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LOVERS AND RIVALS





CHAPTER 1


SPRING, 1983


All spring days should be so verdant, all April suns so warm, all assassins so reliable.


They looked like ordinary tourists. Dressed in cotton slacks and knit shirts, the four dark-haired men entered Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci terminal through different doors and quietly took their places. They were waiting for the arrival of one of the passengers for the four-fifteen flight to Athens. The Uzis packed in their carry-on bags were loaded and capable of firing 650 r.p.m.


Jacobsen would be traveling alone, under a Belgian passport, they’d been told, and could be expected to check in by 3:40 at the latest. So stationed within machine-gun range of the check-in counter, they waited, relying on Jacobsen’s weakness for order – a dangerous vice for a courier. The plan had been walked through so many times it was etched on their memories like a perfectly choreographed ballet: From 3:30 to 4:00, get in, assassinate Jacobsen, and get out. At 4:07 their driver would leave, with or without them.


With an apparent casualness that disguised the adrenaline pumping through their senses, each watched the clock behind the counter. The minutes ticked by. Three-forty came and went … By 3:45 a restless unease set in. Where was he? Were the planners wrong? The men waiting were zealots, not accountants: they followed orders. And if the orders were faulty … Two of the men were visibly sweating, although the air conditioning was on in the modern glass-fronted terminal.


Three-fifty. The crowd was increasing. Children were everywhere. Was it a holiday? One of the Italian saints’ days? A toddler’s ball rolled too close to one of the waiting men and he roughly kicked it away. Three fifty-two. One of the assassins extracted a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit it, and inhaled deeply on the dark Turkish blend.


Three fifty-four. A carabiniere walked directly toward the gunman stationed near the phone boxes. The man with the cigarette signaled briefly with a half-lifted hand, palm down. Do nothing. The policeman walked to within a foot of the phones, reached out and picked up the receiver, resting it on one shoulder while he slipped in a coin and began dialing. All four men began breathing again.


Three fifty-five. The youngest, his moustache only a fuzzy suggestion, nervously checked the zipper on his nylon bag, then glanced at the clock. Time was running out.


But at 3:56 and ten seconds, Jacobsen swung through the glass doors and strode toward them, looking fit, sporting a new tan. And also sporting a beautiful traveling companion. She was young, dazzling, long-legged in a mini-skirted pink sundress, looking thoroughly western from the top of her raggedy cut golden hair to the tips of her painted toes. The planners had been wrong on two counts: he was late and was not traveling alone, although Jacobsen’s reputed libido no doubt accounted for the adjusted priorities. It was common knowledge the man favored a libertine’s lifestyle although his excesses didn’t evidence themselves in his healthy physique. But perhaps the edge was off. One could but hope.


In the next two seconds zippers on nylon bags were ripped open. Safeties flipped off a second later, and, with the precision of practice, four Uzis opened up with a barrage of deadly fire.


Three machine guns simultaneously swept over Jacobsen, the woman, and the crush of people around him; the fourth detoured briefly to swing toward the carabiniere on the phone. One side of the policeman’s head disappeared. The gunmen made a last pass of the area of tile floor where Jacobsen lay in a tumble of bodies, a tidy, methodical act to see that no one moved. Professional thoroughness. Then, satisfied he was dead, they sprinted for the glass doors.


The screaming crowd scattered before the running men like frightened birds. A policeman blocked their way for a few foolish seconds before eighty rounds of spraying death spattered bits of his shredded flesh on the shrieking throng scrambling out of the way. His body hit the shiny black floor in a widening pool of blood.


Outside, just past the line of legal cabs, a car idled with its parking lights on. The lights flashed once before the sedan wheeled over to the running men and slowed enough to let them jump in.


It was 4:02 when the black Mercedes with West German plates smoothly accelerated and sped away from Leonardo da Vinci airport.





CHAPTER 2


Egon had had several leisurely grappas while waiting for his flight to Paris. His throat still felt warm from the liquor as he left the coffee bar and turned the corner into the main hall, but it closed up in terror when the guns opened fire. He froze, gasping for air, clutching the wall, his instincts screaming, Back! Go back! But he was paralyzed with fright, incapable of movement. How did they know I was here? he hysterically thought. He’d only decided himself on the spur of the moment to accept Jean-Claude’s invitation for the weekend. No one should have known. He hadn’t told a soul. Not his valet, not his housekeeper. Not even Jean-Claude.


It took a full ten seconds while he anticipated bullets ripping into him before he realized the gunmen’s target was at the counter across the floor from him. And then another five seconds more before he found the strength to slide back around the corner, out of sight. He clung to the wall, shaking, drenched in sweat while visions of falling bodies, blood, unearthly screams with almost a corporeal quality assaulted his mind.


He wasn’t the target; someone else was, he concluded for a short moment before an irrational fear overwhelmed the logic. Egon had been living on the brink of collapse since the dramatic warning last month when his favorite sports car had been wired and blown up in his own courtyard. The car had been parked only ten feet from his front door. In broad daylight. Every window on the palazzo facade had been shattered, the entrance door blown off its hinges. The damaged building had resembled jaws of hell, explicit in its threat. Not that he’d needed the additional persuasion.


Egon von Mansfeld knew what Shakin Rifat and his cadre were capable of. He’d been a fool to indulge him beyond the polite amenities of the society they both occasionally frequented. Shakin Rifat was no ordinary arms broker. As head of a family once influential in Turkish government, Rifat had connections in Europe. Supporters and sympathizers. He was always in the market for arms. And Egon von Mansfeld was one of the heirs to West Germany’s second largest munitions works. Even high, Egon knew why Rifat had approached him. But the euphoria was too strong that night at the party after the races. He hadn’t politely declined and walked away. He’d listened to Rifat’s proposition. And bragged too much. The next day, after he’d come down, he’d backed out of the preliminary negotiations for the submachine gun prototypes the Von Mansfeld Works were developing.


Shakin Rifat hadn’t been pleased. He’d been coveting the weapon ever since word of its revolutionary features had first leaked out. It was a caseless submachine gun radically different from any weapon design of the last fifty years. In experimental trials it had fired up to 2000 r.p.m., a virtual impossibility with conventional firearms. The single smooth outer casing had no protuberances or holes, and the pistol grip was at the point of balance. It had an unusual fifty-round throwaway magazine of plastic with small windows in the casing to allow the firer to see how many rounds were left. But its most novel features were its rotating cylinder mechanism and moving magazine, a design entirely different from anything that had been seen before in small arms, or in any other weapon for that matter.


And Egon, under the influence of drugs, had promised Rifat two hundred.


He’d sent two of his attorneys to repudiate his indiscretion the following afternoon. Rifat sat straight-backed behind an enormous desk topped with a single slab of exquisite malachite. He was late middle-aged, lean, with dark skin that proclaimed his origins. His body was still hard. At first impression he looked like a businessman; at second impression a soldier; at third impression an officer.


The attorneys tactfully explained that Mr. von Mansfeld had gone beyond his authority. They made all the usual excuses for Egon. And they returned the cash down payment in a Hermès satchel.


Shakin Rifat had listened. He understood. He knew what Egon was – a weak, spoiled wastrel. But he also knew that Egon von Mansfeld on his name alone could deliver the small number of experimental weapons if he wished. Anger flared in Rifat’s dark eyes – a cold, dispassionate hatred – and in that moment, alarmed at such chill malevolence, the two von Mansfeld attorneys earned their generous retainers for the month. His face set, the fury concealed, Rifat dismissed the high-priced messengers and turned to some papers on his desk.


But Egon remained as a possible future source, filed away against some eventuality when all portions of the equation balanced: drugs – fear – threats – need. The car bombing had served a dual purpose. It was a warning for silence, but it was also a reminder that Shakin Rifat was angry, and their business was unfinished.


When the screaming stopped …


When the carabinieri and the ambulances had come and gone …


And the morticians …


Trembling and white, Egon skirted the blood on the floor, stepped over a child’s blood-soaked teddy bear, and shakily walked outside. The fading sun had the look of blood, too, crimson and intense. Squinting against its apocalyptic glare, he searched for a taxi in the disordered clutter of police vehicles still crowded around the airport entrance. Noting a yellow car halfway down the drive, its driver surreptitiously motioning and mouthing ‘Tassi,’ Egon made his way slowly through the tangle of cars and vans to the cab. A sudden dizziness assailed him, and when he came within three feet of the Fiat 750, he plunged through the open back door and collapsed on the seat. He had to get out of town, far away, he thought, shivering in the warm air. His eyes followed the short, bulky driver as he slammed the door shut, walked around the back of the cab, and slid into the driver’s seat. ‘I want to go to Nice,’ Egon blurted. Sylvie was there. She’d take care of him. She’d see that Carey came.


‘You crazy?’ the driver asked brusquely, jerking his head around to look at the slender blond man, white as his linen shirt.


‘Not yet,’ Egon said, his voice strangely raspy, as if there wasn’t enough air in his lungs to force out the words.


‘You know how far that is?’ the cabbie asked, stretching his hirsute arm along the back of the seat and looking Egon over with critical appraisal. The tobacco-colored suit was expensive, as were the shoes, the two rings, the Bulgari watch. Maybe he did know how far it was.


Egon nodded wearily. He’d recognized the Neapolitan accent, confirmed with a brief glance – no meter – that he was in an illegal cab. A Neapolitan’s disregard for the system was as natural as their ingrained privateering mentality. Egon relaxed fractionally. For money, this man would do anything. Sliding further into the corner of the seat, he stretched his legs out and said, ‘Seven-hundred kilometers, at least.’


‘You got money?’ It was more a statement now than a question.


Egon nodded again. The rough, low-class dialect brought back long-forgotten memories. Raising his heavy-lidded eyes, he replied quietly, ‘Enough.’


‘Show me.’ It was an eleven-hour drive and, surface appearances aside, Gennaro was a businessman.


Pulling crumpled currency from his jacket pockets, Egon tossed them into the front seat.


Gennaro’s dark eyes widened. Mostly American. Large bills. He could exchange them on the black market for a good profit. Nice – next stop.


‘Get your ass in gear. I’m in a hurry,’ Egon ordered in a brutish Neapolitan slang he’d picked up when he was very young. He’d not only mastered the broad inflection of the Naples dialect that summer long ago, but Gianni had introduced him to spaghetti alle vongole at Zì Teresa and sex tableaux in waterfront taverns. Spaghetti alle vongole was still his favorite food, although it was best with the pungent smell of the bay invading your nostrils. For the rest … sex tableaux had long since failed to pique his jaded appetites, and beautiful young Gianni had died at twenty in a drug war.


Casting a swift glance back in the rearview mirror, Gennaro decided the rich man wasn’t from Naples. Not with that pale, sculpted face, although the accent was pure Camora. Shooting the gears home, he stepped on the accelerator and snaked his way around the parked cars. When he reached the open road, he asked without turning, ‘Who taught you that?’


‘Some friends,’ Egon said, the inflection so perfectly Naples, Gennaro was startled anew.


‘Are they still alive?’ The answer would satisfy several more unasked questions.


‘No.’


Drug smuggling, Gennaro understood with clarity. ‘Do you want to go on the coast road or on A-1,’ he asked, a faint deference in his tone now. One never offended the Camora and lived long.


Egon felt for the kit in his breast pocket. He had four points left. Enough till Nice, and then some. ‘Whatever’s fastest, and turn the radio down.’ He was feeling better already, beginning to tune out, and the music was distracting. Reaching over, he rolled down the window. Warm evening air rushed against his face, fanning his silky hair back in ruffled waves. He could feel the tenseness leave his neck and shoulders, the heroin come to the fore again. Glancing out at the landscape, he took in Siumiciano’s peaceful expanse. Flat and featureless, it fit his current mood. His mind began to withdraw to its own internal landscape, and he stared unfocusing for several minutes. But just as he began to forget, the music was interrupted by a sharp news report. The airport attack had already been attributed to Shakin Rifat. Egon stiffened. Had they been after him? Were they still after him? He began shaking again, the fresh surge of fear more powerful than the opiates.





CHAPTER 3


It was eight in the morning in Minneapolis. Margaret Rose Darian, known as Molly to everyone but the remotest stranger, flipped on the TV before she set her daughter’s breakfast on the table. ‘Hurry, Carrie, your eggs are getting cold.’ Hearing a muffled response from the direction of the bedroom, she poured the milk and slid the jam jar closer to the plate.


‘Morning, Mom, and don’t say anything until I explain,’ her daughter said in a rush of words.


That snapped Molly’s head around from the morning newscast. ‘Good God! When did you do that?’


‘Last evening.’


‘That’s why you had a scarf on when you came in from Lucy’s.’ Her young daughter stood before her with pinkened earlobes and small pearl studs in her previously unblemished ears … looking too grown up. ‘You’re too young.’


‘I’m eight, almost nine,’ Carrie replied matter-of-factly, dropping into her chair. ‘Amy’s had pierced ears since she was four. And Tammy’s had them since—’


‘I know the list, honey, by heart. You couldn’t wait—’


‘I waited five years for you, Mom. Look at it that way,’ she said, her huge, dark eyes watchful.


Molly laughed, an abrupt, spontaneous helplessness at her daughter’s curious logic.


Feeling a little braver, Carrie added, ‘I promise not to wear really long, dangly earrings until I’m older.’


‘The way your peer group’s going, that’ll be next week,’ Molly said with a heartfelt sigh, not in the mood for discipline. Her blue eyes took on a sudden maternal directness. ‘But I want your word of honor, on one thing.’


‘Sure, Mom.’ Carrie was magnanimous in her victory.


‘I don’t want to see three earrings on each ear. Never. Understand, Munchkin?’


‘Promise.’ A radiant smile shone back at her.


Molly sighed one more time, a reflex action to their somewhat disparate notions of childhood. Did every eight-year-old girl in America have holes in her ears, a closet full of designer clothes, and the knowledge that rockabilly didn’t mean what rockabilly used to mean? One glance at the clock reminded her that the riddles of the universe would have to wait. In the tone that all mothers acquire after watching children dawdle through three thousand and nineteen mealtimes, Molly admonished, ‘Now eat. You’re going to be—’ Her sentence was interrupted by a news bulletin flashing across the TV in stark black letters.


TERRORIST ATTACK! it proclaimed, and then the announcer’s face replaced the clamoring headline. ‘Terrorist attack at the Rome airport!’ The newsman’s voice was excited. ‘Only minutes ago, four gunmen opened fire on passengers at the air terminal. We don’t have all the details, but twelve people are known dead, two of them children. The death toll could—’


Molly switched the set off. ‘Lord, it’s happening all the time. No one’s safe.’ Regret and resentment blended oddly in her voice.


‘We are in Minneapolis,’ Carrie replied with the calm innocence of insulated youth. ‘No terrorists have ever killed anyone in Minneapolis. Do I have time for hot chocolate?’ And with that, terrorist attacks were dismissed from Carrie’s mind.


‘’Fraid not, dear. Are you sure your ears aren’t infected? They look pinkish.’


‘They’re fine. Relax, Mom. Lucy says if they begin to throb, to take a Tylenol.’


‘A professional opinion is always appreciated,’ Molly said dryly, ‘but if they’re not paler by this evening, I’m taking you to the clinic for a second opinion. Lucy’s not my idea of trustworthy expertise.’


‘Okay, okay,’ Carrie mumbled with a mouthful of muffin and jam. ‘You’re the boss.’


‘I don’t want to be the boss,’ Molly replied on a quiet exhalation. ‘I just want us to get along. And I don’t want problems … like your ears falling off,’ she went on, slipping her arms into an Irish tweed jacket in an unusual lavender tone. ‘I don’t want you looking like an eighteen-year-old starlet when you’re eight either. And why the hell do terrorists keep killing innocent people?’


‘I think they don’t have land or food or something.’


‘It was a rhetorical question,’ Molly murmured half to herself as she searched through her purse for her car keys which were misplaced again. ‘Have you seen the car keys?’


‘On the counter in the bathroom.’


‘In the bathroom?’


‘Face it, Mom, you’re not organized.’


‘Don’t get smart, kid, at eight o’clock in the morning or I’ll—’


‘What, Mom?’ Carrie teased.


‘Just eat now,’ she muttered. Intimidating threats were not part of her repertoire with her daughter. She loved her too much. ‘I’m leaving in five minutes, and if you’re not ready you’ll have to take the bus to school.’


‘Mommmmm!’ It was a long, drawn-out wail. ‘Don’t be cruel.’


Molly paused in the doorway, remembering the unwritten code apropos bus riding. No one ever rode the bus unless every other possible option for transportation to school had been wrung dry and discarded. Inadvertently, she’d struck a raw nerve of childhood protocol. ‘Don’t panic, I’ll wait. I’m the owner, right? I can come in when I want. But hurry,’ she reminded her daughter. Owner or not, if she didn’t put in long hours every day her fledgling business, which seemed to be creeping into the black after two precarious years, could just as easily go under. That would make her ex-husband Bart happy as hell. And she’d resist that happening with the last breath in her body.


Her high heels clicked on the parquet floor as she walked down the hall to the bathroom to get her car keys. There shouldn’t be people like Bart, she thought, her long-legged stride causing her blond shoulder-length hair to sway gently from side to side. There shouldn’t be hunters and victims. There shouldn’t be terrorists killing innocent children. It was so damned Machiavellian. So barbaric. Hadn’t civilization progressed at all? Oh, damn, she silently swore, glancing out the terrace door next to her bedroom, the rain still hadn’t let up. Her hair would frizz up like crazy again.





CHAPTER 4


It was an appalling day to be out. His father had warned him in his customary quiet way. His stable master had been less polite. ‘Day for a damned fool to kill himself,’ he’d said.


‘Shorten the leathers a shade then, Leon. That’ll keep me alive.’


‘Shit. Take more than that today,’ Leon muttered, but he’d seen the restrained fire in his employer’s eyes, and had done as he was told. When Charles Fersten’s mouth clamped shut in that thin straight line, everyone did his bidding or stayed out of sight.


For the fifth day in succession, cold, driving rain swept the northern Minnesota countryside. There were pools of water on the practice track near the stables, and the first curve of the private steeplechase course visible from the paddock resembled a snipe bog.


‘Positive you want Tarrytown?’ Leon tried one last time to dissuade his employer.


‘He’s surefooted in heavy going,’ was the curt reply.


Also had a bad mouth, which combined with his phenomenal strength, made him a difficult horse to hold, Leon thought. But maybe that was a masochistic fire in those black eyes and the count was out to match his temper against Tarrytown’s gigantic strength.


Leon wasn’t so far off the truth, although Charles Bernadotte Carrville Fersten, a count if he chose to acknowledge his father’s lineage, normally didn’t scrutinize his motives too closely. He just needed to ride.


His father had seen the morning news, too. As they watched, the death toll had mounted from the terrorist attack in Rome. Sixteen dead last count. The attack, reporters said, had Shakin Rifat’s mark.


Whenever Shakin Rifat struck, Egon fell apart.


And then the phone would ring, and Sylvie would make demands.


Charles swore and swung himself up into the saddle.


*

Tarrytown jumped the first two timber fences beautifully, even under the adverse conditions. He was a massive horse of remarkable power, and a smile flashed briefly across Charles’s mouth in appreciation. A half mile into the three-mile course, both horse and rider were thoroughly soaked and splashed with mud. Tarrytown took the first water turn without breathing hard and cleared the third and fourth hurdles like a leaper. Then, his head stretched out like a racer on the straight, his hooves scarcely touching the dark ground, Tarrytown flew down the treelined course. The pines were dark against the gray northern sky, in contrast to the silvery birches wet with rain, their tiny buds still tightly curled, waiting for a warm spring sun. Charles’s spirits soared with Tarrytown’s burst of speed and, despite the cold driving rain, he felt a warm surge of pleasure, a familiar elation synonymous with reckless wild rides.


But at the next water jump thoughts of Sylvie intruded like unwelcome messengers of doom, and he inadvertently tightened his grip on the reins. Tarrytown had already launched himself before the unexpected tug at his mouth. He cleared the water, but not with his usual rise, having faltered midair with the cut of the bit. The huge bay slipped on landing, slithering for several yards. It was touch and go for several breathless seconds before he recovered his legs. But his formidable strength pulled him through, and he managed to struggle upright, leaving both horse’s and rider’s hearts pumping furiously. A rider had to give his horse its head going over a jump; a rule Charles knew instinctively. Bending over, he apologized softly to Tarrytown, stroking him gently beneath his ear. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured, ‘my fault …’ and added a few pithy comments concerning his ex-wife.


Dismounting, Charles walked Tarrytown back to the stables, talking aloud to his old companion … about Sylvie and her stupidity, about Sylvie and her arrogance, about Sylvie and her weak-willed brother. During the mucky walk back the rush of adrenaline slowly subsided and, like a cleansing tonic, it washed away much of his tension. Or maybe it was the wild ride that eased the tension. Since boyhood, a horse and speed had been comfort, therapy, intoxication – all things to Count Charles Fersten.


‘Didn’t go the whole,’ Leon laconically remarked when they returned.


‘You were right, Leon,’ Charles replied with his familiar smile, the fire gone from his eyes. ‘Damn near got killed out there.’ He even felt restored enough after the exhilarating ride to ask, ‘Any phone calls?’


‘Nope.’


She hadn’t called yet. Maybe this time she wouldn’t, Charles thought, his normal cheerfulness renewed.


Bitch must not be able to get a call through, Leon uncharitably thought. And a cable wouldn’t do her much good. If you’re going to threaten and plead, it loses impact somehow on paper.


‘See you tomorrow,’ Charles said, turning to go, the light from the open door silhouetting his powerful frame and the spiky outline of wet windswept hair.


‘If the rain lets up.’ Leon was busy wiping Tarrytown down.


Charles’s dark brows quirked like the grin lifting one corner of his mouth. ‘Can’t take care of me forever.’


‘Someone has to. Besides all the eager women, that is.’


‘I don’t know, Leon. You might lose against that kind of competition.’


And he had on numerous occasions. But not for long. ‘Any woman last more than a week?’ his stable master bluntly asked. ‘Besides the bitch, I mean. And from the looks of it, you might never shake her loose.’


‘Now, Leon, a little respect for my ex-wife.’ But the grin accompanying the words was wickedly boyish.


‘I’d like to give her a whole lot more, but she never gets close enough to put my boot where it’ll do her the most good.’


‘Speaking of boots. Did my boots come back for the Maryland Hunt Cup?’


‘This morning.’


‘Good. I’ll try them tomorrow. Think Tarrytown can take those terrifying timbers two years in a row?’


‘If he can’t, there’s not a hunter that can. The Ferstens are the best breed of jumpers in the world.’


‘Thanks to you.’


‘And to your pa.’


The phone line from the house trilled tinnily in the stable and they both stiffened, their expressions instantly altering. Charles’s heavy brows creased into a frown.


‘I’d say it’s the bitch,’ Leon growled.


‘Wouldn’t bet against you on that one,’ Charles quietly replied. ‘If it’s Sylvie, I’ll take it in the house.’


When Leon picked up the receiver, he nodded darkly and said, ‘Sit tight, Countess, he’s on his way to an inside phone.’


And Charles reluctantly started across the muddy paddock.





CHAPTER 5 


Sylvie von Mansfeld was a countess in her own right, rich, beautiful, spoiled, and young. She’d met Charles one summer when she’d turned to acting in an attempt to escape boredom. She was captivated by Carey Fersten, the brilliant young director from America who had roots on the continent. She was delighted that his aristocratic family north of the Baltic held a knight’s title a thousand years older than her family’s mercantile nineteenth-century coat of arms. She was bewitched by his compulsive decisions. When they first met during filming in Yugoslavia, the young genius director was operating on instinct alone. Carey was drinking too much then, using recreational drugs in an excessive way that appealed to her excessive nature. It wasn’t until the second week of sharing his bed that he’d stopped in mid ‘Darling’ and asked her name. It still sent tingles down her spine recalling those days, old memories freshly rekindled by the sound of his deep, husky ‘Hello.’


‘I need you,’ Sylvie purred into the phone.


‘The feeling is not mutual, Sylvie. What do you want, as if I didn’t know,’ Charles said bluntly, settling into a worn leather chair in the library.


His cool tone brought Sylvie back to her present problem. ‘You have to come and talk to him. Egon called. He was at the airport during the shooting, and now he’s worse than ever. God knows his fear is reasonable. Especially after what Rifat did to the car. He was barely coherent when he called. You have to come and talk to him, Carey!’


‘Jesus, Sylvie.’ Charles kept his voice steady, despite his feelings on the subject. ‘I was just there a month ago. Put him in a sanitorium. Find him a confessor. Find him a woman, for Christ’s sake. I can’t come and hold his hand every time he OD’s on terrorism.’


‘Those madmen are using him, Carey, you know that. Capitalizing on his nerves and drug habit. He’s terrified. No one else can calm him when he’s in this state.’


‘I can’t this time, Sylvie. I’m sorry. I’m scheduled to ride in a meet in Maryland next week, and my next film starts two days after that.’


‘I need you. Egon needs you. You owe me!’


Carey sighed. ‘I can’t keep paying for that mistake forever. Everyone was doing drugs out there.’


‘But you started him.’


‘I didn’t, but I’ll never win that argument with you. Oh, Christ, it could have been anyone. He was out looking for it.’


‘You made him what he is,’ she snapped.


‘Lord, grow up. He is what he is, with or without me.’


‘If you don’t come, he’s going to die. I could barely understand him on the phone.’


There was a silence on the overseas connection while Charles damned the day Sylvie von Mansfeld first slipped into his bed. ‘Okay, all right,’ he said at last, his feelings for Egon overcoming his aversion to Sylvie, ‘I’ll be there, but I have to be back Wednesday next.’


‘We’re at the villa in Nice.’


‘This is the last time, Sylvie, I swear.’ Hanging up, his expression grim, Charles angrily punched the phone number for the stable. ‘Tell Jess to have the jet fueled. We leave in an hour. And bring my saddle, will you Leon? Maybe I can get in a few hours of riding before the Hunt Cup.’ In a brisk cadence he finished his instructions to Leon. Then he dropped the phone receiver in its cradle and turned to his father. ‘Damn and bloody hell,’ he softly swore. ‘When will it end?’


His father had been seated at the marquetry desk near the window during the phone conversation, his eyes half-closed. Opening his eyes fully now, he glanced at his only child with tolerant affection and quietly said, ‘The sins of your youth, eh?’


‘With Sylvie and Egon, I’m never going to be allowed to forget them.’


‘Surely there must be some treatment center with an effective program for’ – his father paused delicately – ‘his variety of problems.’


Bernadotte had never understood Egon’s bisexual idiosyncrasies. Firmly heterosexual, he viewed them as an aberration. ‘He’s tried most of the drug treatment centers,’ Carey replied, ignoring the other insinuations, ‘but so far none of them have turned him around. And Sylvie’s right, he does respond to me. It makes it harder though since Egon’s witless flirtation in the arms business last year. With Rifat leaning on him, he needs the heroin more to blot out the insecurities and fear, just at a time when he’d be better off facing them clean.’


‘I understand your attachment for the young man, my concern is your mother,’ Bernadotte said, dismissing Egon with a casual wave of his hand. ‘She’s going to be disappointed if you’re not back for the Maryland Hunt Cup. The house was opened last week and she has a full guest list waiting to visit with her “darling” boy.’


‘I know.’ Sliding down on his spine, Charles stretched out his long, mud-spattered legs and contemplated the soiled toes of his handmade boots. Then, stretching to relieve the tightness in his shoulders Sylvie’s calls always induced, he said, ‘Tell Mother I’ll be back in time.’


His father smiled his rare smile. ‘She’ll be pleased.’


‘And don’t tell her I went to see Egon,’ Charles said, rising from the depths of the comfortable chair. ‘She’ll worry needlessly.’


‘I’ll make some excuse.’


‘I’ll call when I’m heading back.’ Charles stood in the library doorway and flashed a quick smile, both brows rising speculatively. ‘I did tell Sylvie this was the last time, didn’t I?’


‘Distinctly,’ his father agreed.


‘Then I’m on my last mission of mercy,’ Charles replied. ‘Ciao.’ And with a wave he walked from the room.


‘Godspeed,’ his father murmured in the quiet library as he began concocting a story that would satisfy Juliana.


*

Although Bernadotte and Juliana had chosen to live apart since Charles was three, they maintained a friendly parenting relationship and a true friendship apart from their duties as parents. Charles was really more like Juliana in many ways, Bernadotte thought. He was a Carrville in size; the Ferstens had always been larger than most but without the extreme height of the Carrvilles. And his love of horses was mysterious, with a gravity like Juliana’s that bordered on the pagan. Like his mother, he socialized with ease; there was very little of the hermit like Bernadotte in Charles. But in other ways he was his father’s son: reckless and instinctive, inquisitive until he found satisfactory answers. He was, above all, the joy of his father’s life, and Bernadotte never regretted meeting Juliana.


Juliana Carrville had been seventeen the spring Count Bernadotte Fersten came to Baltimore to ride in the Hunt Cup. His reputation had preceded him, and every lady invited to the Hunt Ball that night had vied for his attention. He’d just turned forty, was rumored to have spent the previous month with his latest lover, the Maharani of Narayan at her estate outside Delhi while awaiting the beginning of the spring steeplechase circuit. It was a dangerous liaison – especially with her jealous husband in residence – but evidently the count had survived, as he had all his other scandals of the postwar years.


When his estates bordering the Baltic in Eastern Finland were in danger of being overrun by the Russians in the closing days of World War II, Bernadotte had taken leave from the Finnish army and managed to rescue his retainers and his stable of Fersten hunters just hours ahead of the Russians. But his wife Kirsti, whom he’d adored, had been killed in the flight, a victim of exploding shrapnel from artillery pressing the Russian front westward. Her loss, it was said, hurt Bernadotte more deeply than all his ancestral estates left behind.


Heartbroken, he’d pensioned off all the servants, except those needed for his small stud farm near Helsinki, and left for the continent, not caring whether he lived or died. During the next five years he rode in every steeplechase of consequence. Heedless of death, he won most of them. He drank champagne till dawn, slept with whomever clutched his arm that night, and entertained beautiful women from Oslo to Rome with wit, charm, and intoxicating, moody sensuality.


But his icon of Kirsti was always the first object he looked at on waking each day, and his standing order dictated that her grave would always be covered with fresh violets, the flower she’d adored. Bernadotte hadn’t been able to forget the only love of his life. Her loss so haunted him that he avoided being alone, and was desperately afraid of solitude. Riding, hunting, gambling, sailing, boudoir games, and a reckless pursuit of pleasure obsessed him. And with his capacity to acquit himself well at all these games, he was in great demand.


When he walked into the drawing room that night in Baltimore before the Hunt Ball, he thought for a blinding moment that Kirsti was waiting for him. But when the tall, blond woman, dressed in violet chiffon turned around, his disappointment must have shone on his face.


‘I feel I should apologize for some reason,’ Juliana Carrville said, her large hazel eyes attentive.


Count Fersten recovered instantly. ‘Of course not. I’m afraid I mistook you for someone I once knew. She liked violet, too.’


Thanking her lucky stars she’d picked this dress for the ball, Juliana put out her slim hand and introduced herself.


Bernadotte recognized the last name. ‘Your father’s on the National Hunt Committee.’


‘No, my brother. You’re the odds-on favorite to win tomorrow, you know,’ she said, her smile warm.


‘I hope you’re right. The course is formidable.’ It was a modest reply by a man who’d outclassed everyone in the field, and had ridden the course the previous year in record time.


‘Did your horses get in yet?’


‘Came down yesterday from Louisville.’


‘Where you won the Oxmoor.’


‘A bit of luck, actually.’


Juliana had heard otherwise. On a treacherous course where only four of the original twenty riders finished, the count had ridden so aggressively in mud left over from two days of rain that bets had been taken on which hurdle would account for his broken neck. ‘I hear you may decide to settle in America,’ Juliana went on hurriedly, for Bernadotte’s glance was beginning to stray.


‘I may,’ he said absently, his attention drawn to a spectacular redhead in cream lace and diamonds who was bearing down on him.


‘There’s an estate for sale next to ours. If you’d like, I’ll show it to you Wednesday.’


‘Thank you. I’ll let you know,’ he politely replied and turned to greet his old friend Mrs. Percy-Wilson.


*

The day after the Hunt Cup race, Bernadotte’s manservant woke him after the all-night celebration of his win and informed him that Miss Carrville was waiting in the parlor downstairs. She’d come to show him a nearby house on the market.


‘Give her my excuses, Anders … politely.’


‘Miss Carrville already advised me she isn’t leaving until she sees you.’ Anders coughed discreetly, but didn’t so much as glance at the lady sleeping next to his master. ‘She’s prepared to join you up here, sir.’ Anders had considerable experience forestalling women and was paid handsomely for this important skill. He was very good in a standoff, but Miss Carrville was better. It had taken all his persuasion to keep her from following him upstairs. ‘I think you’ll have to speak to her personally, sir.’


Bernadotte groaned softly, cast a swift look at the drowsy Mrs. Percy-Wilson lying beside him, and decided she was not sufficiently awake to require an explanation. Quickly throwing on some clothes, he went downstairs to give his excuses to Miss Carrville personally.





CHAPTER 6


Juliana had decided to give her virginity to Count Fersten that day. The romantic notion was the first sexual goal for a girl normally consumed with her passion for riding. Perhaps this unusual stirring of emotion was related to the fact that Count Fersten was considered the finest amateur horseman in the world – a godlike figure, as far as Juliana was concerned.


A less polite man may have succeeded in putting Miss Carrville out of his parlor, but Bernadotte had a natural courtesy that contributed in large part to his enduring charm. And, after all, Miss Carrville was divinely motivated.


So while Mrs. Percy-Wilson slept off the fatigue of her champagne intoxication and sexual enthusiasms alone, Count Fersten accompanied Miss Carrville on a tour of Spring Green Manor. Everything had been arranged with a wealthy young woman’s eye to sybaritic detail. Juliana wore yellow and white piqué, fresh and youthful against the golden glow of her Palm Beach tan. The sleeveless dress accentuated her slender arms, its neckline titillating yet still in good taste. She wore no underclothes, sure that they would only get in the way.


Servants had been sent ahead to the empty country home. Juliana preferred using her own staff, although the present owners, who had moved to a larger estate to accommodate their expanding stable yard and nursery, had generously offered theirs.


Juliana had gone to great lengths to discover the count’s favorite country food and wines. He was astonished and said so when they rested on the south terrace after a tour of the house and grounds. Seated at a small, glass-topped table shielded from the slight breeze, they enjoyed an alfresco breakfast. After a night of drinking, the food piqued his appetite, and Bernadotte ate seriously until each taste was satisfied.


‘How did you know?’ he asked when he finished, his tanned hand sweeping over the table. ‘Everything’s perfect.’


‘Mental telepathy?’ Juliana smiled, and her face took on an appealing softness.


The count raised his brows skeptically and said, ‘A charming asset. Does it extend to my brand of cigarettes?’ After a night of overindulgence, his urge for nicotine was reaching withdrawal proportions. Having hurriedly dressed to forestall Miss Carrville coming upstairs and meeting Mrs. Percy-Wilson without her makeup, he’d forgotten his cigarette case.


‘Northern Turkey, handled by Dunhill in London and Jasper in New York,’ Juliana said with a studied carelessness.


His brows rose again, this time in appreciation. ‘And you have some.’


‘Of course.’ She reached over to a square Meissen box set next to the small vase of yellow roses and lifted the cover.


‘Have you forgotten anything?’ he asked, reaching for a cigarette. His mouth curved into a smile. It was all very flattering, and she was pretty in a fresh, healthy schoolgirl way.


‘Champagne’s chilling upstairs.’


‘Are you always so forward?’ Although he was familiar with aggressive females, she somehow eluded the stereotype. They rarely came this young.


‘Never.’ She pointed out the lighter.


Never, he thought and immediately asked the obvious question. ‘How old are you?’ He lit the cigarette, inhaling deeply.


‘Seventeen.’


He exhaled the smoke slowly before he said, ‘I’m forty.’


‘I know.’


‘Seventeen’s too young.’


‘Too young for what?’ Juliana retorted.


‘Too young for chilled champagne upstairs.’


‘What if I was nineteen?’


Bernadotte paused for a moment, considering.


‘See, you wouldn’t say ‘no’ right off if I was nineteen.’


‘I still would.’


‘No you wouldn’t.’


‘I should.’ His brows came together above his fine bridged nose. ‘That’s damn young.’


‘Pretend I’m twenty.’


‘Where the hell are your parents?’


‘Dead.’


‘Guardian, then.’


‘My brother’s sleeping off his hangover with someone else’s wife. Don’t ask me who. His social secretary has trouble keeping up.’


‘So you’re on your own, keeping your own social secretary busy with musical beds.’


‘I’ve never slept with a man.’


‘Good Lord,’ he said softly, but an ungovernable sensuality stirred at her admission. ‘Why me?’ he asked, aware that he shouldn’t be asking any more questions. He should be saying a polite good-bye.


‘You’re beautiful,’ Juliana said, staring at him.


‘No I’m not, but thank you.’ Bernadotte was realistic about his looks. They were unconventional, severe in their modeling, slightly oriental across his cheekbones and eyes, sensual at times, but never beautiful.


‘And your body’s perfection,’ Juliana added, secure in her own assessment of Bernadotte despite his demur. Bernadotte had the physical presence of a natural athlete: broad-shouldered and muscular, with a leanness through his torso and hips, a classical symmetry personified. ‘You’re one of the few men who can tower over me. Your size is unusual for an amateur rider.’


‘My family’s bred the Fersten hunters for generations to accommodate the Fersten males,’ he modestly replied. The Turkish leaf was soothing, like an old addiction, and Bernadotte relaxed against the wrought-iron chairback.


‘What does your horse carry?’ she asked.


‘Ninety-three kilos.’


‘The course was wicked yesterday. You didn’t make one mistake.’


He smiled at her breathless flattery. ‘I’ve been riding competitively since I was eight.’


‘I ride at least four hours a day,’ she responded, proud of her interest.


‘You hunt, then?’


‘All season.’


‘With the Grendale Valley?’


‘No, the Worthington. You’re astonishing over the jumps,’ Juliana went on in a breathy voice. ‘Your balance is superb.’


‘My father’s trainer taught me to walk a high wire. It makes balance in the saddle second-nature,’ Bernadotte replied, more comfortable now that the conversation had returned to horses.


‘Would you go riding with me, someday?’ The question was naked, her voice pleading, her eyes asking for more.


The mood had altered suddenly. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll be staying,’ he answered evasively, putting out his cigarette, thinking it was time to go.


In her enthusiasm Juliana leaned forward, and her full breasts rose slightly above the shallow scooped neckline of her dress. ‘If you stay?’ she persisted.


‘I’d like to, then,’ he quietly replied, his dark eyes drawn to the soft, ivory curve of her breasts.


‘I could show you the river and Alder’s Bluff and Crane’s Nest and—’ While she swiftly recited the points of interest in the Worthington Valley, Bernadotte’s libido, at variance with his mind’s commands, envisioned Miss Carrville’s large breasts unclothed. ‘It would be fun to ride together,’ Juliana blithely declared.


Indeed, his carnal urges agreed. She was tall for a woman … and slender, except for those enormous breasts. Indeed, it would be a pleasure to ride her.


‘Say you will,’ she urged a moment later.


‘I’d like that,’ he said, and was startled out of his musing when she instantly stood, put out her hand to him, and invited, ‘Come, then.’ Momentarily bewildered, he decided he must have missed something, but he took her small hand in his and asked, ‘Where?’


‘Upstairs.’


He inhaled slowly, feeling the heat of her hand in his, feeling the silky smoothness of her skin against his calloused palm. ‘No,’ he replied on a soft exhalation of breath, and let her hand drop. In the aftermath of a long night’s drinking, every nerve, all sensation seemed acute and close to the surface. He could practically feel the damp heat of her body closing around him.


‘I don’t have any underclothes on,’ she said, coming over to stand beside him. He felt his erection rising. ‘See.’ She lifted the yellow and white pique skirt, and suddenly he was inches away from smooth, tanned thighs and pale, satiny hair growing in a faint iridescence pathway up the sleek curve of her stomach.


He should have said, ‘Put your skirt down,’ but instead he murmured, ‘The servants—’


‘Sent home.’


His hand delicately brushed against the pale silky hair. If she wasn’t seventeen he wouldn’t have asked again, ‘We’re alone?’ His dark eyes lifted to hers, and she nodded.


His flaxen head bent to kiss the glossy golden thighs and silvery hair, and she moaned, a low, luxurious sound. Of their own accord his hands came up, and he grasped her gently by the hips.


His palms felt rough on her skin; she’d noticed he’d ridden without gloves. Bare hands on the reins suited his style – no pretense. His touch was light, though, the barest pressure on her slim hips. But heated. She could feel his warmth. And she pressed into that warmth, wanted to be engulfed by the fire of this man whose reputation was torridly wild, whose daring skill as a rider balanced precariously between commanding his fate and plunging into the fires of hell. There were fires burning inside this man, and she wanted to dance in the flames.


Feeling her move into his caress, his tongue slid deeper into her ready wetness. For an untried virgin, she was anything but timid. He tasted her sweetness, tightened his grip on the soft flare of her hips, and felt an unfamiliar impatience. He usually played at love with a jaded man’s composure. Maybe it was the fresh air today or the fresh young girl; maybe it was the last of the champagne bubbles colliding in his bloodstream. Maybe she smelled like long lost innocence and artless desire. It didn’t matter. The playboy of the leisured society of western Europe wanted this sweet, lush, horse-mad young woman, and he’d denied himself nothing in the last five years.


His head lifted abruptly, leaving a coolness between her thighs. ‘Does this come off?’ he asked, his lean fingers flicking lightly over the millefiori buttons gleaming on her bodice. It wasn’t a question, but an order, and she let her skirt fall while she reached to undo the buttons.


He didn’t move to help but passively watched, sprawled back against the ornate, wrought-iron chair. Well, perhaps not altogether passively. Juliana glanced once at the elegant line where his casually splayed legs converged, and the enormous rise in the soft, dove gray flannels heightened the desire pulsing through her senses.


The dress slipped off from her shoulders first, and Bernadotte felt himself quicken when her jutting breasts were exposed. Her nipples were erect, as though sculpted in pink marble. ‘Hurry,’ he said. And she pushed the fabric over her hips, obedient to his urgent tone. Her obedience was a loving pleasure though, for she’d wanted him far longer than he’d felt the need for her. Count Bernadotte Fersten had been her hero for as long as she could remember.


As her dress fell in jonquil folds about her feet, she stepped out of her sandals.


Rising from the chair, Bernadotte took her hand, leading her the few scant feet to where the flagstone terrace met the lush, green lawn. Drawing her into his arms, he kissed her on the mouth for the first time.


While the warm sun bathed her nude body and the count’s powerful embrace held her tightly, she felt a delicious dizziness. Juliana had to lift her face to meet his mouth, arching her graceful throat. With shameless eagerness she opened her mouth to his demands, laced her arms tightly around his neck, and brushed her hips against his rigid arousal.


She only did that once before she found herself beneath him on the lawn, her legs nudged wide while Bernadotte swiftly opened his trousers. With a craving that matched his own, she wanted him deeply inside her. It was all she’d thought of for years. His erection free, he entered her immediately, lacking his normal finesse, only murmuring ‘I’m sorry,’ into the softness of her hair. Then, in the next instant, he buried himself with a low moan into her tight virgin passage.


What a strange thing to say, she thought, smiling her welcome, luring and surrounding him with a natural instinct, capturing, at last, the lover of her adolescent dreams.


He was moving inside her slowly, his eyes closed, his strong arms holding his weight lightly above her, his white silk shirt gathering grass stains at the elbows, his lightcolored flannels ruined with green knees. The second strong thrust of his hips forced him so deeply inside her, she felt her toes tingle with pleasure. His rhythm was slow and instrusive, as though he had all day, as though the lady beneath him expected her pleasure to be prolonged. He’d learned of dalliance young, in both discreet and flamboyant boudoirs; to him, making love was like superb riding – a natural bent.


Moving up, he pressed exactly where Juliana most felt the ripples of ecstasy. As her breathing changed, when the exhilaration of her senses forced her breath into small, quiet gasps and the first orgasmic quivers began, she breathlessly whispered, ‘I want your child.’


He almost stopped midthrust, but his own pulsing tide was already racing toward a shattering climax and the threat of hell itself couldn’t have stopped it. Buried deep inside her, he poured himself into her trembling warmth, and while she sighed in abandoned pleasure, he whispered, ‘No.’


*

Juliana was infinitely more persuasive than a novice courtesan had any right to be and, before long, Bernadotte found himself upstairs in bed, sipping chilled champagne. She had a natural proclivity for pleasure, and since it was too late to retract the first offering of his lust, he decided you can only hang once.


They spent the afternoon in bed, the evening as well, and he said, ‘Enough,’ before she did. ‘I’m not seventeen, puss, and that’s all I can do for you today.’


Her warm tongue and soft lips put the lie to that pronouncement, several times more … but it was the phone that put an end to the hours of lovemaking. Her brother, it seemed, needed her to negotiate with one of his overwrought mistresses. When a crashing noise and a few heated comments vibrated across the wires, she agreed to come home and soothe the distraught woman.


Her driver was asleep in the car, but he came awake amiably. She had Bernadotte driven home first. ‘Call me,’ she said when they arrived at his lodgings. She kissed him lightly on his lean, tanned cheek.


‘If I stay,’ he replied, brushing his fingertip gently across her bruised mouth.


‘I’m going to have your baby, so you really should call.’


There was no suitable answer to her startlingly cheerful statement, so he simply said, ‘Thank you for a lovely day, Juliana.’ Then he opened the door and walked away.


He didn’t call, of course. He very sensibly left Baltimore the following day.





CHAPTER 7


That summer, Bernadotte found a place like home. A landscape so similar to his ancestral country that he bought five thousand acres outright. He took Kirsti’s picture with him the day after the purchase was completed, lifted it to the pine and birch forests and the rocky granite hills, and said, ‘We’re home, sweetheart. At last.’


His workmen had finished the masonry of the small country house and were beginning the interior plastering when Juliana called in August.


‘Your child is due in January.’ Her voice was sunny, just as he remembered it.


After a grimace of astonishment there was a short silence while he weighed his wishes against his obligations. ‘Where would you like the wedding?’ he asked.


‘Baltimore,’ she said. ‘Do you mind if it’s large?’


There was an infinitesimal pause this time, and then he answered, ‘No, of course not. Whatever suits you.’


‘Do you have a guest list?’ she inquired.


‘No,’ he said.


‘Is Friday next all right?’


He briefly looked at the calendar on his desk near the phone, glanced around the unfinished room, thought something like this couldn’t possibly be happening to him when he’d found peace at last, and quietly answered, ‘Friday next is fine.’


*

They were married on a sultry August day before every friend and relative Juliana’s family had ever known. Everyone at the reception agreed that:


Juliana looked radiant – considering …


Count Fersten was remarkably charming – considering …


And if the marriage lasted a year, it would be four months longer than anyone expected.


*

Extra workmen were hired to speed the completion of the house and stables in order to accommodate Bernadotte’s growing family. Juliana adored her husband with a young girl’s worship which, while flattering, was unnerving. They were, however, extremely compatible in bed.


When Charles was born, Bernadotte was pleased to find that his wife’s smothering affection was easily transferred to her son. And it was with great relief that he found he’d taken on the less demanding role of ‘father’ in Juliana’s life now that her loving attention was focused on her baby.


They outlasted the speculators in Baltimore who’d predicted a swift demise of their marriage. Juliana stayed at his country estate for three years, although she traveled often with Charles to her homes in Baltimore and Palm Beach. Despite Bernadotte’s preference for his hermitage near the Canadian border, he found his new family warm and loving.


When Charles was three, Juliana decided that she and her son were better off on their own. The separation was amiable, and Bernadotte extended an open invitation to return for visits. Charles spent his summers with his father, while Bernadotte traveled to Palm Beach for Christmas each year.


Their son grew into a sturdy youngster, assured of his parents’ love and support. However, he had inherited the taint of wildness bred through generations of Ferstens. In the middle of his senior year Charles was expelled from the sixth in a line of prep schools when it became clear that his boyish pranks were motivated by a dangerous compulsion for lawlessness.


After Charles’s latest escapade, Juliana called Bernadotte. ‘He needs a man’s touch now, dear,’ she said. ‘I can’t control him. Would you mind?’


He didn’t mind, of course. He doted on his only child, by now a rangy, big-boned youth whose whipcord body hadn’t quite caught up to his growth. So when Charles returned to his father in disgrace yet again, Bernadotte said that first evening after dinner, ‘I won’t say you shouldn’t have done all those things at school, Charles, and I understand nonconformity. But the escapades have worried your mother. I’d appreciate,’ he gently admonished, ‘if you could put these rebellious high jinks into some kind of proportion.’


‘There’s too many rules, Father. I can’t stand it,’ said Charles, a maverick by deepest instinct.


‘Living here will eliminate most of the rules,’ his father assured him. ‘If you remember to act like a gentleman and have respect for other people’s feelings, I won’t expect much more.’


And with responsibility on his own youthful shoulders, Carey, as his mother called him – a family diminutive for Carrville males – developed a grudging maturity. As his parents’ son, he was a naturally skilled rider. Under his father’s guidance he began taking an active interest in the Fersten stables. A tutor was brought in to finish out the last few months of school, and then Carey entered his first European steeplechase event. It was too much for a young boy. He won and won and won, and at eighteen the adulation overwhelmed him. In December his father brought him home to recuperate; he’d been living on nerves and liquor for the last month.


Although barely eighteen, he’d seen much of the world and indulged his senses past prudence for a long time, more so lately with the hedonistic partying accompanying the race circuit. Women were interested in a winner – and a rich, handsome winner increased the offerings to dizzying proportions. He was worn out, worn down in body and spirit. Pleasure had somehow lost its fine edge.


It can happen at any age, the questioning … What is happiness? What sustains it? How is it measured? Or would satisfaction be a plainer word for a plainer world?


His spirits at low ebb, Carey came back to the States at a time when newscasts were pressing home the need to save a small Asian country struggling toward democracy. The first U.S. war fought on television showed young children dying before the viewer’s eyes, depicted old, helpless people displaced from their lifelong homes, pitilessly presented footage of entire villages disappearing under napalm attacks. The politicians were talking then about ‘the light at the end of the tunnel,’ and Carey felt a surge of the spirit that had called his father and his father’s father and countless Ferstens from the days of medieval baronies to fight other peoples’ wars. Instead of resting, Carey impetuously joined the marines, a spontaneous decision based on a fugitive combination of melancholy, youthful idealism, and remembered stories of Fersten ancestors who had fought through a thousand years of Europe’s history.


He may not have taken so drastic a step had his life been less off course. But the decision didn’t seem drastic at the time; it seemed as if he’d been handed an opportunity to do something more significant than proving one’s skill as an athlete on and off the course. He told himself it was wise to at least make his own choice by enlisting at a time when the draft was hot on the heels of eighteen-year-olds without deferments. But he realized the flaw in that rationalization: Generals’ sons weren’t fighting this war, nor were senators’ sons or rich men’s sons. He wouldn’t have had to go. But, brooding and moody, with an elusive desire to test himself and somehow help in the tragedy five thousand miles away, Carey Fersten joined up. At the time he thought of himself as another Fersten male going off to war, another generation. There was pride in that.


*

When he came back from Vietnam two years later, the boyishness was gone and his bright idealism had faded. He stayed in his room for two weeks, not even coming downstairs for meals. His father had been aware of the drugs, but he’d only watched and waited, careful not to intrude upon the painful readjustment.


During his third week home, Carey received a visit from the widow of his best buddy in the corps, a man who’d died in his arms. Dhani MacIntosh had taken the bus from Chicago – a day and a half trip with transfers and layovers – and had walked the last three miles from the highway. She brought the pictures Mac had sent back to her, all the ones in which he and Carey had been standing arm-in-arm or clowning around with the usual rude gestures and uplifted beer bottles. And she wanted to talk about Mac, wanted to know everything that the brief letters hadn’t been able to say, wanted to be with someone Mac had loved like a brother.


It was the first time Carey had cried since he’d come back. They both cried, held each other and cried.


‘The first time I saw Mac, he was nineteen,’ Carey began. ‘He had just flunked out of college and decided the marines might pay the bills for you and Mac Junior. He walked into our temporary camp after carrying a basketball through five miles of jungle. Best damn sight I’d seen in four long months of hell. He called me ‘Shorty’ … it was the first time in years I’d looked up at anyone … and asked me if I played basketball. We set up a makeshift hoop and played horse or twenty-one or one-on-one. Sometimes when we went back to the main camp for a few days, we’d put together a real game. Mac and I, Luger and Ant, along with a pickup guard or sometimes without one. We whipped everyone’s ass.’


‘He said you were the first cool honkey he’d ever met,’ Dhani said with a smile.


‘I had fewer hang-ups than a lot of folks out there, and Mac and I liked to party. No women,’ Carey quickly interposed. ‘There weren’t any out where we spent most of our time. Mac and I and some of the crew would just party up and talk about what we were going to do when we got out. He wanted to start up a community center in your old neighborhood, he said, and help a few kids out of the ghetto. Mac always felt if he’d paid more attention in school, he wouldn’t have flunked out. The basketball scholarship got him to college but couldn’t keep him there.’


‘He never learned how to read real well,’ Dhani said softly.


‘I know. He knew. But he wanted to make it better for some other kids. It’s the only fast track out of the ghetto, he’d say, sports and school.’


‘I’m in a job training program now. I think I might be able to start college next year.’


Carey’s eyes filled with tears, and he brushed a quick hand over the wetness. ‘Do you know how happy Mac would be to know that? Hey, Mac, you hear that?’ he said, looking up. ‘You hear how smart a wife you’ve got?’ He smiled a rueful smile at Dhani. ‘I talk to him all the time. Christ, people’ll call me nuts, I suppose, but I do.’


‘Me, too. He was the kind you just know would always listen.’


Carey looked out at the late fall landscape and swore under his breath. Turning back abruptly, he said, ‘You know what pisses me off something fierce? There’s plenty of assholes living … and Mac’s dead. It’s not fair!’


*

‘Did he suffer?’ Dhani asked after they’d talked about the futility and the injustice, after they’d discussed the good memories and the good times. She had avoided the question until the last because she wanted to know, but was afraid of the answer.


‘No,’ Carey replied. Sitting on the porch railing in the late afternoon sun, he looked down at the even rows of planking below his feet before he looked back at her. ‘No, he didn’t suffer,’ he lied.


Dhani exhaled a great breath of relief. ‘I was afraid … he’d … the end was … awful.’


‘It was fast,’ Carey said. ‘Really. How’s Mac Junior?’ he asked. And while Dhani talked about her son, Carey tried to press back the terrible memories of Mac’s death.


They had just been dropped into the clearing they’d already taken twice in the last six months. He was at point and Mac was slack man, five yards behind him when Mac stepped on the mine. The explosion knocked Carey flat. When he turned back to the anguished screams, he saw what was left of Mac thrown on a heavy jungle bush. Mac’s arms and legs were gone. If he lived a million years, he’d never forget the sight of Mac crying for him. As he scrambled back, Carey screamed for a corpsman. ‘It’s all right, Mac, I’m here. I’m here.’ Very gently he lifted the man who had been six foot six into his arms, carefully eased himself onto the ground, and held him. Staring out of the dense green growth of underbrush that for a suspended moment in time seemed to isolate them as the last two men on earth, Carey roared, ‘If there’s not a corpsman here in two minutes, I’m going to kill somebody!’


Mac’s eyes were open wide. ‘I don’t want to die,’ he whispered.


‘You won’t,’ Carey said fiercely. ‘I won’t let you. Corpsman!’ he screamed. ‘Dammit, we need a fucking corpsman over here!’


‘I can’t feel anything, Shorty. Am I going to make it?’


‘It’s shock, Mac. The feeling will come back. Your body’s in shock.’ But with each beat of his heart, Mac’s arteries were pumping away his life. ‘We’ll have you fixed up in no time,’ Carey reassured him.


Just then a VC artillery unit began a dropping pattern along the tree line sheltering the company. No one could move. No medic came. As soon as the mortars started exploding, the Hueys that had dropped them in the clearing lifted like big, lumbering birds and flew away. Carey swore at them as they disappeared over the treetops.


He told Mac the copters would be there in a minute for him, that he’d be taken out to the nearest field hospital, that he’d earned a good, long R and R. He lied and lied and lied while his best friend died in his arms.


When Mac was dead, Carey made a soft bed for him in the undergrowth. Oblivious to the VC mortars systematically sweeping across the tree line while the firebase on the hill got their bearings on target, he raced toward the drop point where he knew the corpsmen would be. He manhandled a protesting corporal through the exploding shells to where Mac lay and said to him in a cold, level voice, ‘I want his arms and legs sewn back on.’


The horrified man stared at him. When the medic opened his mouth to object, Carey lifted his M-16, pointed it directly at the man’s head, and said, ‘Mac was my best friend.’


The gruesome task, performed hastily but done, was accomplished only moments after the VC bombardment stopped as suddenly as it had started. And now we’ll take this clearing for the third time, Carey thought cynically. Mac was dead. For what? The Cong would own this piece of land again an hour after they left.


‘Thanks,’ Carey said softly into the eerie silence after a steady hour of ear-shattering explosions. He lowered his weapon. ‘Thanks. He needs them to play basketball.’ The corpsman nervously eased himself away from the tall blond man whose glazed eyes stared at the gruesome body on the ground. ‘Is that better now, Mac?’ he heard him say before he turned and ran out of range of the crazy soldier’s M-16.


Carey stayed with Mac until his body was lifted aboard a chopper. And then he cried.


*

Dhani stayed overnight, and that evening at dinner Bernadotte saw a glimpse of the Carey of former days as his son entertained Dhani with humorous anecdotes of Vietnam. It was the first visible break in the brittle, self-contained man who’d come back from Vietnam, the man who’d stayed in his room watching TV, not sleeping, hardly eating, trying to deal with some inner nightmare that wouldn’t loosen its hold.


They sat afterward over Drambuie and made plans for the center Carey wanted to fund as a memorial to Mac. For the first time in weeks, he was animated, making suggestions as fast as Dhani could write them down, giving orders as he’d always had the tendency to do, then apologizing to her with a quick, flashing smile. Bernadotte had to excuse himself briefly when he saw that first smile. It brought back images of a chubby two-year-old toddler riding his first pony, and a young boy coaxing his father to let him have a motorcycle years too early. It was the smile Carey warmed rooms of cold-eyed cynics with. His son had returned to him, and Bernadotte needed a moment alone for his tears to subside.


The following day, after Bernadotte’s chauffeur had driven Dhani away, Carey turned to his father and said, ‘I think I’ll go for a ride.’


Controlling the impulse to dance a jig for the first time in his life, Bernadotte calmly replied, ‘It’s a pleasant afternoon for a ride. I’ll have Leon saddle Tarrytown.’


The riding helped Carey’s recuperation; day by day the familiarity of the stark countryside so different from Vietnam slowly blurred his most horrifying memories. In a month the taut edginess had diminished, and in another month Carey came home one day with a movie camera, and announced he’d signed up for a film course at the nearby college.
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