oh no, Zoe,” Adrienne disagreed. “Carnivals don’t have wild animals—or clowns.”

“You have a point, dear. I’ll have to remember that.” And remember it she did, in a column quote the following day.

Sidney noted how skillfully Adrienne had challenged Zoe Greene. One more assumption would have to be revised. This was not the obsequious, pandering creature he had envisioned, or perhaps hoped for.

“I’m really surprised, Sidney, to find us both here,” Adrienne confessed candidly. “These affairs are usually all PR or no PR.”

“Reese Roberts has a reputation for being antimedia,” he responded, “so I figured that included us, too.”

“But Paula loves publicity,” Adrienne said.

“Adores it,” Zoe agreed.

“I’ve learned something,” Sidney said.

The hotel’s lobby expanse was filled now with a penguinlike mass of animated dignitaries. Eminence was everywhere. Sidney found himself in the unfamiliar role of tagalong as Zoe maneuvered familiarly through the throng.

“This is my friend Sidney Bastion,” she introduced him, first to a senator, then to an ambassador. She proved unfailingly generous in sharing her associations.

“Pay attention,” she advised him. “There’s a lot of heavy voltage in the room.”

“You’re very kind, Zoe.”

She lifted her face to him, and he dutifully kissed her lips.

“You’re a devil,” she said, “but also a dear boy.”

None of this escaped Adrienne Gale, who was mingling on her own across the room. She was as curious about Sidney as he was about her. Neither enjoyed the current ambience in the same way Zoe did. Zoe did not have to study and scheme; her position of power was secured by her popularity with her readers.

Zoe had the power to trigger avalanches of attention. Her daily column did not have the massive syndication of a Walter Winchell or a Louella Parsons, but she commanded a kind of grudging respect from the loftier tiers of publishing; that is, books and magazines. A mention in her column was considerably more likely to stimulate interest from this more esoteric area of the industry. With his increasingly mixed bag of clients, Sidney had good reason to cultivate her.

She was a small woman, slight really, with a sparrowlike tendency to dart about in an endless quest for information and attention. There was a kind of voracious hunger about her manner and features, however well-groomed they were.

Sidney had said she reminded him at times of a baby bird in a nest with its head tilted upward, ever waiting for nourishment. She was quite pretty in that quaint birdish way, and yet she had never married. Power had provided her with sufficient eroticism to sustain her libido between scattered affairs.

Zoe eventually led Sidney to the queen of the Castle herself. “Paula,” she said, interrupting Paula Castle’s ongoing conversations with a seemingly endless parade of guests, “I’d like you to meet one of our brightest new public relations people in New York, Sidney Bastion.”

“Sidney Bastion,” Paula acknowledged by repeating his name, “welcome to the Gotham Castle.”

He was struck immediately by her hard sophistication. She was more an industrial diamond than the crown jewel he might have expected.

“My pleasure,” he said smoothly. “Your Castle’s magnificent.”

She granted him a swift second glance and a small percentage of a smile before turning to the next person being ushered into her presence.

“Lovely woman,” he said to Zoe in retreat.

“Bitch,” she responded.

The hotel itself was a monument to excess. Zoe and Sidney agreed on that.

“Imagine a whole wall of Picassos!” she groaned. “One on top of the other yet! It’s just incredible anyone would even think of it, much less do it!”

“Just an expensive way to make the Guinness book.”

“Paula’s taste is in her sphincter. How she ever landed Reese Roberts remains one of the great unsolved mysteries of modern matrimony.”

They wandered about examining the hugely ornate lobby, dominated by a mammoth crystal chandelier that hung glacially above. It all but overwhelmed the expansive rotunda with its sweeping staircases and marble balconies, gold and silver divans, erotic statuary, and ornate fountains.

“What’re you going to say about it all?” Sidney inquired impishly.

“I’ll be kind,” Zoe promised. “I’ll list who was here, give the name and address of the place, and let it go at that.”

“As her PR rep, I wouldn’t be happy with that, Zoe.”

She patted his arm reassuringly. “Thank God you’re not that, Sidney.”

Oddly, or perhaps not so oddly at that, he was even then thinking the very antithesis of what she had said.

As they prepared to leave—Zoe always had a deadline to meet—she stopped abruptly in mid-lobby.

“Norman Prescott!” she exclaimed.

Sidney’s eyes followed hers to the main entrance. Sure enough, there he was, eminently recognizable despite his aversion to being photographed. Sidney had never seen him before in the flesh and was surprised at how cherubic he looked considering his sinister reputation. The man was not only Zoe’s employer but the owner of so many newspapers, magazines, and television stations around the world that he constituted a huge media conglomerate unto himself.

“I thought he never attended these things,” Sidney said.

If Zoe heard him she did not respond, electing instead to wend her way toward the new arrival.

“Sidney is a first-rate public relations man,” he heard her say as he joined them after a reasonable delay. “And a good friend.”

Sidney was surprised by the firmness of Prescott’s grip as Zoe completed the introduction.

“A manipulator of the truth,” Prescott said with some amusement. “Hello, Sidney Bastion, how are you?”

“I’m honored to meet you, Mr. Prescott. However, I prefer to call it flexing or rearranging the truth rather than manipulating it.”

Prescott smiled and nodded appreciatively. “Bright fellow,” he said to Zoe. His tone and manner indicated that the brief audience was over. “Our omniscient hostess has beckoned. Will you excuse me, please?”

A flick of his hand for Sidney, a peck on the cheek for Zoe, and he was gone.

“I’m impressed,” Sidney said.

“You should be,” she replied. “He’s one of a kind.” They left soon after that. Zoe Greene had gathered enough to feed her typewriter, Sidney enough to feed his ego and his dreams.

*   *   *

Claudia was interested but not impressed by his recounting. Being naked in bed together did something to diminish the impact.

“Paula Castle’s a dynamic woman,” he reported. “Almost like an empress.”

“Any account potential?”

“How’d you guess?”

“Whenever you say anything nice about a woman, you either want her in bed or on your client roster.”

“Low blow, Claudia.”

“Who else did you meet?”

“Norman Prescott, like I told you before.”

“That’s it?”

“You’re hard to impress. Lots of others, of course. Ambassadors by the yard, all my neighbors from the UN…”

“No showbizzers?”

“None. No wonder I had such a good time.”

She had begun to move against him as they talked. Now she turned off the light and softly encircled the cluster of his crotch in her hand.

“Fuck me, Sidney,” she whispered hoarsely.

Their discussion of the evening was over. But even in the throes of passion, Sidney remembered the one person he had met and deliberately failed to mention. It was to her that he silently dedicated the abundant climax Claudia only imagined she had inspired.
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