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“Harold Robbins is a master!” raved Playboy magazine of the consummate storyteller of our time. Now he is at his scintillating best in this dazzling new novel of sex, money, power, and ambition as a network television maverick climbs his way to the top on a ladder of vanquished enemies. . .and conquered women. . .
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Jack Lear is driven by unbridled ambition. As a pioneering radio and television broadcaster, he makes a fortune, launches a network, and marries two women. But despite all he has, what can never be his continues to taunt him: the respectability of old money.


The women in his life are legion. His first wife is a shrewd, gorgeous WASP princess who transforms him from the son of a Jewish scrap-metal king into a man of class, surrounded by the trappings of elegant wealth. His second marriage is to the lovely English aristocrat who introduces him to high society. Yet Jack Lear’s drive to succeed—to best his rivals by whatever means—has no give, and one day, he comes face-to-face with a threat from an unexpected corner—a threat that could sweep his hard-won empire right out of his powerful hands.
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For nearly half a century, Harold Robbins has been working his magic, creating formulas that result in bestseller after bestseller, and more than 300 million copies of his novels have sold worldwide. With TYCOON he comes through with a roar, delivering an irresistible tale of sexually charged, furiously paced energy as only Harold Robbins could tell it.
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One


1931


THE CENTRAL AND DEFINING FACTS OF JACK LEAR’S LIFE WERE that he was a grandson of Johann Lehrer and a son of Erich Lear and that he was married to the most beautiful woman in America.


His wife’s name was Kimberly—Kimberly Bayard Wolcott Lear. Late in the evening of Wednesday, August 19, she sat at a dressing table in their room at the Ambassador Hotel, brushing out her dark-brown hair. For the dinner earlier that evening with the Lears—Jack’s grandfather, father, brother, and sister-in-law—she’d had it styled curling behind her ears, exposing her diamond earrings; but now she was brushing it out, making it smooth and glossy, the way Jack preferred it. She had not yet wiped off her makeup. Her eyebrows, plucked into two delicate arches, were dark and well defined, but she had accentuated them even more with pencil. Her lashes were sharply delineated by mascara, her cheekbones were highlighted by rouge, and her carefully applied lipstick made her lips look lusciously dramatic. Brushing with her right hand, she held in her left a Herbert Tareyton cigarette in an amber holder.


She was wearing a pink silk crepe de chine teddy.


“Was it as bad as I warned you it would be?” Jack asked.


Kimberly chuckled and shrugged.


They had been married for two months. Although they had sent invitations to his family, none of them had come to Boston for the wedding. Jack and Kimberly had made this trip to Los Angeles to meet—or rather, to confront—the Lears.


“I told you my grandfather would like you. I can tell he thinks that it’s odd, and maybe amusing, that I married a shiksa.”


“You said your father wouldn’t like me, and obviously he doesn’t.”


“If my mother were alive, she’d make him like you. Actually, he doesn’t dislike you. It’s just that he sees you as disrupting his plans for me. My father is accustomed to having his own way.”


“It’s also obvious there’s no love lost between him and your brother,” said Kimberly.


“He thinks Robert has gone into a silly business, one that may be a fad and may not last. Motion-picture production. Leichtgewicht he calls him. Lightweight. He talks that way, but I happen to know he’s put money into Bob’s business.”


“Wait till he finds out what business you’re going into!”


“That will produce a frothing fit.”


Jack picked up a bottle of Black Label—real stuff, “off the boat,” as they said—and replenished her glass and his. He used silver tongs to lift ice cubes from the silver bucket


Jack Lear was not one of America’s handsomest young men. He was characterized by a straightforward open face, with eyes that looked directly at you, and a heavy-lipped mouth that smiled readily and ingenuously. Already, when he was only twenty-five years old, his black hair was making a slow retreat, and he was at pains to comb it forward and try to cover the widow’s peaks that were developing. He had not bothered to shove his Camel into a holder and held it between two fingers as he pulled smoke deep into his lungs.


“I really don’t think I could live in California,” Kimberly murmured. “It’s sparse. It’s barren. With a gaudy palace stuck up here and there to house the moguls.”


“You don’t have to live in California,” said Jack. “We’re not even talking about living in California. We don’t belong here.”


“You grew up here.”


“Yeah, but nobody belongs here.”


“Nobody we would want to know,” she said with a grin.


Jack stared at his wife with unalloyed pleasure. He had never known anyone else whose mind ran so closely in the same channel as his. He could have anticipated her comment.


She shrugged out of the teddy, pulling it down and stepping out of it. That left her nude except for her stockings and the garters that held them up, plus her shoes. He drew her down on the bed beside him and began to fondle her breasts. He loved her breasts. They were small and firm, with deep-pink nipples. He bent over her and sucked her left nipple between his lips.


“Fuck soon, but talk first,” she said. “Your father still thinks we’re going to live in Los Angeles. Even when he talked about houses you could buy, you didn’t tell him we are not going to live here. You didn’t tell him you’re not going into his business.”


“Can you imagine me in his business? He’s called a ship breaker, but what he is is a glorified junkman—as my grandfather occasionally reminds him. I can’t even think of it, Kimberly.”


“Well, we did talk it out, didn’t we? It’s not just the business that’s wrong for you. It’s the idea of living under him! You warned me that your father is crude and . . . and—”


“Ruthless.”


“All right. He is your father, and I wasn’t going to use a word like that. But you can’t work for him, Jack. You’re too good a man. He means to dominate you. Besides, you’re too intellectual to go into—all right, your words—to go into the junk business. An intellectual needs a career that offers a chance to be creative.”


Her words didn’t surprise or trouble Jack. He considered himself an intellectual. His father and his brother were intelligent—one might even say aggressively intelligent—but they were not deep thinkers who were given to study, reflection, and speculation. Maybe he had inherited his intellectuality from his grandfather, Johann Lehrer, who had been a professor before he left Germany.


Kimberly had also inherited an intellectual bent. There was a Yale professor of rhetoric on the maternal side of her family. And on her father’s side, her great-great-grandfather had been an inspired Yankee tinkerer who had invented the simple device that extracted and expelled spent cartridges from firearms when they were opened after firing, thereby sparing the shooter the task of pulling each hot empty casing out with his fingernails. On this invention the Wolcott family fortune had been established. It was the foundation of Kettering Arms, Incorporated, of which Kimberly’s father was president.


“You are headed for a bitter confrontation,” Kimberly warned. “When are you going to tell him?”


“Tomorrow.”


“For sure?”


“For sure.”


“He’s not going to take it kindly. He’s not going to take it temperately.”


Jack shrugged. “He can take it any way he wants, Kimberly. Our decision is made.”


Two


THEY FLUFFED UP THE PILLOWS. JACK TUNED THE RADIO TO A station that was playing music and set the volume low. They lay back against the pillows and snuggled.


“I’ve told you a little but not enough about my grandfather,” Jack said. “I told you the family name is not Lear but Lehrer, and I told you Lehrer is the German word for ’teacher.’ Well, my grandfather was a professor of revealed and rational religion. He was an intellectual by anyone’s definition: a brilliant man.


“What I didn’t tell you is that he was also an eminent rabbi. Even though he was young, men came to him with questions of Judaic law and abided by his decisions. He was a learned man, Kimberly. In 1888 he fled Germany because he was subject to Prussian universal military conscription and lived in fear of being called into the army. Can you imagine a Jewish professor and rabbi, wearing earlocks, as a private in a Prussian regiment? He couldn’t. He left his home and country rather than risk it. And in America he wound up being what he called a ‘junkman.’”


“A scrap collector,” she suggested.


“A junkman. He couldn’t find work as a professor in this country. He didn’t speak English. So he became a junkman, at first with a pushcart. But he made a hell of a lot of money. My father runs the business now.”


“As a ship breaker,” said Kimberly. “My father checked to find out who Erich Lear is.”


Jack nodded. “Being a ship breaker only means he sells scrap metal in thousand-ton lots. When my grandfather retired, the last suggestion of ethics went out of the business. Among other things, my father is a union-buster. Like Henry Ford, he hires thugs.”


“I—Dammit, Jack! You’re distracting me. How can we talk about anything serious when your cock’s standing up like a sailboat mast?”


Jack grinned as Kimberly reached for his penis and closed her hand around it. She bent forward and gave it a quick, affectionate kiss. “You have to promise to do it at least twice,” she said with a wicked gleam in her eye. “The first time you’re going to come before you get it all the way in.”


“Premature ejaculation.”


“Well? But you won’t ‘premature’ the second time. Or the third. You’ve got to keep at it till I come.”


He grinned. “Deal. I’ll work on it.”


They had stopped using condoms because they had decided they wanted a baby. Just the other day, Kimberly’s doctor had told her she was in the early stage of her first pregnancy. Although Kimberly was petite and Jack’s cock was imposing, they knew by now that she could accommodate all of him, though she did need for him to enter slowly at first, to give her time to stretch. He pushed in a little and then a little more. She grunted, then nodded. He began slow strokes, and she opened gradually, until shortly all of him was in her. Their bellies slapped together as he thrust down and lifted her hips to meet him.


It was as she’d predicted, though. He reached his orgasm very quickly and ejaculated a great flood, part of which ran out of her and glistened on her legs.


“I’ll refresh our drinks before we start again,” he murmured.


Three


WHILE JACK WAS UP POURING MORE SCOTCH, THEY HEARD A knock at the door.


He went to the door and asked, “Who is it?”


“Grossvater!”


Kimberly heard. She tossed Jack his navy-blue robe. She jumped out of bed, snatched up an orange silk wrapper and put it on.


Jack opened the door. “Willkommen, Herr Professor,” he said. He had addressed his grandfather that way for years, knowing how much the old man liked it.


Johann Lehrer glanced around the hotel room. He smiled, more with his eyes than with his mouth. “I fear I am interrupting . . . what I am interrupting,” he said.


Kimberly clutched her wrapper closer around her. Pulled tight, it revealed much more than it had when it was loose.


“Ah, so . . .” said Johann Lehrer. “Well, you will have other times. May you have many, many times when you are not interrupted, even by an intruding thought.”


“A drink of Scotch, Herr Professor?”


“A small one.”


While Jack poured the drink, Kimberly fled into the bathroom and returned wearing a terry robe. Johann Lehrer did not pretend he didn’t know why she’d changed. His smile widened.


Jack could not cease being surprised, and distressed, by the way the old man had deteriorated physically in recent years. Every year he seemed to wear his trousers higher, until by now his suspenders drew them almost up to his armpits. He was still wearing the light-gray suit with black pinstripes that he had worn at dinner. In the past he had never entirely uncovered his head. Now, when he put his hat aside, he revealed a bald, liver-spotted pate and no yarmulke. His eyes watered, and his lips trembled.


At Kimberly’s insistence, Johann Lehrer sat down in the hotel room’s best chair. “I interrupt for good reason,” he said. “My eldest grandson has married a fine goyish girl. I have had your family history researched. Did you know that one of your Yankee ancestors was a peddler, going up and down the roads in a wagon, selling pots and pans, Bibles and almanacs, hats and shoes? Subsequently your family became manufacturers, making guns. Also, later, in your mother’s family, a Yale professor. Has Jack told you / was a professor?”


Kimberly nodded. “Yes. He told me.”


“My story he has heard many times, until it bores him. Maybe you it does not yet bore. When I come to America, I was a ragpicker at first. Der Herr Professor Lehrer pushing a handcart! Then scrap metal in a cart pulled by horse. Junk! But you know . . . When you collect a little junk, it’s junk. When you collect a lot, it’s salvage! Lehrer Salvage Company! When you tear apart old ships for the scrap metal, then you are a ship breaker. But it’s the same thing. We are still in the junk business. But some of us want to move into other things. The movies! Jack’s brother has gone into this business. Once I thought the younger grandson might become a rabbi or a teacher. But . . .” The old man shook his head.


“Grossvater . . .”


“Ja, ja, ja. Kimberly . . . Shiksa . . . Marrying you, my grandson has done well. But not so well if he does not escape from my son. Erich is a good man. But he thinks he has made all Jack’s decisions for him. He has laid out his life for him. He cares little what Robert does. It is Jack that he cares about. He wants you to become a junkman. It is the family business. You don’t like that, huh, shiksa? Well, why should you? The daughter of Boston Common does not want her husband to be a junkman.”


“I don’t scorn your business, Herr Professor,” said Kimberly. Her German accent was perfect, her vocabulary small. “Ich bin in Boston geboren. Das ist richtig. Aber—”


“We have nothing for which to apologize to each other, Kimberly. I like you.”


“Danke schön, Herr Professor.”


“I decided so this evening. My son Erich means to compel both of you to accept his idea as to what you should be. He was willing to let Robert go into the film business without interfering, even lending him some support. But Robert is the younger son. You, Jack, are the elder. He expects you to—”


“I won’t do it, Grossvater!”


“—to become his successor, to serve an apprenticeship, then to succeed him eventually.”


“Eventually,” Jack muttered wryly.


The old man shook his head sorrowfully. “You should live so long.”


“I don’t want to live under his domination,” said Jack.


“No,” said Johann Lehrer. “So I make for you an option, Jack. I trust you to choose well.” He withdrew an envelope from his jacket pocket and handed it to Jack. “This will make a choice possible. Add it to what your grandmother left you. Deposit it before your father learns of it. He may claim I’ve lost my mind.”


Jack glanced at the check inside the envelope. “Grossvater!”


Johann Lehrer rose from his chair. He stepped toward Kimberly and embraced her. “Take good care of him, Kimberly. A man needs a good woman. I judge you are a good woman, pretty little shiksa.”


The old man moved to the door. Jack kissed his hand before Johann Lehrer stepped into the hall and pulled the door shut behind him.


Kimberly rushed to Jack. “My God, Jack! How much?”


“He matched what my grandmother left me. Half a million dollars.”


Kimberly shrieked. “Oh, my God! We’re rich! We can live the rest of our lives on it. That and what your grandmother left you makes a million! You don’t have to go into any business!”


Jack tipped his head to one side. “Oh, yes, I do. We’ll do great things. We’ll go into the business your father is offering me. I’m not willing to die of boredom, Kimberly. And, if you think about it, neither are you.”


Kimberly reached inside his robe and seized his cock. “A man with this is never going to be bored,” she said. “Neither is his woman. And he’s going to do great things, for sure.”


Jack laughed. “Let’s get back to it. We should have more such interruptions!”


Four


IN 1931 ERICH LEAR WAS FORTY-SIX YEARS OLD. TWENTY years before he could have been the model for the strongjawed, cleft-chin, wavy-haired male who courted the handsome girl in drawings by Charles Dana Gibson. He was a Gibson male no more. The Lear men developed receding hairlines early in life, and in Erich’s case the retreat had been abrupt and complete. Where wavy black hair had once flourished, a bulbous dome now gleamed. The strong cleft chin had been softened by added flesh. His dark eyes remained penetrating and still had the ability to switch instantaneously from a warm, caressing gaze to a glowering stare. His mouth still had a sensual look about it, and he continued to smoke Marsh Wheeling stogies: strong, thin, cheap black cigars that emitted a formidable stench.


On the morning after the dinner party at which he had gotten better acquainted with his new daughter-in-law, he received Jack in his office. He waved him toward the couch. He himself sat down behind his desk, in the huge high-back judge’s chair that was meant to intimidate. He lit a stogie. His black double-breasted suit was already streaked with ash from the last one he’d smoked.


Jack sat down.


“I meant to take you aside last night and say a word to you about your new wife. The opportunity did not present itself. So now—I need hardly tell you that I was not pleased when you announced your intention to marry a shiksa. From Boston, too. What was wrong with all the nubile girls of our own kind? I had in mind one or two I wanted you to consider—fleshy, heavy-titted girls taught by their mothers to be good wives. This one you chose . . . Well, she is sleek. She is smart—maybe too smart. She contradicted you twice last night.”


“Kimberly is intelligent. I respect her opinions. I don’t always agree with them, and I don’t always accept them but I respect them.”


Erich Lear flipped his right hand in front of him. “This is immaterial. But what kind of wife is she going to make? I wanted for you a wife who would be appropriately deferential, as your mother was to me. This goyish girl from Boston will defer to no one—not to you, not to me, not to anyone. Is she good on her back? Does she suck you off? A woman has got to learn to suck cock—and like it.”


“I’d be grateful if you would speak of my wife with a degree of respect,” Jack said solemnly.


“Respect . . . You get that started, and you’ll be respecting her for the rest of your life. Well, it’s done. I suppose Kim is all right. She can be made all right.”


“Please don’t call her Kim, as you did last night. Her name is Kimberly, and she doesn’t like to be called Kim.”


“Already she has taught you what she likes and doesn’t like! How well does she know your likes and dislikes?”


Jack decided to try to lighten the conversation. He smiled at his father. “I’ve got something she likes,” he said.


“Yes, I imagine. Your mother and I were astonished by it. Aside from that, what about you does she respect?”


Jack blew a loud sigh. “What’s the point? What are you driving at?”


Erich blew a blast of heavy blue smoke from his stogie. “You ever hear of a ship called Kaiserin Luise, later called Erie? I will recover approximately forty-five thousand tons of steel from her, plus miles of lead and copper pipe, and . . . But that’s not the half of it. She is fitted out with gorgeous woodwork, tons of oak flooring, crystal chandeliers, bath fixtures plated with gold, elevators, staircases, and so on. In years past, assets like that got away from us because we didn’t know how to appraise them and so let subcontractors remove them. I’m not taking bids from subcontractors on this job. This becomes your role in the business. I want you to go through the ship and make an inventory and appraisal. With your fine Harvard education and the elevated tastes you acquired in Boston, you’ll know what’s valuable and what’s not; you’ll be able to distinguish the good stuff from the schlock and dreck. That’s your assignment: to strip these old liners of their treasures, find a market, and sell them. If you think being a junk dealer is beneath your dignity, you can be an antique dealer.”


“Father—”


“I’ll make you an executive vice president, at a thousand dollars a week. I’ll get you a secretary who fucks and sucks. You need a little time to find a home and settle in. Then I want you to go aboard that ship and—”


“Father! I am not going into the business. I will not accept a vice presidency. I am going into an entirely different line of business.”


“Oh? And what line of business is this?”


“I am buying a radio station.”


Erich stared at his stogie for a moment, then flung it across the room, where sparks set the rug smoldering in two places. Jack did not stand up and stamp on the fire; he just sat calmly and watched as his father poured a carafe of water on it.


“You haven’t got the money to buy a radio station,” he grumbled. “If you came here to ask me for a loan—”


“I have the money.”


“What your grandmother left you. You mean to sink all you’ve got into—”


“I don’t have to do that. Mr. Wolcott is forming a corporation that will buy the station. He’s giving Kimberly and me a block of the stock and an option to buy more.”


“You’re going to work for your father-in-law? What kind of a man does that make you?”


“What kind of man would I be working for you?” Jack asked.


“You’d be the son of the founder of the business, getting ready to take over when the time comes!”


“Well, I’m going to take over the station right now. And maybe other stations if I can make this one work.”


“Radio! Like your brother a—”


“I know. A Luftmensch. Well, Bob is a fool, but even Bob understands there are better things than the junk business.”


“The junk business was not beneath the dignity of Der Herr Professor Lehrer. But—Oh, I understand. It is beneath the dignity of the Wolcotts of Boston, beneath the dignity of the outstanding debutante of 1929. Oh, yes, I understand these things. The cunt, I imagine, doubts that a kike junk dealer could even know the definition of a Boston debutante.”


“You’ve called my wife a cunt for the last time.”


“I will call her anything I wish!”


Jack stood. “Good-bye, Father.”


Erich raised his chin high. “My son . . . Fuck the shiksa!”


“I already have. She’s pregnant.”


His father glowered at him. “You walk out of here, you will never see me again!”


“Good-bye, Father.”





TWO
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One


1931


THEIR HOUSE WAS NOT GRAND, BUT IT WAS OLD AND GRACEful. Jack and Kimberly were proud of it. It was located on Chestnut Street, not far from the Quaker Meeting House, and was one of six red-brick houses that stood in a row, sharing walls. These houses had been built in 1832 as homes for two intermarried families, the Hallowells and the Lowells, so that the elder generations could live in close proximity to the younger and conveniently supervise their lives. A century of rain and wind—plus the aggressive tendrils of the ivy that had to be torn off from time to time—had softened the severe lines of the old brick. And at night, the greenish glow from the mantles in the gas lamps on either side of each front door made them look quaint and inviting.


Inside, the rooms were of modest size but sumptuously furnished, almost entirely in antiques. Kimberly’s mother had found the house and had proposed to buy it with its contents intact. While Kimberly and Jack were in California, Mrs. Wolcott had overseen the sorting and hauling away of a truckload of the clothing and other very personal possessions of the late owner, retaining only the furniture, curtains, and rugs, all of which she had subjected to professional cleaning. She had bought new mattresses and new bedding. For two autumn days the house had stood with every window wide open, to air before the young couple returned to occupy it.


In California, Jack had known all this activity was going on in Boston. His father had never had a chance of talking him into staying in Los Angeles.


Jack had invested $60,000 of the money from his grandmother in the purchase and renovation of the house. It was an investment. A house like this, in this part of Boston, would always be marketable, Depression or no Depression.


“You agree to the Christmas party, then?” Kimberly asked, as she sat on the bed and watched him dress for the evening.


“Yes. Of course.”


She was inviting more guests than could be squeezed into the house at one time: her parents, her brother and his wife, her sister and her husband, and a score of couples, some of whom were her friends, some only acquaintances. He knew what she was doing. She was testing the waters, to see who would accept and who would not accept an invitation from her now that she was married to Jack Lear.


She knew that a few of the people she had invited would not come. They refused to accept or understand the fact that Kimberly Bayard Wolcott had married a Jew—and not only that but a Jew from California, the son of a salvage baron. The party was to be a challenge flung in the face of Boston society.


Kimberly went into the bathroom, which in this house was not adjacent to the bedroom but was down the hall. Jack knew why. She was washing out her mouth with Lavoris. A few minutes ago she had knelt before him and given him a vigorous blow job. She sucked all right. But Erich didn’t need to know that.


“How long do you think you’ll be with Daddy?” she asked when she returned.


“Let’s say an hour.”


She was wearing a powder-blue dressing gown. She stood in front of him and helped him with his shirt studs. He was dressing for a drink with her father at the club bar, then for the dinner they would have later.


This was one of the reasons he had married Kimberly, and it was one of the reasons she had married him. She was making a gentleman of him. When he’d proposed marriage he had frankly told her he hoped she would consent to make of him the kind of man she would want for a husband, which he certainly wasn’t already. The idea of being invited to make a man over had intrigued her, she had confessed. It was one of the reasons she’d finally consented to become his wife.


The other reasons, he had deduced. He’d then had half a million dollars of his own and was an up-and-coming man. He had impressed her as limitlessly ambitious. He had impressed her also as independent, willing to break away from his awful family. Once she got her hands on it, she had been fascinated by his cock, which was the term she had elected to use for it. She insisted still that it was the only one she had ever seen, but Jack figured she must have had some basis for comparison (statues in the Museum of Fine Arts?), since she understood it was extraordinary.


He only vaguely understood another reason why he had appealed to this exquisite girl. Jack Lear sensed but did not really know that he was singularly charismatic. He had seen the quality work sometimes but had not yet fully learned to appreciate and use it. The truth was that people were inclined to like him. He was now pondering ways to exploit this asset.


Anyway, Kimberly had exuberantly accepted his invitation to make him over into a proper gentleman. Sometimes he felt he paid a price. Tonight he would not only venture onto the street in white tie but would wear a cape and a silk hat and carry a stick as well. He knew that was how her father and the other men at the club would be dressed. Even so, Jack found it difficult to feel comfortable in such rigging.


He had been accepted into the Common Club as Harrison Wolcott’s son-in-law, not as a Jew from California. He suspected that his father-in-law had called in a few IOUs to get him into the club. It was by no means the most distinguished gentlemen’s club in Boston, but it was a gentlemen’s club, and acceptance there clearly implied acceptance in Boston society.


As he walked to the club, along streets paved with brick as old and worn as those of his house, some of them green and slippery with decades’ accumulation of algae, lichens, and moss, he noticed he was not the only man on the street dressed in formal evening attire.


At the club he checked his hat, cape, and stick and mounted the broad carpeted stairway to the second floor.


With the coming of Prohibition, the bar had been moved to the second floor. In the event of a visit by Prohibition agents, someone downstairs would step on a button and sound an alarm in the bar. By the time the agents climbed the stairs, all of the drinks on the bar would have been poured into buckets and the buckets emptied into a sink. The agents would face the hostile glares of gentlemen sipping ginger ale or lemonade.


It had never happened. Prohibition might have altered the drinking habits of the common folk in the Midwest, but it had required only minor adjustments among the Boston Brahmins and the Boston Irish.


Harrison Wolcott was at the bar, an Old-Fashioned before him.


“Ah, Jack! Scotch?”


Jack nodded. The bartender saw the nod and took a bottle from the cabinet behind the bar.


“How’s the little mother-to-be?”


“She’s doing fine,” Jack said.


“When is it due, exactly?”


“The middle of April, we think.”


“She’s not very big yet,” Harrison Wolcott observed.


“She’s petite. She may not get very big. The doctor doesn’t want her to gain any more weight than necessary.”


“Well, then . . .”


Harrison Wolcott was a comfortable and self-confident man—whose self-confidence had been reinforced when the Depression had hardly touched him. His company, Kettering Arms, Incorporated, had worked to capacity between 1914 and 1919 and had made huge profits. He had been prescient enough to retrench drastically in 1919 and 1920, and the company remained only big enough to supply its specialized market for high-quality hunting and target rifles. That market had diminished only slightly when the Depression came. Moguls and magnates still prized Kettering rifles and bought about as many of them in 1930 as they had bought in 1928.


What was mote, Harrison Wolcott had invested conservatively and diversely. His book value was no more than half of what it had been in 1929, but he was satisfied his investments were sound, and he kept them.


He was just fifty years old, but his hair had turned white. It lay thick and smooth across his head. His complexion was ruddy, his eyes pale blue, his mouth wide, his chin square. He was, in short, a handsome man.


“How are the bridge lessons going? Kimberly tells me you have a real flair for it.”


Jack grinned. “I’ve learned not to trump my partner’s ace.”


“Kimberly says you’re better than that.”


“Kimberly has her enthusiasms.”


“I won’t ask how things are going at WCHS. I’ll rely on you to tell me when you want to tell me.”


“Actually,” said Jack, “things are going quite well, I think. I’m learning the business, but strangely enough the principles I learned studying business administration at Harvard seem to apply.”


“Adding that little girl has made your Wheaterina Show more popular.”


“Yes. Betty’s an asset. She’s a natural comic. It was her own idea to use malaprops.”


“I really broke down laughing when she said, ‘Oh, no! Alice couldn’t be in the family way. She hasn’t even got a husband!’”


“We got a dozen letters and half a dozen calls complaining that was too risqué,” said Jack.


“I’m interested in your claim that WCHS has more loyal listeners than any other station in Boston. To get Langdon and Lebenthal to put their name on the survey that says so was a real coup. Your advertisers—”


“We fudged a little,” Jack said with a sly smile. “All we hired Langdon and Lebenthal to do was send out the canvassers. We didn’t ask them to tabulate the results. We did that ourselves.”


“But you’ve invited your advertisers to stop in and look at the cards.”


“We tabulated the results and came in third. So we took about half the cards that favored other stations and stuffed them in the furnace. What remained favored us—and they’re there to be inspected by anyone who wants to see them.”


“Langdon and Lebenthal . . . ?”


“Did what they were paid to do. Each canvasser was scrupulously honest and dumped a bag of cards on us at the end of the day. So far no one has thought to ask who tabulated the results.”


Wolcott frowned. “You’d better be careful, my boy. That sort of thing can ruin you.”


Jack smiled. “What’s the old saying: ‘faint heart ne’er won fair lady’? Well, faint heart never turned a profit in business, either. And neither did rigid rectitude. I did learn something from my father.”


“Be sure you keep the secret.”


“Only three people know,” said Jack. “You’re the third.”


Harrison Wolcott grinned and signaled the bartender to refill their glasses. “I have a feeling you’re going to be a successful businessman, Jack.”


“That’s what I’ve got in mind.”


Wolcott glanced up and down the bar. “Jack . . . I want to raise a very personal matter with you.”


Jack nodded.


“Uh . . . Kimberly is a wonderful girl, I believe. She’s also, as you have said, petite. I might say delicate. Her mother and I are concerned about her pregnancy. Petite girls sometimes—Well, you know what I mean. The two of you were married only a short while before she got pregnant. And that is fine. But I hope you realize a husband’s marital rights sometimes have to be put in abeyance for a time, lest the girl be harmed.”


“I understand.”


Wolcott put his hand in his pocket and palmed a business card. He slipped it across the bar to Jack. “That’s the telephone number of a girl you can count on to be discreet, should you want to engage her services. She has a very small clientele: a few businessmen. Expect to pay her generously.”


Jack put the card in his pocket without looking at it “I appreciate this,” he said. “But I doubt I’ll call her.”


TWO


JACK AND KIMBERLY WERE HOME FROM DINNER BY HALF PAST ten, having eaten rare roast beef in a speakeasy on the north bank of the Charles, where the proprietor had no qualms about serving his guests a genuine and excellent Burgundy. Kimberly had drunk a glass and a half of it, though she had generally given up alcohol until the baby was born. Before he joined her in bed, Jack turned the radio to WCHS, where music being played by the dance band at the Copley was being fed through a telephone line and onto the air.


He tossed his pajamas aside and lay down nude. Kimberly had not taken off her silk tap pants or her garter belt and stockings. They fondled and stimulated each other until she was flushed and her mouth was dry.


“Mmm . . . You want it, don’t you?” she whispered, smiling fondly at his pulsing erection.


He took seriously what his father-in-law had said at the bar early in the evening. He hadn’t told Harrison so, but for several weeks now he had not mounted Kimberly, had not penetrated her all the way. Her doctor said it was better not to. She was petite, and though it was unlikely they could injure the fetus, it was not impossible, if they were too vigorous. They had experimented with other ways, doggie-style for one, but had found less than complete satisfaction.


Jack nodded. He wanted it. “Baby. Would you be willing to commit the horrible and abominable crime against nature again? I suppose that doesn’t do much for you, but it does everything for me.”


“A second time in one day?” she asked with a faint smile.


“That one was a quickie.”


“And tasted like garlic,” she said. “If I’m going to suck the juices out of you, you’ve got to leave off the garlic.”


“I swear I’ll never touch garlic again. On the other hand, a little variation in flavor might—”


She shook her head petulantly. “Chocolate. Brandy. Beef and Burgundy. But not garlic!”


“It’s a deal, then.”


“All right.”


She lowered her face into his lap and began to lick him. She had learned that taking him into her mouth and working up and down with tight lips would bring him fast. She also knew he didn’t always like being brought fast.


“It’s going to take all night,” she whispered, opening her eyes wide and shaking her head.


Jack arched his back and closed his eyes. “I don’t have to go to the station in the morning,” he said.


She lowered her head more and began to lick his scrotum. “If somebody had told me two years ago that someday I’d put my face down in a man’s crotch and lick his balls, I’d have called them insane.”


“If somebody had told me two years ago that the most beautiful Boston debutante of 1929 would be licking my balls in 1931, I’d have called them insanely optimistic.”


“Mommy and Daddy didn’t bring me up to be a cocksucker.”


“I want an honest answer to an honest question, darling,” said Jack. “You do kind of like it, don’t you? At least a little bit?”


She looked up and smiled. “Well . . . it’s an acquired taste. When I first tried it, I thought I might throw up.”


“I remember.”


He remembered vividly. He had made the suggestion diffidently, apprehensive that he might offend her and even more apprehensive that she would think it was a suggestion that could be made only by a lubricous California Jew and never by the gentleman he was supposed to become.


At first she had kissed him tentatively, well down his shaft, then, more firmly, on his grayish-pink glans. She had looked up and smiled shyly, and he had whispered the suggestion that she lick. She did.


That first time she had clenched her lips tight against his ejaculate, certain its taste had to be nauseating. It had streamed over her mouth and chin and dripped on her breasts. Without his suggesting it, she had taken a drop on her finger and put it on her tongue. Then she had licked it off her lips and laughed.


She hadn’t thrown up. She had never thrown up. She had gagged once, when she lowered her head too much and took him too deep down her throat. After that she knew how much she could take and where to stop.


The loveliest debutante of 1929. Her parents had not brought her out at the annual Debutante Cotillion but at a party of her own, for one hundred guests, in the same ballroom where the cotillion was held, at the Copley—an event that fascinated Boston but was, even so, judged as verging on ostentatious. That her escort that evening had been not a Bostonian but an unknown young man from California named Lear had caused much comment, not all of it favorable. It had been mildly scandalous. That he was a Harvard senior and was going to continue to a master’s degree had suggested he might be the right sort, though.


That he had already taken Kimberly’s virginity would have been conclusive evidence that he was not the right sort.


“Whatever are you thinking, husband?”


“I’m thinking about you,” he said. “Remembering when—”


“Well, you had better focus your mind on what I’m doing, or we will be at it all night.”





THREE



[image: image]


One


1932


THE STUDIOS AND TRANSMITTER OF WCHS WERE NOT ON THE Charles River as its call letters suggested but in Southie. Jack Lear was not willing to commute to Southie every day, so his executive offices were located in a suite of rooms above a theater southeast of the Common.


“Executive offices” was actually too grand a term for the rooms from which the radio station did business. Its executive staff consisted of just two men: Jack himself and Herb Morrill, whose job was to sell advertising. Jack had inherited Herb, who had been employed by WCHS since 1928 and was thus a veteran not only of the station but of radio broadcasting. He sold advertising, but he was also the source of ideas.


It had been Herb’s idea in fact, not Jack’s, to do the survey. When the results came in and were not favorable, Jack decided to fake them and then tout the faked results so often and for so long that it became gospel that WCHS was Boston’s favorite radio station, in spite of other stations’ frenzied efforts to set the record straight


One morning in February, Herb brought to the office a singing trio, and Jack reluctantly auditioned them.


Herb Morrill was a man of infectious enthusiasm. The story told of him was that he had been a successful bootlegger but had left that business because he foresaw the repeal of Prohibition. The truth was that, as a boy, he had developed a fascination with radio when he wiggled a wire whisker around on a quartz crystal and strained inside his earphones to hear the signal all the way from Pittsburgh—station KDKA. His father repaired shoes and apprenticed the boy to learn the trade. For a while, Herb re-soled and re-heeled shoes until he could hurry home, bolt down a meal, and don his earphones to hear stations as far west as Kansas City and Chicago. In 1928 he abandoned his trade to go to work for WCHS. He wanted to be an engineer but lacked the education for it. By default, he gravitated into selling advertising.


Herb was only two years older than Jack but had the look of a man ten years older. He shared with Jack the tendency to baldness, but his was far more advanced. He wore round, goldrimmed eyeglasses and looked pedantic and timid. His appearance was deceiving because he was aggressive and outspoken.


“Wait’ll ya hear these guys! Wait’ll ya hear these guys!”


Jack was accustomed to Herb’s exuberance. He lit a cigarette and regarded the trio—all dressed in identical double-breasted tan suits—with skepticism.


“Listen to this!”


The trio opened by striking a note: “Hmmmmmm.”


Jack covered his eyes. “Don’t do that. Just sing some thing.”


They did:


I’m Geraldo Cigarillo, and men all say,


I’m the finest cigarillo you can buy today.


With the choicest tobacco, I will please you,


You can’t find better, and that is true.


For the finest smoke that can’t be beat,


Buy a pack of Geraldos and enjoy the treat!


“Jesus Christ! Herb! What have I done to you to make you do this to me?”


“You don’t like it? I don’t like it. The audience that hears it won’t like it. But they’ll remember the message! Geraldo Cigarillos are best! They’ll remember the goddamned message. Merchandising by irritation, Jack!”


“Irri—Are you out of your mind? Make your potential customers mad at you?”


Herb grinned. “The Levy brothers like it. They see the point. Your potential customers may be irritated by the message, but they’ll goddamn well remember it. The Levys will sign a six-month contract to sponsor a Geraldo Cigarillo Hour. These guys sing the message, they sing another song or two on each show, and we fill in with a band and somebody like the Wisecrack Guys and Betty.”


“Six—Well . . . what do you call this kind of shit? I mean singing the message. What do you call it?”


Herb shrugged. “The musical message, say. Why just have some mellifluous announcer intone the message when you can have—”


“All right, all right! Have you signed these guys?”


“Fifty dollars a week.”


“Okay.”


“Apiece.”


“Apiece?”


“They sing for us. Messages. Songs. Whatever. Not just on The Geraldo Cigarillo Show.”


“What are they called?”


“The Bronson Brothers.”


“Jesus Christ!” Jack exclaimed. “From now on they’re . . . the Harmonics, the Tone Brothers, the Mellow Fellows. Something. Mellow Fellows. How you like that, guys?”


The Bronson Brothers nodded solemnly.


“Okay. And put the ‘hmmmm’ back in, at the beginning and the end. If we’re going to be memorable, we may as well be memorable.”


TWO


ABOUT SIX WEEKS BEFORE THE BABY WAS DUE, KIMBERLY’S belly grew and she began to look pregnant. Her mother started to spend a lot of time at the house. And they found a nanny, an English girl from Lambeth named Cecily Camden. She moved into a room the Lears prepared for her on the third floor of the house.


The house, unfortunately, had only one bathroom, on the second floor, plus a toilet and a basin in a closet off the kitchen. Cecily would use that closet except when she bathed, which she could do only in the second-floor bathroom. She had been in the house less than a week when Jack accidentally walked into the bathroom and saw her in the tub. She smiled and grabbed a towel to cover herself but didn’t shriek, and Jack apologized and backed out in no great hurry.


“I’ve got to go to New York this week,” he told Kimberly over dinner the same evening. “If you weren’t so far along, I’d take you with me.”


“What’s the occasion?”


“Well, you know how Herb’s a man of enthusiasms. His latest is for a vaudeville comic who’s playing in the Earl Carroll Vanities. He thinks we should try to book the guy to come up to Boston and do a weekly radio show, half an hour of his jokes and routines. He doesn’t work cheap, and I can’t even think of signing him until I see his act.”


Kimberly shrugged. “You’ve got the Wisecrack Guys. How many comics can you use?”


“Herb says they’re a pair of amateurs compared to this guy.”


“Why would he leave the Earl Carroll Vanities to come and work on a Boston radio station?”


“Being in the Vanities is great. But it’s not permanent. The guy’s bread and butter is vaudeville, but the movies and radio have all but killed vaudeville. Like a lot of vaudevillians, he’s been casting a nervous eye on radio.”


“You think it’s really worth your time to go all the way to New York to catch this act?” Kimberly asked skeptically.


“I promised Herb I would.”


“What’s this comic’s name?”


“Jack Benny.”


Three


KIMBERLY INSISTED HE PACK WHITE TIE AND TAILS, PLUS HIS collapsible top hat, to wear to the theater in New York. There, where she couldn’t see him, he went to the Vanities in a darkgray double-breasted suit.


Herb went with him. He’d reserved seats down front.


Benny was the lead comedian. He appeared in a number of sketches, then did a monologue.


“Herb,” Jack said quietly as they walked up the aisle to the exit, “that man is not funny.”


“I disagree with you, Jack. I think he’s the funniest man I’ve heard in a long time.”


“Is there any way to get out of this dinner?”


“I don’t see how. That’d be very awkward.”


Forty-five minutes later they sat down at a table in the Stork Club with Jack Benny.


Benny had just celebrated his thirty-seventh birthday. Jack saw a certain appeal in his innocent, open face and in the flat, hesitating manner in which he delivered his gags; but he simply could not see that the man was funny.


“Two Jacks,” said Herb. “That makes conversation a little awkward, doesn’t it?”


“You can call me Ben,” said Jack Benny. “My real name is Benjamin Kubelsky.”


The Stork Club was a speakeasy. The proprietor, their host, was an ex-convict named Sherman Billingsley, who had served time in an Oklahoma prison before he came to New York and became the bootlegger to café society. He knew Jack Benny and came to the table to welcome him and his friends.


“Pleasure to see you here, Jack,” said Billingsley. “And to see you, too, Mr. Lear, Mr. Morrill.” He nodded toward the bottle of Johnnie Walker sitting on their table. “That’s on the house, gentlemen.”


“Thank you, Sherm,” said Jack Benny. “Anybody interesting in the joint tonight?”


“You might be interested in the gentleman over there,” said Billingsley, nodding discreetly at a table where a tall, distinguished-looking man sat smoking a cigarette and talking earnestly to a diminutive girl.


“Who’s he?” Benny asked.


“That’s General Douglas MacArthur, Chief of Staff, United States Army. The girl is his mistress. She’s a Filipina.”


Jack Benny shrugged. Apparently General MacArthur didn’t interest him.


“Don’t turn around and look, whatever you do,” said Billingsley, “but the swarthy fellow two tables back—the one with the eyes of a wolf—is Lucky Luciano.”


“Who’s Lucky Luciano?” asked Jack Lear.


Billingsley’s chin and brows rose, as if he could not believe anyone did not know the name of Lucky Luciano. “He’s the head man of all the mobs in the States. He and his guys took over everything not long ago. They just killed off their rivals.”


Jack Benny did not turn and look at Luciano. He didn’t seem any more interested in the gangster than he was in General MacArthur. His focus was on showbiz people, and nobody else made much difference to him.


“Tell ya what, Jack,” said Billingsley. “Look to your left. Lucille LeSueur, lately known as Joan Crawford.”


“Aha,” said Benny, and he turned and looked, catching her eye.


“Aha is right,” said Jack Lear.


“Ask you something, Mr. Lear?” said Jack Benny. “Radio. I got in trouble with the following joke. What would happen if I told it on your radio station? I come onstage carrying a girl in my arms. I say to the man in overalls, ‘Mr. McDonald, your daughter fell in the river, but don’t worry, I resuscitated her.’ And the farmer says, ‘By golly, you resuscitate her, you gotta marry her!’”


Jack chuckled. “I’d get shrieks and tears from the Legion of Decency. But off the record I’ll tell you how I feel about the Legion of Decency. Fuck ’em.”


“Saying ‘Fuck ’em’ and making it stick are two different things,” said Herb. “The Babbitts of this country are really taking over.”


“I’m not sure I agree,” said Billingsley. “I predict that Prohibition will be repealed within two years.”


“What happens to you then, Sherm?” asked Jack Benny.


“Respectability,” said Billingsley. “Well, gents, I’ve got to move. Uh . . . if any of you feel a need for a first-class, clean young girl for the night, just say the word.”


As they left the club, Jack shook his head. “Maybe I should’ve taken Billingsley up on that offer—so the trip to New York wouldn’t have been a total loss.”


Four


IN MID-APRIL HERB CAME INTO JACK’S OFFICE, GRINNING HAPpily. “Looka this,” he said. He handed Jack a copy of Variety. A headline read: BENNY TO BE STAR COMIC ON CANADA DRY HOUR ANOTHER VAUDEVILLIAN IN THE LITTLE BOX.


Jack glanced through the story. “I don’t care, Herb. The man is not funny. He’s simply not funny. The show’ll be a bust.”


“Whatta ya bet?”


“‘A funny thing happened . . . on the way to the theater.’ Not funny, Herb. I especially don’t like a comic who starts a routine by telling you it’s going to be funny. I—”


He was interrupted by a ringing telephone. He picked it up.


“Something . . . ?” Herb asked.


“I’m going to be a daddy. I have to get out of here and over to the hospital.”


Kimberly gave birth to a boy. Even though he was named for his father, he was named John, not Jack. John Wolcott Lear.





FOUR
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One


1933


JACK AND KIMBERLY LOVED THE HOUSE ON CHESTNUT Street, but its modest size imposed too many limitations on them. Their ability to entertain was severely hampered by the bathroom facilities: one bathroom on the second floor and a toilet closet off the kitchen. Cecily, the nanny, occupied all the servant quarters the house afforded. Kimberly had hired a maid and a cook, but neither of them could live in, so she was deprived of maid service after early evening, when she had to let the girl leave for her home in Southie. Also, the house had no garage.


In the fall of 1933 a much larger house, facing Louisburg Square, became available. Jack reviewed their financial situation and decided he could buy it. He sold the Chestnut Street house for $67,500, making a profit of $7,500 on his investment. Refusing to deal with real estate agents, Jack insisted on dealing directly with the seller, and he bought the new house for $135,000.


This house was neither as old nor as elegant as their first house, but it would better suit their needs. From the foyer guests entered a living room or could turn right into a library. There was a formal dining room, and the kitchen was large and fully equipped. There was also a small handsome guest bathroom on the first floor.


Four bedrooms occupied the second floor. The master bedroom opened on a sitting room and on a bathroom. An additional bath served the other bedrooms. On the third floor there were three small bedrooms for servants, a little parlor for them, and their own bathroom.


The bathroom off the master bedroom had an immense clawfooted tub. Jack liked to joke that it was so big he was afraid he might drown in it. The bathroom’s most interesting feature, which both Jack and Kimberly showed off to their close friends, was a marble-walled shower room big enough for five people to shower together if they were so inclined. The nickel-plated shower head, as big around as a dinner plate, was so high above that a person standing in the shower couldn’t reach it. Three of the walls of the shower room were surrounded by nickel-plated pipes perforated with tiny holes, forming what was called a needle shower. A bather using the needle shower was stung by tiny streams of water under high pressure, which stimulated almost to the point of pain. A bidet on a hinged pipe swung out and would emit a stream upward.


The first night they spent in the new house, Jack and Kimberly showered in the shower room. After that, they decided to forgo tub baths and instead took showers, most of the time together.


Two weeks after they moved in, Jack invited Cecily to join him in the shower. She oohed and aahed to the sting of the needle shower and offered no resistance when he embraced her from behind and entered her. When it was over, he helped her use the bidet to wash herself out and hoped it would prove sufficient.


Cecily looked like a typical English girl. She had a fair complexion with apple cheeks, large blue eyes, and sandy-red hair. She was built like a wet nurse, Kimberly had joked: her breasts were enormous. Her belly was prominent, and she had broad hips with a pelvis like a great bowl.


Having spent a year or so at a red-brick university near London, Cecily was well educated and spoke with an Oxonian, not an East End, accent. Coming to the States represented an opportunity for her, and she said she wanted to stay and become an American citizen. She told the Lears that she was grateful for her job as a nanny but that she hoped in time to find better employment.


After that first time in the shower, Jack took her from time to time, maybe once a week, thereafter always using a rubber. She was casual about it, seeming to accept having sex with her employer, as though it were a part of her job. He could not take her to her bedroom or often have her in his. Typically she came into the library when Kimberly was away, and sometimes she just pulled down her panties, pulled up her skirt and slip, and sat facing him on his lap.


It was simple and good. All that troubled Jack was that she smothered him with great wet kisses while he was inside her, and he wasn’t quite sure what that implied.


TWO


JACK’S ABILITY TO BUY THE LARGER HOUSE ON LOUISBURG Square said a lot about how his business was performing.


WCHS hadn’t lost money after its first year on the air. Jack Lear and Harrison Wolcott had bought a station that was making a modest profit. Shortly after Jack began to run it, it was making more than a modest profit because—although he could be wrong, as he had been about Jack Benny—he created programming and if it didn’t work, he destroyed it with never a backward glance. He gained a reputation for being savvy and tough.


Wash Oliver was a piano player who sang a bit as he played. Someone said he sounded like a whorehouse pianist, which was an astute remark because he was a whorehouse pianist. He continued to play in a bawdy house in East Boston even after he had made a deal to play half an hour five evenings a week on WCHS. Jack Lear wasn’t troubled by this; he liked Oliver and his music, and that was all that mattered.


In the neighborhoods of Southie, Herb Morrill found the personnel for The Shamrock Hour—Paddy McClanahan, a comedian who did broad Irish-ethnic jokes; an Irish tenor named Dennis Curran; Colleen, a female singer whose last name was never used; and a quartet that played and sang rollicking Irish ballads.


Jack affiliated WCHS with UBS, the Universal Broadcasting System. It was not a network but a recording company. Affiliated stations subscribed to programs, which were recorded in various cities and the records mailed to the stations. Briefly, before it became an NBC network program, Amos ’n Andy was distributed this way, and Jack took a chance and subscribed to it for his Boston station. It was wildly popular, and when it left WCHS to be broadcast on the NBC station, its absence left a gaping hole in the WCHS schedule.


Mostly with actors hired from university drama clubs, Jack initiated a morning drama series he called Our Little Family. The show had only two permanent cast members, Mama and Daddy. The real-life Mama was an alcoholic who endured in her private life dramas as real as those written for the show; but listeners, who knew nothing of that, envisioned her as the good-hearted, beleaguered mother of a family that didn’t appreciate her. She confronted every situation with the perfect cliché—“A stitch in time saves nine,” “A rolling stone gathers no moss,” “Marry in haste, repent at leisure,” “A cheerful countenance turns away wrath”—and at the end of every adventure she offered a heartfelt “All’s well that ends well.”


Jack developed the idea of what he called the hypochondriac hour, a daytime show on which a succession of quack doctors dispensed medical advice. Sufferers would write letters describing their symptoms, and an allopath, homeopath, hydropath, naturopath, chiropractor, or some other “specialist” would read the letters on the air and recommend a cure—usually “Just call at my office on Such-and-such Street.”


The medical quacks were not sponsored, implying that their valuable advice was broadcast as a public service. The fact was that Jack took a substantial fee from each quack; they were glad to pay for the privilege of touting their quackery and soliciting patients.


Advertisers gravitated toward the station and its popular offerings. By the end of 1932 WCHS was drawing significant revenues from the manufacturers of motorcars, breakfast foods, soaps (“Only Lifebuoy kills Bee-ee-ee-ee-Ohhhh!”), hair dressings, deodorants, and a wide variety of patent medicines.


Jack Lear and Herb Morrill had found the formula for turning a profit from radio. Although the Wolcotts, father and daughter, deplored it, the station made money by doing what Kimberly scorned as ‘downscaling’—that is, by dropping a lot of its classical music programming and broadcasting to a more popular taste. Kimberly liked Jack’s success, but she was embarrassed by the way he won it.


Three


1934


HARRISON WOLCOTT SPENT HALF HIS WEEK IN CONNECTICUT, in his office at Kettering Arms, and the other half in his Boston office, where he attended to other business. His Boston office was a huge walnut-paneled room with furniture upholstered in black leather.


His desk was made of wood from the hull of the frigate Constitution—Old Ironsides—taken from her during one of her several restorations. Wolcott sat behind it proudly, in a black wool suit. He rose when Jack entered the room.


“It’s good to see you, young man,” he said. “You’re so dedicated to your business that I don’t see you as often as I’d like.”


Jack shook hands with his father-in-law and sat down. “I’d thought of business more in terms of making something work than in terms of overcoming the opposition of people who don’t want to see it work.”


The older man smiled. “Two sides of the same coin,” he said. “Scotch?”


Jack nodded. Wolcott put his cigar aside in an ashtray and took a bottle of Scotch from a drawer. He poured two drinks: straight, without water or ice. They saluted each other with their glasses and drank.


“Has Kimberly told you,” Wolcott asked, “that there is a station available for purchase in Hartford? Has she mentioned that she’d like to see WCHS, Incorporated, buy it?”


“It loses money,” Jack said bluntly.


Wolcott picked up his cigar. “Does that conclude the discussion?” he asked.


“Not at all. But I’d want to be persuaded that there’s some potential before I agreed to buy a station that loses money.”


“She likes its broadcasting.”


“I know. She’s told me. Classical music and information. She goes so far as to say she’s embarrassed to be married to the president of WCHS. She says my tastes are too much like my father’s.”


“She’s said that? Well, I wouldn’t take that seriously. Women, young women especially—”


“I know. I don’t let it bother me. I suppose you know she’s pregnant again.”


“Congratulations. The two of you are building a fine family.”


“Yes. John is quite a boy. He’s a pleasure. I, uh . . . I had a purpose in coming by.”


“I imagined you did. What can I do for you, Jack?”


Jack reached inside his jacket and took out his billfold. From it he took a certified check for $300,000 and handed it to his father-in-law. It represented all but a little of what was left of the money his grandfather had given him.


“What’s this?”


“I want to exercise my option and buy three thousand more shares of WCHS, Incorporated.”


Harrison Wolcott stared at the check for a long moment.


He had formed WCHS, Incorporated in 1931 to buy the radio station and had given Jack and Kimberly two thousand of the ten thousand shares as their wedding present. He had given them an option to buy the remaining shares at 1931 book value. In March of 1932 Jack had exercised the option and bought another thousand shares. Now he was buying three thousand more, which would give him 60 percent and clear control. Harrison Wolcott, who had not been told of the money bestowed upon Jack by his grandfather, had supposed it would take Jack a minimum of ten years, maybe even fifteen or twenty, to gain control of the corporation.


“You didn’t borrow this?”


“No, sir. My grandfather gave it to me. He wanted me to have a business of my own.”


The older man grinned, though not without some irony in his expression. “Well, you now have a business of your own.”


“I hope this in no way offends you,” said Jack.


“Not at all. I think I’ve refrained from interfering in your management of the business.”


“Of course you have. I’ve been aware, though, that you’ve had a lot of capital tied up in WCHS, and I’ve felt an obligation to release you from that.”


Jack said that before he realized he shouldn’t have. It would take Harrison Wolcott less than five minutes to figure out that he’d had the money to exercise the option for a long time and was exercising it now only because he had become satisfied that the business was a success.


He essayed a repair: “Of course, I was reluctant to invest all my grandfather gave me until I could feel reasonably sure I wouldn’t lose it.”


“Do you want to make changes in the membership of the board of directors?” Wolcott asked.


Jack shook his head. “I want you to remain as chairman of the board, if you will consent.”


“Very well. I congratulate you. There is, uh, only one element of this to which I could possibly take exception. I—”


“What is that?” Jack interrupted nervously.


The older man turned the check over and over in his hands. “When you and I do business, Jack, don’t give me certified checks and don’t expect certified checks from me. I will accept your personal check for any amount, and I expect you to accept mine.”


Four


THE HOUSE ON LOUISBURG SQUARE WAS NOT READY FOR ANY elaborate entertaining until the spring of 1934.


Although Jack had made a liberal budget available to Kimberly for redecorating the house, the money was not enough, and she accepted generous gifts from her mother and father. Mrs. Wolcott accompanied her when she shopped for rugs and furniture and often paid for her purchases.


Kimberly was determined to turn the house into a showplace. She had the floors in all the principal rooms sanded and refinished. Then she bought Oriental carpets and placed them so as to expose and display the rich pegged oak. For the living room she bought a thirty-year-old Bakhtiari Persian rug, woven in a bold geometric pattern of bright colors. In the dining room she laid a Laver Kerman rug of darker colors and more elaborate pattern. In the center of the library she placed a smaller Indian rug. Since this one had not been woven by Muslims, it featured prowling tigers, running elephants, and chariot-borne hunters, all in a stylized landscape of fantastic foliage.


Most of the furniture from the smaller house was moved to Louisburg Square, but some of it was banished to the bedrooms. For the living and dining rooms, Kimberly needed a few extra pieces. She selected Queen Anne chairs and a William and Mary highboy, none of which actually dated from those reigns but were fine antiques made during the long period when those styles were popular.


Kimberly was particularly pleased with a japanned highboy whose drawer fronts were adorned with chinoiserie depicting men and women, camels and birds.


She took down the chandelier and had the entry hall lit with torchères.


On an evening early in April the house was open and lighted for the arrival of fifty guests. Since the dining room could not seat that many, the party was a housewarming, with drinks and hors d’oeuvres.


As before, in the early months of her second pregnancy Kimberly showed no sign of her condition. She was as lithe and slender as she had been as a girl of twenty. For her party she wore her hair behind her ears, showing off her diamond earrings. She had applied all her makeup with care and precision, and she wore a pearl choker and a bracelet of three strands of pearls.


As yet she had not put on her dress. She wanted Jack’s help with it. The pink silk brocade dress was tight-fitting and showed cleavage. Because she did not want to risk a strap straying and showing, she was not going to wear a brassiere. She didn’t need one. Similarly, because she did not want the outline of a garter belt and its clasps making lines and lumps on her skirt, she was using garters of black silk ribbon to hold up her sleek dark stockings. As she waited for Jack to come out of the bathroom she sat at her dressing table checking her hair and makeup, wearing only silk panties and the stockings.


“You look like a queen tonight,” Jack said when he came out of the bathroom.


Kimberly turned and looked at him, then sighed. “Let me fix your necktie. You never will get them straight, will you?”


The party was black tie. He wore a double-breasted tuxedo.


“Remember,” she said, “do not pluck hors d’oeuvres off the tables or trays. They must be served to you on a plate. You must have a plate.”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said jovially.


“I mean it, Jack. This is not California.”


“In other words, don’t act like a California Jew.”


“All I ask is that you don’t embarrass us, for God’s sake. Help me with this.” She pulled her dress over her head and writhed as she drew it down over her body. He pulled up the zipper in back and fastened the hooks. “Don’t mention Betsy Emerson’s divorce,” Kimberly continued. “If someone mentions it to you, say you hadn’t heard of it. She’ll be introduced to you as Mrs. Otis Emerson. That’s the correct form. Her maiden name was Otis. Her Christian name is Elizabeth, and the second or third time you talk to her she’ll invite you to call her Betsy.”


“All right. Shall we go down and check everything?”


“Yes. And don’t forget that the Horans are Catholics. They’ll be the only people here tonight who are. Connie is one of my best friends.”


“I never make anti-Catholic jokes,” Jack reassured her.


“I know you don’t. But there are little ways of saying things. I mean, some things are better said in other ways.”


“Jesus Christ, Kimberly! Don’t you think I know anything?”
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