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FOREWORD



One summer day in 1939, in a park in Detroit, sixty-one-year-old Loren Hardeman met eight-year-old Angelo Perino. Hardeman was in a wheelchair, being pushed through the park by a nurse. Angelo was pedaling a kiddie-car replica of a Bugatti that his grandfather had had specially made for him in Italy.


Loren Hardeman observed that the car didn’t work very well—that is, it couldn’t achieve any speed on a slight up-slope, no matter how furiously the little boy pedaled. Maybe, Loren said, he could fix it; and he grabbed a sketch pad and drew the design of a variable transmission for the little boy’s toy car.


Angelo had no idea that the man in the wheelchair was in fact the chief executive officer of Bethlehem Motors, the nation’s number four automobile manufacturer. He had created the company, and he governed it like a fief. He was the same kind of man the first Henry Ford was: an inspired tinkerer who had built his first car with his own hands, with no education in engineering, then built his own manufacturing company with his own hands, with no education in management. He resembled Henry Ford in other important respects—he, too, was arrogant, arbitrary, and capricious.


It was Loren Hardeman’s caprice to spend $11,000 of his company’s money to build a concatenation of chains and sprockets and levers that made the best use of little Angelo’s pedaling and gave the car speed and power.


As the years passed, Loren Hardeman grew sicker and more bitter at the hand God had dealt him. He had only one son and was unfortunate in him. He had only one grandson and was unfortunate in him, too. The world came to call the three Hardemans Number One, Number Two, and Number Three. Number One never trusted Number Two or Number Three with the power to run his company.


Angelo Perino grew up to share several of Number One’s characteristics. He was as vigorous and lusty as the old man. Like Number One, he was obsessed with automobiles: designing them, building them, racing them. Like Number One, he almost always got what he wanted. First, he wanted to race. In 1963 he was the world’s number-two-ranked Grand Prix driver and would have been first if he had not climbed the wall at Sebring and nearly died in a flaming crash that broke his body and scarred his face.


Number One had designed a new transmission for Angelo’s kiddie car bacause he was bored. He loved to do, to build, to achieve. The venerable Sundancer, the design that had made Bethlehem Motors a power in the industry, was a bland family car. In 1969 he decided to build a sports car. He told his teenaged great-granddaughter, Elizabeth Hardeman, he would name it after her: the Betsy. The girl pronounced the idea “cool.”


To design and build the Betsy, Number One called in a man he knew he could trust—a race driver but also an automotive engineer, Angelo Perino. He ordered Angelo to have a plastic surgeon repair his face, claiming he couldn’t have a top executive of his company looking like a movie monster. Angelo agreed and had the surgery done in Switzerland. Number One installed him in Detroit, with ample powers to build the Betsy.


But there was a problem. Number Two was dead, and Loren Number Three believed the future of Bethlehem Motors was in making appliances, not cars, and he was determined to have his way. He fought Number One and tried to take the company away from him, using tactics that were sometimes legal but always dirty. He’d be damned if any wop—let alone the grandson of a mafioso bootlegger—would diminish his authority as heir to the Hardeman business and fortune. He even went so far as to have Angelo beaten by thugs.


But Angelo Perino could fight, too, and the beating did not frighten him; it only angered him. In a confrontational stockholders meeting, he defeated Loren the Third and saved the old man’s control of his company.


Number One savored the victory Angelo had won for him, but even so, he didn’t like it. He had not meant for his grandson to be defeated and humiliated. He was family, after all, and blood was thicker than water. The old man abruptly fired Angelo and ordered him off the company’s premises.


But the story of the fateful link between Angelo Perino and the Hardeman family was hardly over.








I



1972
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Angelo’s father, Dr. John Perino, raised a glass of dark red wine—dago red the Hardemans would have called it. He stared around the table, over a serving platter heaped with pasta. The others took the cue and raised their own glasses: Angelo’s mother, Jenny Perino, Angelo, and Cindy Morris.


“To a brighter future for you and Cindy, Angelo,” said the doctor. “I thank God the old man fired you. You’ve lost enough time with the Hardemans. Nothing can ever redeem that family. The grandson, Loren the Third, is just as bad as the grandfather, the one they call Number One.”


“Worse,” said Angelo as he joined the others in a swallow of wine. He had to sip it through the right corner of his mouth, because the left side of his jaw was still wired, and his lips on that side of his mouth were still hugely swollen.


“Another toast, please,” said Cindy quietly. “To you, Mother and Father. I call you that because Angelo and I agreed this afternoon to be married.”


Jenny Perino drank the toast with tears in her eyes, and they flowed down her cheeks as she filled the plates. All of them understood she could only have been happier if her future daughter-in-law were Catholic. They also knew she had learned to love and respect Cindy and was pleased that her son was marrying so fine a girl.


According to family tradition, she served each person more than any of them could possibly eat. In addition to the homemade pasta covered with a thick meat sauce, she served a tossed salad from a huge wooden bowl. A platter of garlic bread was passed around the table.


“We’ll have a big wedding,” said Jenny.


“We want to do it quickly,” Angelo said gently. “We’re leaving for Europe soon. I’m going to see Dr. Hans again so he can fix whatever is broken, and then try to put me back the way I was. I mean the way I was before the other plastic surgery.”


Three years ago, Number One had insisted Angelo go to Switzerland and have the famous plastic surgeon remove the burn scars he had suffered in his final Grand Prix crash. The surgeon had done more than that. While he was at it, he had given Angelo a new, more youthful face. Angelo had joked that very few men got a second face; but it really was a second face because it made him look like a twenty-five-year-old when he was in his forties. Now, with the injuries he’d sustained in the assault, he looked grotesque again. He had to see Dr. Hans again, but this time he was going to ask the doctor to put him back together more like the mature man he was.


“A lot of big changes in one year,” said Dr. Perino. “I am sure they will all be for the better.”


“Some of the changes may not suit you very well,” said Angelo. “We are not going to live in Detroit. Cindy and I talked a long time this afternoon, in the hotel room. We are going to live somewhere else.”


“We can visit you often?” his mother asked.


“And we’ll be here often,” said Cindy. “Often enough to make you tired of us.”


“You’ll have children?” Jenny asked with a smile that widened as she asked.


“Six or seven,” said Cindy.


“You don’t like Detroit?” asked Dr. Perino.


“It’s grubby and dangerous,” said Angelo.


“That will change,” said the doctor. “As the blacks take over and make it their city, they will want to save and improve it. Since it never belonged to them, they never cared what happened to it. Now—”


“There are two other reasons,” said Cindy. “First … Well, I’m sorry; it’s your hometown. But frankly, when you’ve seen one boonie, you’ve seen them all. I want to live in New York.”


“The other reason?” asked Jenny. “You said there were two.”


Cindy smiled wryly. “If we stayed here, we’d be forced to associate with horrid parvenus like the Hardemans and the Fords. I really couldn’t tolerate it. God forbid I had to go to a country club dance and dance again with that clumsy, pawing, two-bit drunk Henry Ford the Second. I think I’d vomit.”


Angelo grinned. “We’re going to get out of here. You think I could talk her out of it?”


“You don’t want to,” said his mother. “And you shouldn’t. Do you remember your grandfather, Angelo?”


“Yes, of course.”


“It is too bad you couldn’t have gone to Sicily to see him. Now you will not see him until you join him in heaven. But maybe you should go to Sicily and see—”


“No, Mama,” interrupted Dr. Perino. “Maybe someday Cindy should meet Uncle Jake. But go to Sicily? No. Our family does not keep up that connection.”


“My grandfather was deported to Sicily,” Angelo explained to Cindy. “He was reputedly a Mafia don.”


“My great-grandfather Morris was a robber baron,” said Cindy, grinning. “How else did I get so much money? It’s only rarely obtained by earning it.”


“She has a cynical philosophy.” Angelo shrugged.


“Never mind philosophy,” said Jenny Perino. “It is time you fixed your mind on what’s important, Angelo. You got a good education. But you race cars—and get yourself hurt and almost killed. You try to manufacture cars—with other people’s names on them. You get all mixed up in a fight to help an old man control his company—not your company, his company—and you get yourself hurt and almost killed. Now you are out of it. Stay out of it! Marry this lovely girl. Have a family, Angelo … and Cindy. That’s what’s important.”
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“Jesus Christ!” cried Betsy van Ludwige as she gazed at Angelo in her Amsterdam apartment. “They really worked you over, Angelo.”


“There were some very strong emotions involved, Miss Elizabeth.” He leaned further back in the sofa and put his arm around Cindy, who was sitting next to him.


“If you call me Miss Elizabeth one more time, I’m going to throw something at you. You built a car for me: the Betsy. Why can’t you call me Betsy?”


“I don’t know. I guess because I think of Betsy as the name of a car.”


“It’s my name, Angelo. Please…” She shrugged. “Anyway … Switzerland?”


Cindy spoke up. “Dr. Perino says everything has to heal before the plastic surgeon can start again. We stayed in London a month. We’ll be in Amsterdam two weeks, then we’ll go to the Riviera for a while. After that … the surgery.”


“I hope it works out very well for you,” said Max van Ludwige.


Betsy had not wanted to marry Max, and he had not wanted to marry her. But the Hardemans—Number One especially—had insisted that her baby have a name. Everyone but Betsy—whose wishes didn’t count for much—had agreed that Max’s wife would divorce him quickly. He would marry Betsy in order to make the child legitimate, then Betsy would divorce him, and he would remarry his wife. Money lubricated the arrangement.


Knowing all about it, Angelo was surprised to find that Max van Ludwige seemed to be a very decent fellow. The baby was his, after all, and he had wanted to do the right thing. His wife remained in the family home, and he and Betsy shared a handsome apartment on the fourth floor of a house that dated from the seventeenth century and overlooked a canal.


Seeing Max established here with the extraordinarily beautiful twenty-year-old Betsy, Cindy wondered if the last element of the arrangement would ever really be carried out.


She had seen enough of Betsy to know that Betsy lived in style, wherever she was, no matter the circumstances. The apartment’s white plaster walls were decorated with Dutch paintings—no Rembrandts or Vermeers, nothing that grand, but bright, airy paintings of city and country scenes, painted three hundred years ago. School of Rembrandt, school of Vermeer—that sort of thing. Her home was fragrant with cut flowers, which filled myriad vases and bowls.


They paid the obligatory visit to the nursery to see the two-month-old Loren van Ludwige, the child Betsy already called Loren the Fourth. An English nanny had already been employed and was with him. Having admired the baby, they returned to the living room for drinks and a sampling of Dutch cheeses.


“I hope you will enjoy the restaurant where we have booked a table tonight,” said Max. “Dutch food is very good, but if you haven’t visited a rijsttafel, you should.”
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The rijsttafel was a Balinese restaurant where close to one hundred dishes were served. An immense bowl of rice was set on the table. After they had loaded their plates with rice, they added as much variety as they wished from almost a hundred tiny bowls of spiced meats, vegetables, and fruits, hot and cold, that were brought to the table on serving carts.


Angelo had never experienced this kind of meal before but was immediately glad he had come. On Max’s recommendation, they ordered glasses of the mild Dutch gin, genever; and they ordered a bottle of Burgundy and one of Chablis.


“What are you going to do, now that you are no longer in the thrall of the Hardemans?” Betsy asked Angelo.


“Well, I have several options,” he told her. “In the first place, my stock in Bethlehem Motors is worth six million dollars. I may sell.”


“Please don’t,” Betsy said simply. “Or if you must, sell it to me. I’ll come up with the money somehow. You paid one million for it.”


“You know that,” said Angelo dryly.


“My father nearly split a gut when he found out. Number One never transferred his stock outside the family.”


“He needed seed money for the Betsy project. Your father tried to squeeze him out of the idea by holding back company money. That was before Number One set his foot down again and recaptured absolute control.”


“What are your other options, Angelo?” Max asked, obviously anxious to turn the conversation in some other direction.


“I can also go with the competition,” said Angelo. “I’ve had offers.”


“I can’t imagine you doing that,” said Betsy. “In spite of everything.”


“We’d have to live in Detroit,” said Cindy. “And that’s out of the question.”


“We don’t have to decide for a while,” said Angelo. “We’re not going back to the States until after the surgery and the recovery and—”


“If you’re going to be in Europe so long, please plan on stopping by and visiting us again,” said Max.


“Max and I may no longer be together,” Betsy announced flatly. “We are going to carry out the agreement, of course.”


“But not in the next two or three months, surely,” said Max.


“I suppose not,” Betsy conceded. “Not in the next two or three months anyway, but before you get me in Dutch again.”


Angelo grinned. “You…? Forgive me. I shouldn’t ask.”


“Better with Max than with somebody else,” said Betsy. “I’m not going to go without.”


When they left the restaurant, Cindy said she wanted to see the famous Amsterdam red-light district. It was within easy walking distance, and Max led them there. The district ran on two parallel streets, the Oudezjids Voorburgwal and the Oudezjids Achterburgwal. Many of the girls strolled along the streets or lounged in doorways, typically in raincoats; but many sat in lighted show windows in various stages of undress.


The business was conducted with surprising decorum. “Every fourth or fifth man you see is a plainclothes police officer,” Max explained. “They enforce the rules strictly. The girls are not allowed to approach men, either by word or gesture. The man must initiate the conversation. But if you ask one of them what time it is, she is likely to respond, ‘Fifty guilders.’”


Because they were two couples, no one so much as looked at them. It was understood that they were tourists, as were many of the people on these streets.


While Angelo and Cindy, Max and Betsy walked through the district, a light rain began to fall. The girls on the streets opened folding umbrellas or pulled rain hats out of their pockets. None of them left their stations.


Max walked beside Cindy. Betsy walked with Angelo, and she slowed down so they could drop back from the others.


“I thought maybe you’d wait for me,” she said quietly.


“Wait…?”


“Little Loren should be your son.”


“Betsy…” Angelo hesitated, then said, “The whole Hardeman family would have gone into orbit.”


“Don’t you care as little about that as I do?”


“You’d better care about your great-grandfather. Number One is capable of…”


As he hesitated again, she finished the sentence. “Murder. But it’s my father who’d go into orbit. I heard him call you the grandson of the bootlegger who supplied Number One’s liquor during Prohibition. He doesn’t seem to comprehend that we Hardemans are new money. Number One was a bicycle repairman. He built a car, just the way the first Henry Ford did. The two of them were inspired tinkerers, nothing more. Where does my father get off thinking he’s better than the grandson of the man who supplied liquor to his father? By the way, is it true?”


“It’s true. My grandfather supplied him. Good stuff, too. Number One never missed a sip in all those years.”


“That’s what he hates most about what happened to him,” said Betsy. “It’s not the wheelchair. It’s being unable to drink his Canadian whisky.”


“I can sympathize,” said Angelo.


She took his hand for a moment. “You are married, aren’t you? I mean, really. Is she pregnant?”


“No. Not yet. We don’t think so, anyway.”


Betsy shook his hand and then let go. “Angelo Perino, I’m going to have a baby by you. I’ve decided. You just wait and see if I don’t.”


“Whatever Betsy wants, Betsy gets,” he half sang, essaying the tune from Damn Yankees.


“And, little man, Betsy wants you,” she finished the line.


“Well, to paraphrase FDR, you’ll have to clear it with Cindy.” He laughed.
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This was his third face. He’d grown up with one, and it had been shattered and burned in the racetrack crash. He had never been satisfied with the second, which Dr. Hans had given him and thugs had broken up in a Detroit alley. That one had seemed false because it had been too youthful for a man his age. Now he had a third face, his second reconstructed one in a little more than three years.


Cindy insisted on being in the room when the bandages were removed, even though Dr. Hans and the sisters had warned her he would not look right at first. She gasped. “He looks like he’s been out in the sun too long!”


“Yes,” said the surgeon calmly. “It is red, as we told you it would be. In a week…”


In a week he was a third man. He did not have the same face he had had before the crash; reconstructing his original face remained an impossible feat for the plastic surgeon. But he did not have the sham young face he had worn for the past few years. His Roman nose had not been restored; it was straight, Teutonic: what Dr. Hans considered correct and handsome. His broken cheekbones had been restored, partly with bone taken from his pelvis. Another piece from his pelvis replaced a hunk of his chin that had been destroyed by the men who had worked him over. The best thing about his new face was that people would not turn and stare at him anymore.


“I like it,” said Cindy.


Which to Angelo was all that counted.
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In London, in Amsterdam, and on the Riviera, Angelo and Cindy had accepted only one telephone call that was not from a member of their families—a call from President Nixon, congratulating them on their marriage and wishing them well at the Swiss hospital. He said a man like Angelo might want to consider a position in government and asked him to call when he was fully recovered.


During the weeks they spent at the hospital, Angelo and Cindy dealt with some of their correspondence and accepted a few telephone calls. He had a call from Lee Iacocca at Ford, who expressed sympathy about his beating, wished him a complete recovery, and suggested he phone him when he came home. Henry Ford the Second sent flowers to the hospital, with a note inviting Angelo to call when he came back to Detroit. The Ford flowers were delivered on the same day as a wire from Bunkie Knudsen warning him to keep his distance from Ford. Ed Cole at General Motors called to suggest they meet. To Angelo’s complete surprise, he received a wire also from Soichiro Honda.


The most interesting call was from Robert McNamara at the World Bank. He suggested that Angelo consider becoming a consultant in the field of automotive engineering and design. People on the Street, he said, constantly sought insight from people who could offer them sound information and advice about the state and the future of the industry and the corporations in it. He could become an industry analyst.


Since it was the kind of amorphous enterprise that appealed to both Angelo and Cindy, they determined to explore the idea.
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Returning to the States, they went to Detroit and made their duty calls. The Perinos pronounced themselves happy with Angelo’s new face and forever grateful to Dr. Hans. (“But may the good Lord forbid he should ever have to do it again,” Jenny prayed.) They had lunch with Lee Iacocca, dinner with Bunkie Knudsen, and cocktails with Ed Cole—all of whom applauded Angelo’s decision to become an industry analyst rather than join another company and try to build another new car.


“I understand you’ve got a great new car coming out,” Angelo said to Iacocca. “What are you going to call it? The Mustang?”


“You’ll make a fine analyst,” said Iacocca wryly. “You know what you’re not supposed to know.”


“But what will it do for you?” Angelo asked. “Will Hank Ford be grateful and give you academic tenure?”


Iacocca shrugged.


“You know better than that,” said Cindy. “If the car’s a success, he’ll convince himself it was his idea. If it’s not, it was your idea. By today, Loren Hardeman the First is sure he never wanted to build the Betsy. And Loren Three is absolutely certain Angelo shoved the idea down the company’s throat.”


“I’m not quite as cynical as you are, Cindy.”


She smiled at Iacocca and put her hand on his. “Lee, let’s come back here for lunch five years from now. You will no longer be with the Ford Motor Company.”


Lee Iacocca grinned. “And you, Mrs. Perino, will be the wife of the president of Bethlehem Motors.”


In New York, they moved temporarily into a suite in the Waldorf until the Manhattan apartment they had leased could be made ready.


One evening Cindy came into the bathroom and found Angelo, who had just taken a shower, standing naked at the mirror, staring at his face. “Do you know what happens to men who stand too long in front of their mirrors and study their faces?” she asked. “Staring at your face distracts you from what’s really important.” She reached around him and grasped his penis in both her hands.


“Well…,” he said. “That part’s not very useful in business.”


“It’s useful in fucking,” she said. “What’s more, it’s passed the test.”


“What?”


“The doctor says—I’m pregnant as hell.”


“Cindy!”


“Well, don’t play like you’re surprised. What’d you think would happen when I stopped taking the pill and we went on doing it?”


Angelo turned around and drew her into his arms—cautiously, as a husband just learning of his wife’s “delicate condition” always does.


She embraced him tighter. “Hey! I won’t break. It won’t break. When the time comes to back away, I’ll let you know. Right now, I want it!”


Angelo grinned. “Like you always do.”





II



1973


Loren Hardeman Number Three knew he was a lucky man. He’d fallen into shit and come out smelling like a rose. In more ways than one.


He was in control of the company. His grandfather, Number One, had gone back to Palm Beach; and though he was still the persistent meddler he had always been, he left the day-to-day management of the company to his grandson and the other officers and directors. He insisted that the company continue to manufacture automobiles, so they continued the venerable Sundancer. But one day … well, there would come a day.


He was free of Angelo Perino. Perino didn’t even come to Detroit much anymore. He was out; but more than that, Number One had told him not to interfere in the affairs of the company. Unfortunately, you couldn’t altogether ignore a man who owned two hundred thousand shares, but Perino was smart enough not to buck the old man.


Number One was smart and tough. Always had been. He’d used Perino and made that Italian son of a bitch like it. He’d made Perino understand that blood was thicker than water; so even when he, Loren, had fucked up, he was still family and counted for more with his grandfather than a rank outsider could ever hope to count.


But none of this was the chief reason why Loren thought he was a lucky man—that was business. He was lucky at home, which was more important.


Alicia, his first wife, Betsy’s mother, didn’t bug him anymore. She lived in Connecticut and apparently was content with golf and sailing—and probably a boyfriend. She owned 5 percent of Bethlehem Motors and had written him a harsh letter complaining about the lowered dividend and the declining value of the stock, but with 5 percent there was nothing much she could do about it.


Bobbie, Lady Ayres, his second wife, had her divorce, and she hadn’t cost him much. During a furiously angry exchange between them one night, she had confessed she’d fucked with Perino. (“That lying wop son of a bitch swore to me he never fucked my wife!” Bobbie had laughed. “He never did. He fucked your girlfriend, before we were married.”) She didn’t hate him. She scorned him, which was worse. Anyway, he was well rid of her.


That marriage had ended at the most opportune time. Within a month after he met Roberta, he was free to marry her. And she was the best thing that had ever happened to him.


Anyway, good times had returned. Though he was a little wacky in some respects, Nixon made a fine president who stood foursquare for the values that made this country great. Loren had taken to wearing the American-flag lapel button, as Nixon did; and he was glad, too, that Nixon had repopularized the vested suit. Loren liked vests because he thought they disguised his paunch. Also, it was acceptable to wear a hat again, and because his hair was thinning, Loren was glad to cover his head. He was a thickset man, not as big as Number One had been, but bigger than his father. With a little more exercise and a little less drinking he could be a handsome man, he judged. He’d rather be a contented one.


He sat in the rear seat of a Sundancer, being driven home by a chauffeur. His bodyguard sat beside the chauffeur. Ever since he had arranged the beating of Angelo Perino, he’d had to keep a bodyguard employed. Sooner or later that wop son of a bitch would look for his revenge, if not personally then through one of the hoodlums that adhered to the Perino family. His mistake had been in not ordering Perino beaten to death. If any other occasion arose, he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Perino was dangerous.


Roberta would not have let him make that mistake.


The most unfortunate aspect of being president of Bethlehem Motors was that he had to ride around in a goddamned Sundancer. He’d thought about introducing a luxury line, the company’s Cadillac or Lincoln, maybe called the Loren; but he knew Number One would come down hard on that idea. Anyway, the dealers would never take it. They were having a hard enough time selling Sundancers.


This Sundancer, his personal automobile, was the only one of its kind the company had ever built. Everything about it had been modified to conceal a luxury car in a Sundancer body. The Sundancer engine had been removed and a powerful, high-compression Mercury engine installed in its place. A four-speed Hurst transmission—called a shifter—made best use of the new engine power. To carry the extra weight and withstand the strains of the new acceleration, the chassis had been reinforced and the suspension system entirely replaced. Loren drove it occasionally himself, and he enjoyed surprising the drivers of Mustangs and Chargers when his Sundancer burned rubber.


Mostly he let the chauffeur drive. The interior of the car was what he enjoyed most. No vinyl showed anywhere. All of it had been replaced with leather and polished walnut. Instead of the Sundancer’s array of rectangular gauges and too-late lights, this car’s instrument panel included a full array of real engine gauges. The rear seat was in effect two comfortable leather chairs, separated by a bar.


The car had cost Bethlehem Motors $550,000. Number One had never seen it and never would. The $550,000 had been hidden in various accounts: R & D, advertising, machine replacement, and so on.


Just now he had opened the bar and poured himself a Scotch. A small refrigerator had proved really impracticable, so he had settled for a little ice chest. One of the chauffeur’s duties was to see that the chest was always full of ice—also to be sure the correct brands of Scotch, gin, and brandy were always in the bar in good supply.


He was being driven home—to Roberta’s home, actually, since he had moved in with her almost three months ago. They had agreed not to marry until they were more sure of each other, but they had been sure enough to decide to live together, and they told each other they would either marry or separate before the end of the year.


Her name was Roberta Ford (not of that Ford family) Ross. Harold Ross, her husband, had died two years ago. He had been an architect and builder and had accumulated a handsome fortune before his death. He had left Roberta well off. He should have left her well off. Without her, he would not have been the success he was.


Roberta held a master’s degree in business administration from Harvard—one of the first women MBAs. Her specialty was marketing, and she had gone into real estate. Before she married Ross at age thirty-one, she had been for five successive years a member of the Wayne County Realtors Million Dollar Club, meaning she had sold more than $1 million worth of property in each of those years. She had earned more than $75,000 a year in four of those five years. When she accepted Ross’s proposal of marriage, she put aside a plan she had been working on to establish her own brokerage.


Within a year after marrying Ross she discovered that Kirk, one of his partners in Duval, Kirk & Ross, was embezzling heavily from the firm. Duval and Ross were willing to forgive and forget. Roberta was not. She took the case to the district attorney. The embezzler spent three years in the penitentiary, and Roberta insisted on the lawsuit that recovered forty cents on every dollar he had stolen.


After that she assumed management of the firm. Duval and Ross did the design work and the building, and Roberta ran the business. Duval gratefully retired at sixty-five. Roberta incorporated the firm and gave stock options to young architects to recruit them. Ross & Associates, Incorporated, became one of the biggest architectural firms in the Midwest.


Then Ross died.


Roberta offered her stock—and full control of the business—to the young architects. She offered a purchase plan under which they would buy the stock by handing her a percentage of the firm’s gross revenues. She insisted that the firm be audited by Touche, Ross, and she paid occasional visits to the offices to examine the accounts. Her income from the business exceeded half a million dollars a year.


She was a formidable woman, in every sense.


She was as tall as Loren, actually half an inch or so taller. If not for the work of her hairdresser, she would have been a dishwater blond. She did not want to be that, yet she did not want her hair stripped. She insisted on, and got, a golden color with a wholly natural look. At a time when piled-up hair was in style, she had hers cut short: clipped on the sides shorter than most men wore theirs, then abundant but not piled up on top. Her eyes were vivid blue. Her nose was too big to be thought ideal, but she had never considered letting a surgeon scrape cartilage out of it. Her mouth was narrow, her lips thin.


Roberta’s figure was robust. She had broad shoulders and strong arms, and long muscular legs. Her hips were narrow for a woman her size, but her breasts left no doubt of her womanliness. They were large.


She met Loren at the door and kissed him lustily. “Day?” she asked.


“Same old shit,” he said. “They’re talking about raising the price of plastics again. You know. Goddamned Arab oil embargo. It’ll cost us eight dollars a unit on refrigerators, a hundred forty-something on a Sundancer. How the hell can we compete when—”


“Isn’t everybody getting hit with the same increase?”


“Well…”


“Then you’ll compete,” she said. “Anyway, you’ll figure out a way to overcome it. I know you, Loren. You’re one shrewd bastard.”


He tossed his briefcase into the closet and hung up his raincoat. He always swore he would work on the papers in the briefcase during the evening, but he never did. Bethlehem Motors had problems, big problems, but he hired people to work at night; he didn’t have to do it himself.


Roberta was stunning, as she made it a point to be when he came home evenings. She was wearing tailored gray flannel slacks, cut more tightly than such slacks usually were, to cling to her backside and legs. She also wore an off-white cable-knit turtleneck sweater. For some reason she liked to go barefoot in the house, so she wore no shoes.


“Had anything to drink?” she asked.


“A Scotch in the car.”


“Scotch now?”


“Sure.”


They walked through the living and dining rooms to a family room at the back of the house. The room was exquisite, as in fact were all the rooms, though this one appealed to Loren more than any other. It was furnished with a baby grand Steinway, which Roberta played, and with English-country-house furniture: two overstuffed couches and two fat chairs, upholstered with colorful floral prints. When the drapes were open, a picture window in the rear wall opened on a densely planted rock garden. A big Persian rug covered most of the oak floor. Paintings of Thoroughbred horses and frolicking spaniels in country settings dominated the walls. Three brass lamps filled the room with warm light.


Roberta brought two drinks to the couch where Loren had sat down. She sat down beside him, saluted him, drank, and then kissed him.


“I just washed, mister,” she said curtly.


Loren took a second swallow of Scotch. He nodded. “Good,” he said.


He stood, put his drink aside on the coffee table, and began to take off his clothes.


As he stripped naked, Roberta slipped down her slacks and her panties, leaving them around her ankles.


She scooted to the end of the couch, beyond the coffee table. Loren, entirely nude, knelt before her. He lifted her sweater and kissed her on each breast, pausing to suck on each nipple. Then he pushed her knees apart and shoved his face into her crotch. He used his tongue to find what he knew she wanted him to find. He flicked the tip of his tongue over it. Then he licked it. Then he backed away a little and began to lick her entire furrow with his flattened tongue.


If someone had told him a year ago he would do this—and a great deal more that Roberta had taught him—he would have laughed. He, Loren Hardeman, naked on his knees eating a woman’s cunt? Well, he was doing it. And not only that, he liked it. He didn’t know why he liked it. He couldn’t explain it to himself.


Roberta arched her back and moaned. Loren returned his tongue to her clit and gave it all his attention. He worked until with a shriek she achieved an orgasm. Then he licked all up and down again. She came again before he even returned to her clit. Working on it once more, he brought her a third time.


She shoved him back.


“Was it good?” he whispered.


“You’ve done better,” she grunted.


“Do you want to punish me?”


“A little.”


Loren picked up his trousers, pulled his belt out of the loops, and presented it to her. He turned over on his hands and knees and presented his backside to her.


“Do it, darling!” he whispered hoarsely.


She flogged him with the belt, half a dozen strokes, raising angry red welts. Then abruptly she threw the belt aside, dropped to the floor beside him, roughly turned him over, and gobbled his erect organ into her mouth. He climaxed within half a minute. She swallowed his ejaculate.


He remained on the floor naked as she pulled up her panties and slacks. She handed him what was left of his drink and picked up hers and gulped it down.


She went to the bar and poured them two more drinks. Glancing at her watch, she said, “We’ve got exactly eighteen minutes to get to the Farbers’. And Jesus Christ, you’ve sweated again. You’d better trot up to the shower toot dee sweet. I’m going in what I’ve got on. Your camel jacket and dark brown slacks would be right.”


Loren tossed down half his Scotch. He bent down and kissed her feet before he trotted away toward the stairs and the bathroom.


He ran his fingertips over his backside and felt the welts. They hurt—really hurt—but goddamn! he was a lucky fellow.
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Anne, Princess Alekhine, whoever she had once been, however she had been born, was a princess by anyone’s definition. Prince Igor had made her so. Or maybe she had always had a regal nature, and marriage to Prince Igor had only afforded her an opportunity to blossom.


She looked like a princess: tall, slender, exquisitely graceful. The beautifully tailored pink suit she wore would have made almost any woman look genteel, but Anne would have looked aristocratic naked.


In any event, she was acutely aware that the Hardemans were nouveaux riches and rude Americans. Money, she observed once again as she sat at Number One’s dinner table in Palm Beach, did not buy breeding.


The old man was not supposed to drink anymore. But he did. Canadian whisky. Only one or two, but that one or two he heaved back like a peasant, obviously more interested in the effect of the alcohol than in the taste of what he drank.


She had sent one of Number One’s servants out to buy a bottle of Tio Pepe. Another princess, much older, with the name Esterhazy, had remarked to her one day that one served guests only one sherry, Tio Pepe, and served it only in Murano glass, preferably goblets with crystal stems and milk-glass bowls.


Number One had been the kind of savage who would have thought it the height of sophistication to throw his glassware into the fireplace. Wheelchair bound, he was much subdued, but still he was a savage. She remembered him as a big man. It was impossible for a man really to shrink, but he was probably forty pounds less heavy than he had been the last time she’d seen him. His trouser legs hung loosely over legs long atrophied. His shoulders appeared narrower. He sat with them hunched, his earlobes all but touching them. His face was deeply wrinkled. Even at table he wore a panama straw hat to conceal his liver-spotted bald pate.


Princess Anne had become a snob. She had so intended, and she reveled in it.


Number One was not allowed to eat most of the food that was served to his guest. “What the hell am I supposed to eat? Nothing that tastes good. But you know something, Anne? I’ve been under the so-called care of these medical butchers for more than thirty-five years, and I’ve outlived most of them. Mostly by not doing what they say I have to do. You know what? I’m ninety-five goddamned years old. Anne, honey, don’t live to be this old. It isn’t worth it.”


“No?”


“No. Think of what you lose! Jesus, Anne, do you realize Elizabeth has been gone forty-four years! My son has been gone more than twenty years. Now your mother…” He shook his head. “Sally was a wonderful woman. She was a good wife to my son—”


“A good mother to me,” Anne interrupted.


“Yes, of course. That’s why you came to see me, isn’t it? To share memories of—”


“No,” said Anne with brutal severity. “I came to find out if after all these years you would admit the truth.”


“What truth…?”


“You’re not my grandfather, you egregious old liar.”


“Anne!”


“You’re my father, damn you!”


“Anne, for God’s sake—”


“When people are dying, they tell the truth. Even the law of evidence acknowledges that.” She reached for the bottle and renewed her glass of Tio Pepe. “When she was dying, my mother told me about you and her. Loren Two knew he was not my father, and he never told me. You never told me.”


“Don’t judge us, Anne,” the old man pleaded. “You know what my son was. You found out during the stockholders meeting, thanks to that rotten goddamned—”


“Thanks to Angelo Perino,” she interrupted, “whose word is better than yours.”


“You can’t understand,” said Number One tearfully. “Sally was so beautiful, so wonderful, and Loren Two was so incapable of—”


“So you solved the problem in the most direct way,” said Anne coldly. “And to be altogether frank, it’s a matter of indifference to me. I made a life for myself outside the orbit of this corrupt parvenu family. But it would have been nice to know I was your daughter and not to have believed all these years I was the daughter of a weakling who killed himself. All these years I’ve had to wonder, and Igor has had to wonder, if there wasn’t something evil in my genes, a predilection for self-destruction. It would have been nice to know I was not his daughter. That would have been nice … Dad.”


“You must not talk about this,” said Number One. “In the first place, no one will believe you.”


“I suppose Loren Three doesn’t know,” she said. She smiled and shook her head. “That worthless little man turns out to be my nephew, not my brother.”


“Loren is not a worthless man,” said Number One, his face rigid with anger.


“Your male descendants do you no honor,” she said coldly. “You should rely more on your female ones. I’m a far better person than Loren. And so is Betsy. Betsy and I would not arrange to have a man beaten half to death. That’s what Loren did. He’s lucky to be alive. Angelo Perino is connected, you know. He could have Loren swatted like a fly.”


“Don’t overestimate the wop. And don’t underestimate what you call a parvenu family. I built a multibillion-dollar—”


“And didn’t learn anything in the process, Dad. You’re still a bib-overalls machine-shop tinkerer. And my nephew, as he turns out to be, is a thug.”


Number One’s face reddened. “Oh? Well, you, my dear Anne, are an ornament. That’s what you are: an ornament purchased by a noble family, in the same way they purchase art and lovely furniture and fast cars. And Betsy is … a nymphomaniac. She’s got a stronger sex drive than any man.”


“As strong as yours?” asked Anne.
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When Number One first saw Cindy in a dress he didn’t recognize her. He hadn’t seen her often, but when he had seen her she had been a racetrack groupie and a test driver, invariably wearing faded, ragged jeans with a sweatshirt as often as not smeared with grease. She had been so fascinated with racing that she had carried a hi-fi around with her and played tapes of Grand Prix cars roaring on straights then lowering to gurgles as they were shifted down in turns. She had been asked to leave hotels because she played those damned tapes so loud. She played them when she was making love, and the roars of racing engines helped her to achieve fiery orgasms.


When Angelo walked away from racing, she walked away from him: abruptly and completely.


Last year, after his beating and his dramatic confrontation with the Hardeman clan, she had walked away from everything he’d thought had mattered to her just as abruptly and completely as she’d walked away from him. Suddenly she wasn’t interested in automobiles anymore, not in the racing kind or any other kind.


Only then did he discover that she had a fine classical education. Her time in the racing world had been a fling: a four-year fling after a rigidly respectable upbringing and schooling. His gamine racetrack groupie was actually a lady.


During their prolonged European wedding trip she had led him through famous galleries and introduced him to the glories of art. Angelo had been in St. Peter’s twice before, but he had never been guided through by so knowledgeable a guide as his wife.


She had her own money, of course, and from time to time she shipped a painting or sculpture home. These were in their Manhattan apartment now, and Angelo had seen the chief art critic for the New York Times study for minutes on end one or another of her pieces and then pronounce it “an exceptionally fine example of whatever.


Their apartment was an exceptionally fine example of gracious living—Manhattan style. It was on East Seventy-fourth Street and had in fact once been two apartments. Sometime in the forties a wall had been removed and they had been joined together. Angelo and Cindy had leased the place before they’d left for Europe so the work they required could be done while they were away. The oak floors had been stripped and refinished. All the walls had been painted white. Track lighting had been installed on the ceilings of the living room and entrance hall so spots and floods could be hung to light the art Cindy expected to display.


The big windows to the east overlooked the FDR Drive and the East River. Drapes could be opened and closed electrically. When they came back from Europe they lived in the Waldorf for four weeks while they chose furniture and had it delivered. It wasn’t what he would have chosen, but he was content with letting Cindy select what she liked: lots of fine wood, stainless steel, and upholstery of tan-and-black leather.


Shortly after they moved into their apartment, Cindy began to entertain, and Angelo discovered he needn’t be concerned about leaving her alone while he was on business trips; she would not be alone. Many of her friends from college lived in New York. Some of her sorority sisters even lived close by. They were transfixed by Cindy’s stories of her years at the tracks. Her experiences were beyond their imagining.


They were curious, too, about the man she had married: a big, handsome Italian seventeen years her senior, a onetime championship race driver—number two in the world in 1963—now an automotive engineer. One of them was playfully forward enough to ask Cindy if she’d been pregnant when she married him.


“No,” said Cindy. “But I am now.”


“Pretty good is he?” the woman asked.


“Shirley, with his brains, he’s an engineer. With his cock, he’s an artist. Every fuck’s a masterpiece.”


The husband of one of her sorority sisters told Angelo he had been at Sebring when Angelo climbed the wall and was burned. The husbands were interested in his new business. Some of them were with brokerage houses and could use competent industry analysis. He made friendships with these men, which would be useful to him as he built his business. One of them proposed him for membership in the University Club, and he joined and took many of his lunches there.


Cindy bought a Leroy Neiman lithograph. It was called Sautatuck and was an honest nude: a girl comfortably reclining with her legs apart, wearing one red stocking and one green. The owner of the gallery who sold it to her came to the apartment to help her hang and light it. She was heavily pregnant and did not want to climb on a ladder to install a spotlight in the track. When Angelo came in, that is where the man was: on the ladder.


“Angelo,” said Cindy, “I want you to meet Dietz von Keyserling—more formally, Dietrich von Keyserling. He sold me the Neiman.”


“I’ll shake hands when you come down,” said Angelo. “It would be something of a challenge to your balance, I’m afraid.”


He examined the lithograph and decided he liked it very much. Although the subject was decidedly immodest, the artist’s technique made it modest. It was erotic only in a restrained and subtle way.


Von Keyserling adjusted the light and came down. He was a tall, slender young man, about Cindy’s age, which was twenty-five, and he was handsome, though Angelo found him a little too … pretty. He was blond. His cheekbones were high and pronounced. His lips were full and a little redder than most men’s. He wore a double-breasted blue blazer with gold buttons, a white cotton turtleneck, and crisply pressed gray slacks.


“It is very good to meet you, Mr. Perino,” said von Keyserling. “Correct me if I am wrong, but I believe you drove a Porsche 908 in the Nürburgring in nineteen sixty-eight. I was there. I saw you drive, did I not?”


“You saw me,” said Angelo “It was in the twilight of my years. I managed not to slam a wall and nearly bum myself alive; but that was about all I accomplished that year.”


“He’s modest,” said Cindy. “He’s one of the great drivers, and he was still a driver the others feared in nineteen sixty-eight.”


“They called the 908 the Short-Tail, did they not?”


“You know something about racing,” said Angelo. “The 917 was faster but not handy, not maneuverable like the 908.1 loved that car.”


“You drove a number of marques. Was it your favorite?”


“Well, Porsche … Ferrari.”


“Brandy?” asked Cindy. “At this stage, I’m not having any, but that’s no reason why you two shouldn’t.”


The two men nodded their assent, and Cindy brought a bottle of Courvoisier and two snifters.


Angelo raised his brandy and saluted. “I am happy to have met you, Mr. von Keyserling.”


“Please. In America everyone calls me Dietz. I am Dietrich Josef Maximilian von Keyserling, but I enjoy American informality and like to be called simply Dietz. It is what my mother called me. I am, incidentally, Austrian, not German. From Vienna.”


“Dietz—okay. I’m Angelo.”


“Dietz and I have been talking about a business proposition,” Cindy said to Angelo. “If we can work out terms he might sell me a partnership in his gallery.”


“The terms,” said von Keyserling, “would be that we would work together. She is going to be a young mother, and I would not expect her to devote much time to the business at first. But as the gallery is now a sole proprietorship, I do not feel I can take a holiday. Cindy could cover for me when I need to be away, especially on buying trips in Europe.”


The young man spoke virtually flawless English, which he had obviously learned in England and which so far had been only slightly modified for the States. Occasionally a word or two betrayed him—as, “we would vork togedder.”


“I think both of you must look to lawyers for advice,” said Angelo. “A contract. And I don’t think a partnership is a good idea. You should incorporate the business and own shares.”


“Ah. I looked to you for good adwice.”


“I won’t object, of course,” said Angelo. He smiled. “As if I could.”


“I assure you, Angelo,” said von Keyserling, “I would not enter a business arrangement with your wife without your consent. I am maybe old-fashioned that way.”
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First class or no first class, 747 or no 747, the flight to Tokyo was long, boring, and tiring. Now, on top of that, the taxi ride from the airport was going to take an hour and a half and cost maybe a hundred dollars. Japan would never be a tourist trap, Angelo judged. Just a trap.


He was in an evil frame of mind as he sat in the back of the little car and endured the ride. No wonder Chrysler had sent him first class.


That’s what they’d said: first class all the way. He was traveling for Chrysler, which had hired him as a consultant to visit Japanese automobile factories to see if he could discover how the Japanese manufactured automobiles that ran reliably and economically and required almost nothing more than scheduled service.


He had written in an automotive newsletter that the secret was quality control—


The last time I took delivery of an American-manufactured automobile (for charitable reasons, I’ll omit the name), the salesman handed me a small notebook and asked me to keep it in the glove compartment. “Just write down any problems you have,” he told me, “and bring the car in after a month or so and get all the warranty work done at once.” When I went in after two months, the agency had to keep the car for three days to do the warranty work. The windshield leaked. It still does. The passenger-side door could not be locked and occasionally swung open. Sometimes the starter would not engage and just spun around without turning the engine. Gasoline consumption was outrageously high, the result, it turned out, of a leak from the carburetor. (Need I say what might have happened from gasoline dripping on a hot engine?) The wheels were out of line. The radio failed intermittently—and still does. When I drove through puddles on a rainy day, water dripped from under the dashboard and wet my shoes and socks.


The point is, this car had left Detroit with all these defects. It was not a lemon, particularly. Tens of thousands of car buyers report these and worse problems every year.


An American who buys a Honda takes it back to the dealer after six thousand miles to have the fluids changed and filters replaced. Usually that’s all it needs. Some Americans may think a Honda looks like a four-wheel motor scooter or a road-running power mower, but the car is built to standards of quality control American manufacturers do not match. The automotive industry in this country is losing billions of dollars on warranty repairs and will in time lose customers because its cars leave Detroit defective and not ready to give reliable service.


Chrysler wanted to know how the Japanese did it. Many reports had come back, most of them citing a native work ethic that could not be matched in American plants because the unions would never allow it. Chrysler wondered and sent Angelo Perino to Japan to find out.


When he finally reached his hotel, he quickly shifted to a better frame of mind. Service was complete, efficient, and obsequious. He was ushered to a luxurious suite on the eighteenth floor, from which he had a view of one quarter of the city and Tokyo Bay. The suite included a tiny kitchen, where he found bottles of Johnnie Walker Black and Beefeater gin, also vermouth and beer. A card by the bottles read—


IT IS OF THE INNKEEPERS PLEASURE THAT ADDITIONAL LICORICE GOODIES ARE AVAILABLE.
 

PLEASE TO TINKLE THE ROOM KEEPER.


Vases of chrysanthemums stood in each room, including the little kitchen.


The centerpiece of the bathroom was a sunken marble bath almost as large as a small swimming pool. It was exactly what he wanted. He loved Jacuzzis, and this bath promised strong jets from a strong pump. He downed one drink and carried another into the bathroom with him. The jets were as strong as he’d expected. He lay back in streaming, bubbling water and felt the tension go out of his body.


When he had soaked for ten minutes or so and was about to go to sleep, the bathroom door opened and a smiling little maid stepped in. She brought towels and more soap. She nodded and murmured something, maybe a word of apology, as she leaned across the tub to put the soap in its place. She was exquisite, probably no more than sixteen or seventeen. As she straightened towels on their bars, she laid a lingering and obviously appraising stare on his crotch. She smiled widely, bowed, and backed out of the bathroom.


Angelo shook his head and reached for his glass of Scotch, which by now was streaming condensation. He had been briefed on the protocol of dealing with Japanese businessmen and judged it would be taken as faintly less than courteous if he telephoned anyone on the day of his arrival. He decided he would go out on the Ginza early in the evening, then return to the hotel for dinner. The food in a place like this couldn’t be bad.


“Room service!”


Now what? Had he left the door unlocked, or had the maid done it? He switched off the water pump and reached for a towel. He didn’t have to let this one see him. She sounded more mature.


The bathroom door swung back.


It was Betsy!


“Turn the jets back on, Angelo,” she said. “There’s room in there for two.”


No matter that he shook his head and said no. In a quarter of a minute she was naked and in the water with him. She pressed the switch to set the jets streaming again and turned on the tap to bring in more hot water. Then she crawled up Angelo and kissed him so fervently that she brought blood to both their lips.


“The man I always wanted,” she murmured as she kissed his neck, his ears, and his eyes.


“How the hell—?”


“I read in Automotive News you were coming to Tokyo. I’m staying two floors down. I’ve been here a week and have traveled all over Japan. I’ll still be here another week after you leave. But for the next two weeks—”


“I’m going to be very busy.”


“If you’re too busy to come back to this hotel and sleep with me for two glorious weeks of nights, I’ll tell tales out of school. I’ll send back word that I’m here, that we’re here, together.”


“Betsy—”


“If you become the first man to turn me down, I’m going to conclude you are queer.”


“I don’t think I have to prove anything about that.”


She lifted his penis in her right hand. “At least I give you an erection. I guess you’re straight. So what’re you going to do, Angelo?”


He wasn’t sure what he was going to do. He’d only been married a year. He loved Cindy, and they had a baby boy. But Betsy … She was twenty-one years old, and she was perfect. “Well…,” he muttered.


“‘Well, what the shit?’ Is that what you’re thinking? Even on those terms I’ll take you. You know, I’ve spent a goddamned fortune to be here with you. Listen, this place has got great room service: Japanese food and American. Let me order for us. I’ve gained a little experience in the past week. You know from sashimi?”


“Raw fish,” he said, wrinkling his nose.


“You never had it till you had it with Betsy van Ludwige sitting naked at the table with you.”


“I have a feeling…” He paused and drew a deep breath. “I’m not going to get you pregnant, Betsy. If you’re not on the pill, then—”


“I’m on the pill, damn it. I don’t want to get pregnant again right now, not even by you. Pregnancy is no damned fun, you know? It ruins your figure.”


He ran his hands over her breasts, which were still youthfully firm, even though she’d had a baby. “Didn’t ruin yours,” he murmured.


“Bingo! That’s the first affectionate thing you ever initiated with me. C’mon! Play with my titties. Put your fingers other places.”


“We can’t do it in the water,” he said. “Believe me.”


“We don’t have to do it this instant. Just make me feel good. Then, in a little while … Listen, I’ve got some delicious scandal for you. Guess what? Number One is not Anne’s grandfather!” She stopped to laugh. “He—”


“What are you telling me?”


“She’s his daughter. Before my grandmother—Sally—died, she told Anne that she and my great-grandfather had an affair, of which Anne, Princess Alekhine, is the result. Can you imagine that? That horny old bastard!”


“Not so old. He’d only have been in his fifties when Anne was born.”


Betsy shrugged. “Whatever.”


“How do you know this?”


“Anne told me. Number One tried to make her promise not to tell anyone, but she called me as soon as she got back to France. I was still in Amsterdam, tidying up, closing the house, and so on.”


“Does your father know this?”


“He does now. Want to hear a man choke on the telephone? Anne is not his sister. She’s his aunt. She figures she’s senior to him in the family.”


“I don’t imagine Number One sees it that way.”


“No. But Number One is ninety-five years old, and how he sees things isn’t going to count much longer.”


“Be careful, Betsy. He can do a lot of damage in the time he’s got left. If you and Anne have some kind of idea you can wrench anything out of his grasp…”


Betsy laughed. “All I want in my grasp right now is your cock, Angelo.”
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Cindy switched off the television set and returned to the couch to sit down beside Dietz von Keyserling. They had just watched the announcement of the resignation of Spiro Agnew as vice president.


“I will never understand American politics,” said Dietz.


“Don’t try.”


Dietz wore what was all but a uniform for him: double-breasted blue blazer and white turtleneck. In the privacy of her home, Cindy wore soft and faded old jeans and a gray sweatshirt stained with automotive grease—a relic from her racetrack fling.


He picked up his drink, a snifter of Courvoisier. “Do you agree about the realists?” he asked.


“Whether I like them or not, they will sell,” she said. “There is always a market for that kind of art, particularly the nudes. I do like the Pearlsteins.”


“You could hang several Pearlsteins here and have a dinner party. Who knows? Philip might even come. Inviting the right people, you could almost certainly sell a painting or two.”


“That’s why I decorated the apartment this way: to be able to use it as a gallery.”


Dietz frowned. “I will have to borrow the money to pay my share of the cost of doing the realist show. I am assuming the bank will be no problem. Sometimes they ask for security.”


“Why borrow from a bank?” Cindy asked. “I’ll lend you enough for your share.”


“Would you do that for me?”


“You give me a note, secured by the art we buy. If you don’t repay, I’ll own the whole show.”


Dietz grinned. He put his snifter aside and leaned toward Cindy to kiss her. She had allowed him to kiss her before, and she did now, in fact returning his kiss. He reached for her left breast and caressed it gently. As he had guessed from looking at her, she was wearing no bra, and quickly he ceased to caress and began to fondle. She had never allowed him to touch her before, but she did now.


For a minute or more he fondled her breasts, squeezing and lifting them.


“You have just changed the nature of the relationship,” she said to him quietly.


“Should I be sorry?”


“Not necessarily. But we had better define what the new relationship is.”


“You are irresistible, Cindy,” he said. “I want you. I want everything.”


“Everything—I am not sure what ‘everything’ includes. Let me tell you what it can include and what it can’t. It can include recreational sex. It can’t include any kind of emotional commitment. I am married to Angelo, and I’m going to stay married to him.”


“If he found out, he would kill me,” said Dietz soberly.


“No, and he won’t kill me either. I am not so naive as to suppose he’s over there in Japan keeping celibate. The first time a Japanese businessman offers him a cute little bed-mate, he’ll accept her. I know him. And he knows me. He doesn’t expect me to be any more chaste than he is. What he does expect—and I expect it from him, too—is that we don’t damage our marriage. If he had any reason to suspect otherwise, we couldn’t go on being partners in the gallery. Do you want to risk that?”


“I must,” said Dietz simply.


“We can’t be together on a regular basis,” she said. “Probably not even frequently. Only when circumstances are just right. When he’s out of town and the nanny has gone for the night.”


“I accept those terms.” He began to slowly lift her sweatshirt. “May I?” he asked quietly. She did not respond to the question, and he bared her breasts.


“My God,” she said quietly when she saw his male organ. “I never saw one like this before.” It was small, and it was not circumcised. She twiddled his foreskin between her thumb and index finger.


He gasped. “In Europe,” he grunted, “the barbarous mutilation of the male organ is not common. My grandfather saved his life by showing his uncut Glied to an SS Scharführer who took him for a Jew. Being intact, he could not be a Jew.”


She bent down and licked his balls to see if that would make his penis grow.
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