

[image: Cover]



THE ALMIGHTY

Irving Wallace


[image: ]



Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press


Crossroad Press Digital Edition 2011

Copyright David Wallechinsky


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.  If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author


[image: ]



Irving Wallace was born in Chicago, Illinois, raised in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and educated in Berkeley, California. After writing political articles, biographical profiles, human-interest stories, and fiction for the leading national magazines, he turned his attention to the creation of books. Wallace's 16 novels and 17 non-fiction works have sold tens of millions of copies around the world. His first major success was with The Chapman Report, in 1960, which was made into a film in 1962. His bestselling 1962 Cold War novel The Prize was made into a film in 1963, starring Paul Newman. The Man was made into a film in 1972 starring James Earl Jones.  After an amazing career spanning decades, Irving Wallace died on June 29, 1990.  He is survived by his children, Amy Wallace and David Wallechinsky, both best-selling authors in their own right.

Book List

The Almighty

The Celestial Bed

The Chapman Report

The Fabulous Showman: The Life and Times of P.T. Barnum

The Fan Club

The Golden Room

The Guest of Honor

The Man

The Miracle

The Pigeon Project

The Plot

The Prize

The R Document

The Second Lady

The Seven Minutes

The Seventh Secret

The Three Sirens

The Two

The Word


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit us online

Check out our blog and

Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News

Find and follow us on Facebook

Join our group at Goodreads


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press.  We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product.  If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found.  We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book.  We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you purchased it from.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


For Sylvia with

Love and Gratitude


George Washington was a terrorist. To describe a man as a terrorist is a term of honor.

—A member of the Baader-Meinhof gang


Table of Contents

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER ONE

She turned her moist eyes up at Armstead. “Roger,” she murmured. “Where’s Roger?”

For a moment Armstead blinked uncomprehendingly, and then he remembered something else he had briefly forgotten. Roger was his son. He looked behind him and saw that Roger had just reached the coffin from the family room, and was standing over it, his long face set in bewildered grief. As always, Armstead was annoyed with his son. Or displeased. Perhaps as his own father had been with him. But no, his own displeasure was different. The boy—grown man, actually thirty-six-year-old man—was too tall, too tan, too outdoors-healthy and uncreative to be his son or his father’s grandson. He worked for some strident environmental group in Wisconsin, always off in the woods or on a lake or river. Armstead was sure Roger had not read a book in years. He couldn’t write at all, not even a letter. He came to New York once a year, at Christmas, and kept in touch by sending pamphlets. Where in the hell had his genes come from? Probably some pioneer on Hannah’s side.

Armstead summoned his son. “Roger, take care of your mother.” Although Hannah was ambulatory, standing any length of time was painful for her. Armstead added, “Help her into the wheelchair.”

Armstead released Hannah to her offspring and started for the open chapel door, outside of which the pallbearers had been gathering. He reminded himself not to walk too briskly, and to keep his handshake limp. Gravely he shook hands with the six famous pallbearers—with the Vice-President of the United States, two governors, the mayor, the Army Chief of Staff, a senior astronaut—accepting their condolences, giving his thanks. Through his head flitted a picture of the editorial cartoon that had graced the front page of the black-bordered New York Record that morning: a gauzy drawing of E. J. climbing the clouds toward an Olympus where the filmy images of Dwight D. Eisenhower, Winston Churchill, Charles de Gaulle, Anwar Sadat, Francisco Franco, John Wayne waited to welcome him. It gave Armstead a start to recall that his father had known those dim and distant figures, had lived to eighty-one and known all the greats of his time, had indeed been considered one of them.

Armstead abandoned the pantheon of immortals and took in the crowd of personages and faithful nearby. He moved heavily toward them, hoping his Roman visage bore some semblance of contained bereavement. He nodded at his own loyal aides, Harry Dietz and Bruce Harmston, clasped the hand of his father’s managing editor, Ollie McAllister. He was briefly surprised to find himself confronted by his father’s arch rival, Paul Eldridge, publisher of the New York Times. But then not surprised, because Eldridge was Ivy League and Eastern Establishment and this was the gentlemanly thing to do (although, Armstead suspected, Eldridge probably held some admiration for the less couth E. J., for his father’s self-made success, brashness, drive). Eldridge squeezed his hand comfortingly and Armstead squeezed back, reminding himself that they were brothers in the publishing fraternity.

Armstead wandered toward a cluster of conservatively dressed, mostly tailored, women, recognizing some as belonging to the newspaper, some as other men’s wives. He nodded, and nodded, and found himself searching for Kim Nesbit. He tried to find her, the willowy youngish woman with corn-silk hair and limpid green eyes. But then he knew that she would not be there. He knew also that she had always been one of the reasons he had resented his father. He tried to believe the resentment grew out of the fact that his father had kept this woman for so many years when his mother had been alive and the fact that Kim had been so young, much younger than he himself was. But the resentment had come from none of these reasons. It had come from the fact that he had envied and been jealous of his father. He was glad Kim had not come to the funeral. It showed she had class. And perhaps it showed that she had not cared for his father very much after all.

His fruitless search for Kim Nesbit ended, Armstead became aware that Horace Liddington was approaching him. Lidding-ton was over six feet tall, with grayish crew cut, trim, impeccably attired in a dark mourning suit with a vest.

“I’m sorry, Edward,” he said crisply, taking Armstead’s hand with one hand and gripping his shoulder with the other.

“Well, he lived a good life,” said Armstead. “He had a good time.”

“Yes, he did.”

“I guess we’d all settle for that,” Armstead added.

“We certainly would,” Liddington agreed. He cleared his throat, as if uncomfortable with the small talk and eager to get onto something else. “Uh, Edward, whenever you have the time —when this is over—I’d like to see you. I’m not rushing you. It can be a day or two. There is some business to clear up.’

“Business? What business?”

“Your father’s will. It shouldn’t take too much of your time. It’s a short document. Much of it concerns you. He was a very wealthy man, as you know. It is important to maintain a continuity in his affairs. Anyway, as soon as you are up to it, let’s get together. Possibly tomorrow, if you can.”

“What about today?”

Liddington was startled. “Today? Of course. Why not, if you think you can get away.”

“I can get away. I think I should know what’s in my father’s will.”

“Absolutely. You should. Well, I’ll be driving directly to my office after the interment.” He plucked a gold watch from his vest pocket. “I should be there by two o’clock.”

“I’ll be there right after,” said Armstead.

As Liddington turned from him to greet family friends, the full impact of his new situation hit Armstead. The lawyer’s remark had made it clear: Much of it concerns you. Positive reassurance that his father’s will concerned principally Edward himself. He was not merely a grieving son. He was an heir, an heir to empire. The king was dead. He was the king, the new monarch of all E. J.’s possessions. The millions and millions of dollars, the newspapers and television stations, the power. This had to be. There was really no one else who counted. Edward’s mother had died senile three years ago. There was Roger, the grandson, and a few secondary relatives, but the old man had given very little time to any of them. Edward was E. J.’s only child, only heir.

The thought of such power gave him a momentary feeling of headiness.

Before he could enjoy it, he heard his name being called. “Edward.” He heard the cackle a second time and knew it had to be his wife. He looked off and saw Hannah in the portable wheelchair, being steered toward him by Roger. God, he thought as he waited, how awful she looks. She was hunched in the wheelchair, shriveled and withered as an Egyptian mummy, her over-painted face prematurely wrinkled. How had she let it happen to her? She was only fifty-six, his own age, and yet she looked twice as old. Giving in to all those ailments, spending all that time in bed, that had done it.

She was beside him. “Edward,” she said, “they’re driving the casket to the burial site right now. We should be there.”

“We’ll be there. Let me get the driver over here.” He nodded at his muscular son. “Roger, get your mother to the curb.”

He started to leave, but Hannah’s voice caught him. “Edward, as soon as the service is over, we had better return home. You heard the announcement. There may be a hundred guests dropping by to pay their respects. We should both be there to receive them.”

“We’ll be there,” he said with impatience. “After the burial, you and Roger go on ahead. I’ll be there a little later. I have to attend to some urgent business first.”

“Business? On a day like this?”

He wanted to tell the old woman: The king is dead. On a day like this, a new king must be crowned.

Instead, he told her, “It’s important, very important. I’ll catch up with you…” His voice drifted off. “… sooner or later.”

Hannah and Roger had left in the Cadillac limousine, and shortly afterward Edward Armstead’s standby Silver Cloud Rolls-Royce and chauffeur had taken him from the cemetery into Manhattan and dropped him off at the aluminum-encased Citicorp Building. He had ridden the express elevator to the twenty-sixth floor and headed for the office suite whose entry door bore the gold lettering: UDDINGTON AND KRAUS, COUNSELLORS-AT-LAW.

Ushered into Horace Liddington’s familiar office, he enjoyed a quick high of anticipation at the prospect of coronation. The business of the dead was done for the day. The business of the living was all that mattered.

At the far end of the room, Horace Liddington was engrossed in some kind of document—probably the document—and with Armstead’s entrance he raised his head and removed his spectacles.

“Ah, Edward, glad you could come right over,” Liddington said, getting to his feet.

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

Armstead had started across the Aubusson rug that stretched before the lawyer’s antique walnut desk, when he saw a silver tray holding brandy and cognac bottles and glasses on the secretaire that stood beneath a baroque minor with a gilt frame. Abruptly he detoured to the secretaire. “Mind if I have a drink, Horace?”

“Please do, please do,” Liddington said hastily.

Armstead uncorked a half-empty bottle of Rémy Martin cognac and hoisted the bottle. “Can I pour you one?”

“Thank you, Edward, but I’ll pass for now. But you—by all means you have one. I’m sure you can use it.”

“I can use it,” Armstead agreed, pouring more than an inch of cognac into the snifter. He inhaled the aroma, then slowly drank as he walked toward the elaborately carved French armchair resting next to the Louis XV fruitwood game table.

As he settled into the armchair, he saw Liddington watching him with concern.

“If you’re worrying about me, Horace—don’t,” said Armstead. “I’m all right.”

Liddington bobbed his head jerkily and lowered himself into his walnut desk chair. “It would be understandable if you didn’t feel all right. Losing a father—it doesn’t happen every day.” He shrugged. “But as it must to all men, his time had come.”

“I thought it would never come,” said Armstead.

Liddington seemed taken aback.

Armstead smiled. “Have I shocked you? I’ve been in the wings a long time, Horace. I’m fifty-six. I never thought I’d get a chance to go on. But now it’s my turn. At least, I think it is.” He took another sip of cognac and placed his glass on the table. “Is it my turn, Horace?”

“Oh, yes—yes, of course. You were his only real heir. He had no meaningful charities.”

“Well, let’s get on with it. Make it official, Horace.”

Liddington was unsettled. He made an effort to pull himself together. He drew the document across his desk closer to him. He took a moment to compose himself, “Would you like me to read you the will, Edward?” He hurried on. “It’s a short testament. Hearst’s will was 125 pages long, I’ve heard. E. J.’s is only 37 pages. Relatively short for so complex an estate. I could read it to you.”

Armstead grinned. “You mean formally, like in those movies where relatives get together in a room to hear the old man’s will?”

“Well…”said Liddington lamely.

Armstead sat up. “Just give me the essence. I’ll read the whole will when I have more time. You can send a copy over. Right now the essence. Did I get all of it? Or most of it?”

“He left you the bulk of his estate. He provided a trust for his grandson—your son, Roger—and he gave the title to one of his seven homes, the château near St-Paul-de-Vence, to Hannah—to Mrs. Armstead. Of his public holdings, he owned half the stock, which he passed on to you. Hannah, of course, always owned the other half—”

Armstead dismissed her with a gesture. “Hannah’s no problem.”

“Very well. The other six homes went to you. There are some token bequests—mainly minor shares in the magazines and syndicate—to some of the old-timers who have been in his employ for years. Perhaps a dozen bequests to various distant relatives.”

“But the rest to me? The ranches—”

“Just about everything will be yours, Edward. The mines in Utah and Nevada. Oil wells in Oklahoma and Texas. The chain of markets. The New York real estate. The merchant ships. The art works, except for a few he left to the Metropolitan Museum.”

A sudden curiosity prickled Armstead. “What about Kim?” he inquired. “Kim Nesbit.”

Liddington appeared hesitant. “What about her?”

“Is she in the will?”

The attorney was still hesitant. “No—not exactly.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, the will is a public document, you know. It can be read by anyone after probate. I—I don’t think Ezra wanted to invite speculation about his relationship with Miss Nesbit.”

“Speculation,” Armstead snorted. “The old hypocrite. Everyone knows he kept her from day one. He must have left her something.”

“I did not say he left her nothing,” said Liddington. “I was merely saying she was not in the will. Miss Nesbit was provided for a year before his death, at the beginning of his last illness.”

“What did he give her?” Armstead wanted to know.

Liddington was reticent about replying. “I’m not sure it would be right for me to go into that, Edward. There is a confidentiality in a relationship between—”

“I know, I know,” Armstead interrupted. He finished his cognac, and raised himself to his feet to take a cigar from the humidor on the walnut desk. He bit off the end of the cigar. “I just wondered how he felt about Kim at the end. Did he leave her flat?”

“Oh, no, no—”

“Did he let her keep her condo?”

“He gave it to her years ago. And he made her a cash settlement. A generous arrangement. She will always live in comfort.”

“I see.” Armstead put a lighter to his cigar, and puffed. “Now back to me, Horace. How much of the estate did he leave me?”

“As I said, the bulk of it. About three quarters of it.”

“I only understand numbers, Horace. How much?”

“I should estimate—a worth of over a billion dollars.”

Armstead sat down. After a brief silence, he spoke. “Horace, where’s the zinger?” he inquired placidly.

“The zinger?”

“The needle, the shiv. You can’t tell me the old man went to the grave and just left me everything without trying to needle me some way, exert some influence on me after he was gone, make something difficult?”

“Well…” Liddington hesitated momentarily. “I repeat, he left you the bulk of his estate.”

“Clean?” persisted Armstead. “No ifs, ands, or buts?” He had a sudden intuition. “The newspaper,” he said. “Does the estate include the newspaper?”

“The newspapers,” Liddington corrected him. “He had liquidated most of them, as you know. But there are still five left.”

“I’m interested in only one,” said Armstead sharply. “The New York Record, his flagship paper. The others are rags. But the Record, that could be important.” He held on the attorney’s face, and detected a certain evasiveness. “He left me the Record, didn’t he?”

“Ah, yes,” said Liddington. He fumbled with the pages of the document. “Yes, I was about to get to that.”

“What’s there to get to?” said Armstead impatiently. “It’s his one possession that matters to me. That paper made him famous, until he became inattentive. I grew up on that paper. I know what to do with it. It is mine now, isn’t it?”

Liddington was turning the pages of the will. “Well, yes and no,” he said. He found what he wanted and reread it to himself. “Concerning the New York Record, there is a restrictive clause—”

“What kind of clause?”

“He bequeathed the newspaper to you but there is a restrictive condition.”

“What condition?”

“It’s—it’s an odd clause. I remember when he inserted it. I didn’t understand his reasoning, but I did as I was told, I included it.”

“Will you tell me what the damn thing says?”

“You are to have the New York Record, of course. But conditionally, for a trial year. During that year you must at some point exceed the daily circulation of the New York Times. If you can do that just once, the paper is yours, permanently. If you fail, the newspaper must perforce be sold to Paul Eldridge of the New York Times. Eldridge had made your father an offer some months before his death. But, of course, that clause is inoperative if—”

“The bastard!” Armstead burst out. He was livid. “I knew it was too good to be true. There had to be a zinger. I knew E. J. had to shiv me somewhere. He knew what that paper means to me. He knew it hasn’t topped the Times once since 1954. He set a condition that he knew couldn’t be met. He didn’t want to appear the bastard that he was. He wanted to show the world he was the good parent, leaving me what I wanted most, but then to be sure I lost it. He wanted to show the world what he always believed—that I am incompetent, not worthy—”

“Wait a minute. Hold on, Edward,” Liddington broke in, trying to placate him. “Even if you lost the paper, you’d get the money from its sale. You could start another newspaper in New York.”

“You don’t understand,” said Armstead angrily. “You didn’t know him the way I did. After a point, he never cared about money, and neither do I. He cared about his newspaper. It had made him—made him internationally famous. I was raised on it. I wanted the Record above everything else. Having it would give me my chance to prove myself, prove I was worthy. But he didn’t want me to have the paper. He didn’t want me to have my chance.”

“Edward, perhaps you are being somewhat unreasonable. I repeat, you could start your own newspaper—”

“You can’t start a newspaper, not these days. A newspaper has to be there. It is like a person. It has a heart and soul. It’s a friend, a part of every reader’s family and life. The Record is part of the daily lives of hundreds of thousands of people here, and I could have carried it on, made it more, returned it to its highest glory—but no, he wouldn’t let me.”

“You can still do so, Edward,” Liddington said. “The paper is entirely yours for a year.”

“A year,” repeated Armstead bitterly. “He’s given me a year to do what he was unable to do in decades. He knew it couldn’t be done. The bastard.”

The lawyer made one more effort at reason. “Edward, he must have thought highly of you. He left you almost everything. He left you the television stations, the big one here in New York. Everyone watches television.”

“Fuck television,” said Armstead. “A picture book for illiterates and morons. Two or three minutes on any one subject. No time for in-depth, for understanding, for absorbing and reflecting. The only things treated with care are the commercials. He left me television?”

“And a billion dollars.”

Armstead ground his cigar into a pewter tray. He stood up. “He left me shit,” he said bitterly. He shook his head. “You’ll never understand.” He cast about him. “Is there a telephone where I can make a call privately?”

Liddington came to his feet. “Let me take you to the conference room next door. It’s not in use. Can I put through the call for you?”

“It’s personal. It’s something I want to do myself.” He had brought a small address book out of his jacket pocket. “There’s someone I have to see.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d keep your appointment today,” said Dr. Carl Scharf, closing the office door and directing Edward Arm-stead to the cracked and faded brown leather chair directly across from his own sand-colored armchair.

Usually when he sat down for one of his three-times-a-week sessions Armstead made some derogatory comment about the leather chair—that it looked as if it had come secondhand from a garage sale. Always he made some critical comment about Dr. Scharf’s cramped and untidy office. Once he had even offered to lease and pay for a more commodious and modern suite in a better neighborhood for his psychoanalyst, but Dr. Scharf had politely declined. Armstead had then suspected that the analyst retained his Black Hole of Calcutta because it was contrary chic. To headquarter in a rotting and dangerous ancient building on Thirty-Sixth Street off Broadway and there receive famous and wealthy patients showed a certain individuality, eccentricity, and disregard for façades that would finally impress overindulged neurotics.

Armstead had given up on Dr. Scharf’s shameful apparel long ago. True, the analyst was not built to be a Beau Brummel, and apparently from early on had decided to go with what he had. Dr. Scharf was a short, round man—round bald pate circled by a fringe of thinning hair, and fat round physique. A disgrace to the New York Psychoanalytic Institute, Armstead was sure, a psychiatrist who did not like to listen. But he was insightful, he was warm, he was brilliant. He had tried for years to get Armstead to break away from his father, to swim on his own, but that had been asking too much. This afternoon, as ever, he was attired in a rumpled and worn tweed sport jacket, turtleneck sweater, and unpressed slacks.

Dropping into his armchair, Armstead hardly noticed. Nor was he aware of the shabby office and its disreputable furniture. Armstead was blind, blind with rage.

While Armstead sat fuming, the analyst rearranged some back copies of the Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association on top of the ottoman before his own chair. Then he wriggled more comfortably into his shallow seat, propped his feet up on the magazines, put a match to his smelly briar pipe and said again, “I didn’t think you’d come by today.”

“I didn’t intend to. But I just heard his will, and I got so pissed off I had to see someone—even you.”

Dr. Scharf puffed placidly on his pipe. “You did go to the funeral, Edward, didn’t you?”

“Just to make sure he was dead.”

Dr. Scharf nodded gently. “Reminds me of the old Harry Cohn story. You know, Harry Cohn, who was head of Columbia Pictures—”

“For chrissakes, Carl, I know who he was.”

When he died, a great crowd turned up for the funeral. Observing the crowd, someone said, ‘Just give people what they want, and they’ll show up.’ I guess that’s it.”

“That’s it,” said Armstead.

“So you saw that he was dead.”

“He was dead as a doornail. I’m sure of that.”

“And still you don’t feel free?”

“How can I? He won’t let go. You should have heard what he put in his will, the bastard.”

“Okay, Edward, what did he put in his will that’s upset you so much?”

“He left me everything, except what I wanted.”

“Tell me.”

Armstead launched into a recital of his visit to Horace Liddington, the contents of the will and the conditional clause about the New York Record. When he finished he was almost asthmatic with anger. He stared at Dr. Scharf, waiting for his reaction.

“You’re a rich man,” said Dr. Scharf. “He made you a rich man. It could have been worse. He could have left it all to the Salvation Army.”

“Come on, Carl, you know what this is all about.”

“Of course I know,” said Dr. Scharf mildly. “I’m just trying to give you some objectivity about your situation.”

“He always looked down on me, he never respected me,” said Armstead. “Never once did he show confidence in me.”

“It’s hard for big men, self-made men who have everything, to consider their puny Sons as their equals, and to trust them.”

“I don’t want to keep repeating myself,” said Armstead, “but this last will of his caps it off. He couldn’t resist, even after he was in the ground, letting me know how he felt. I wanted to be a journalist, a publisher, right from the start, just like he was. He could never find a place for me. When I was a kid, he gave me a menial job on the Record when it was the leading paper, and I was proud and happy and loved it. But instead of moving me up, he moved me away. Shipped me off to his San Francisco tabloid. Then to that rag he had in Denver. Then to Chicago, which was better. Just whey. I thought I’d got going, he brought me back here to New York. Did he give me a position of responsibility? No. He trusted others. Me he made Special Projects officer. What was that? I never did find out. Whenever I came up with a new idea—and in recent years the Record needed new ideas—he would ignore it. When I protested to him—you know, I did stand up and protest to him—”

Dr. Scharf nodded. “Yes, you did.”

“It got me nowhere. He always exiled me to secondary jobs. He forever had me learning the business—that’s what he’d tell me when I protested: You’ve got to learn the business, Edward, he’d say—but Jesus, here I am fifty-six years old and he still had me learning the business. When he died, I was never more excited or happy. At last I’d have the paper. At last I could show the world. Then, an hour ago, I heard his will, and the provision that unless I could improve the paper he’d destroyed through neglect—unless I could do the impossible—I couldn’t keep the paper. It would be sold off. It would be gone. That was his good-bye message to me.”

Dr. Scharf tried to speak, but Armstead would not let him. The venom in him was running over. He could not stop spilling out his poisoned past. He remembered how well he had started doing on the Chicago paper, and just when he was getting his identity, his father had recalled him to New York. He had been certain that this was a promotion and a reward, that his father had finally recognized his worth, but instead his father had refused him advancement, had relegated him to a back room with a couple of assistants, and had made believe he didn’t exist.

“That’s when I came to you, Carl. I was desperate. I needed help.”

“Yes.”

“He had real contempt for me, you know.”

“Well—”

“He did. Everybody saw how he treated me, and they treated me with the same contempt. On every one of his papers, his editors treated me like a fool, a relative they had to endure. Only in Chicago, there were one or two people—well, mainly one, the managing editor, Hugh Weston, the old-timer who became the President’s press secretary last year—who gave me some respect, knew I was intelligent and creative, tried to give me a chance. But then E. J. yanked me back to New York and degraded me, and his editors here, they too treated me like a retarded son.”

Dr. Scharf noisily emptied his pipe bowl of ash, filled it with fresh tobacco and lighted it. He peered through the smoke at Armstead.

“Edward,” he said, “you own the newspaper now.”

“For a year,” said Armstead angrily.

“Even for a year. Those editors, they are your editors now. You can show them who’s in charge.”

“You mean, get rid of them?”

“Build your own team of loyalists from scratch. Are there any experienced newsmen you’d trust?”

“Harry Dietz, of course. You’ve heard me speak about him. And Bruce—Bruce Harmston. They were with me in Chicago. They were on Special Projects with me here in New York. They believe in me. They’d do anything for me.”

“Then take them to the top with you, and do something about the paper. Yes, you always said the paper was the most important thing you wanted from your father.”

“In fact, I used to tell you my father had only two things I ever wanted—the paper… and Kim—Kim Nesbit.”

“Well, now you’ve got the paper.”

“And Kim—well, of course, she’s my father’s—”

“Your father is dead, Edward.”

Armstead blinked at Dr. Scharf through the smoke. He was silent a long time. “I guess you’re right,” he said finally. “He is dead. It takes time to get used to.” He paused. “What about Kim? Does she ever come to see you anymore?”

What Armstead had remembered was that five years earlier, during one of the rare times he had seen her, Kim Nesbit had noticed and been aware of his own depressed state. She had spoken kindly to him, almost as a momentary ally against his father, and she had admitted that his father had driven her to see an analyst. She had found a good man, a wonderful man named Dr. Carl Scharf, and if Edward ever needed someone to talk to, he might do well to see Dr. Scharf. So Armstead had come to Dr. Scharf.

“Do I see Kim Nesbit anymore?” Dr. Scharf was saying. “No. She drifted away. She felt I couldn’t really help her. Actually, she did come here one last time, about a year ago.” Dr. Scharf thought about it. “She wasn’t in good shape. Loneliness can be devastating. She was drinking too much. I hoped to see her again, but she never came back.”

“How did she look?”

Dr. Scharf rubbed the pipe bowl against his nose. “Why ask me?” he said. “Why don’t you see for yourself?”

She herself had opened the door.

Armstead stood stock still. All that he had imagined and fantasized for so long was there before him.

And she was beautiful, absolutely beautiful.

She gave a little shout. “Edward! This is so unexpected. I’m so glad you came by.” She offered up her arms, and he stepped into her embrace and kissed her on each cheek. The sweet smell of her flesh mingled with the smell of whisky. “Come in, do come in,” she insisted, gripping his arm and pulling him through the entry hail into the vast living room.

Momentarily, the lightness and brightness of the room made him feel giddy. His eyes passed over the multicolored pillows on the lime green sofas—three sofas that surrounded a coffee table—across the patchwork carpet to the cream-colored grand piano. Near it stood an elaborate television set airing a soap opera, and near that a portable bar.

Kim Nesbit had come into view again. She was trying to draw together her white lace negligee, and apologizing. “Sorry the room’s such a mess, but the maid’s off today.” Starting across the room to the television set, she staggered slightly, then walked with deliberate care to the set and shut it off.

She moved to the portable bar. “Can I make you a drink, Edward?”

“If you’ll join me,” he said politely.

“Oh, I’ll join you,” she said, holding up an almost empty glass. “I’ve had a head start.” She touched a half-filled bottle of J & B scotch. “I’m having scotch. I don’t remember—what do you drink?”

“The same.”

As she poured, she said, “It’s been a long time, Edward.”

“Eleven months,” he said.

It had happened by chance. His father had planned to take her to a play and supper for her birthday, but at the last minute had been forced to fly to Los Angeles. Rather than let Kim spend the evening alone, E. J. had telephoned his son and asked him to escort her. Nervously, Armstead had agreed.

Her presence that evening, he remembered, had made him feel like an unsure adolescent. After the play, at supper at La Caravelle, he had been mostly mute, unable to take his eyes off her, yet forcing himself not to stare at her. Vividly now, he remembered his mingled discomfort with her and attraction to her … and he remembered how he had envied and hated his father that evening and wondered what she could see in the old man.

She could not have loved him, Armstead had decided. E. J. had been nearly three times her age, and not particularly good-looking. But he had been a power, a legend, and wealthy.

Armstead crossed to a sofa and sat down, once again not able to take his eyes off her. Her negligee was flimsy, transparent, and he could make out the outline of one of her naked inner thighs. She was probably wearing nothing underneath, being alone. Armstead studied her at the portable bar. There was something marvelously wanton about her, the way her long flaxen hair fell over an eye, the way one almost bare shoulder moved, the outline of that fleshy thigh.

It reaffirmed what he had felt when he saw her last. She had retained her beauty, no question—hardly faded, more mature and provocative. She was fairly tall, her lissomely curved body firm yet full at the bosom and hips, her legs long and slim. His father was a lucky bastard—had been a lucky bastard. Had been.

He tried to calculate Kim’s age. She had been singing and dancing in a mediocre Broadway musical, one that would close in weeks, when his father first set eyes on her and went backstage. When her show closed, his father began seeing her more frequently, and eventually installed her in a small luxury apartment near Carnegie Hall. That had been eighteen years ago. Kim had been twenty-one, his father sixty-three, and he himself thirty-eight. Now she was thirty-nine, and he was fifty-six, and his father was—gone. She was young, much younger than he, but he was much younger than his father.

She was standing over him, handing him his scotch and water. “There you are.”

He took the drink and absently took a swallow, looking up at her. “Were you at the funeral?” he asked. “I couldn’t find you.”

“I didn’t think he would have wanted me to go.” She downed a portion of her drink. “How was it, Edward?”

“Let me put it this way—” He recalled Dr. Scharf’s irreverent story about Harry Cohn’s funeral, and he retold it to Kim, ending with the visitor’s comment, “Just give people what they want, and they’ll show up.” He did not smile and neither did she. He drank some more. “He was a bastard, my father,” Armstead said. “Does that offend you?”

She gave a toss of the bare shoulder. “Not at all. He was never very nice to you.”

She sat down on the sofa a few feet from Armstead, inched back against the corner pillows, and swung her legs up onto the sofa, lifting her knees, hastily making sure the bottom part of her negligee was closed.

Armstead kept his gaze upon her. “Was he nice to you?”

She was silent a spell, taking a long pull on her drink, contemplating the glass in her hand. “Was he nice to me? I don’t know. Yes, I suppose he was, in the beginning. I was just a gangly kid, and he was kind. After that, for some years, he was—well, attentive.”

Armstead tried to recall those earlier years. His mother, Sadie, had suffered her first stroke and was partially paralyzed. His father had spent more and more time at work, actually with Kim, determined to make Kim a Broadway star. His father had financed five musical comedies to star her. Four had closed within a week. One ran a limping Variety season. Kim did not become a star. But she did become an object of curiosity and gossip.

It was after his mother’s second stroke, Armstead remembered, a more debilitating one, that his father had bought Kim this new condominium on Sutton Place. He had bought her the entire floor, remodeling two large apartments into one huge one. He had also bought her endless clothes, furs, diamonds, cars. His father had been very possessive of her, concerned about his age and her youth, and he had rarely let her venture out in public. Apparently this had been fine as long as he saw her regularly.

Only after Sadie Armstead died had E. J. allowed Kim to accompany him in public. But gradually, as his father became older, tired more easily, and devoted himself increasingly to chasing honors, he had neglected not only his flagship newspaper but he had neglected Kim as well. Eventually, as far as Armstead could learn, his father had begun seeing her only occasionally. As for Kim, afraid to go out on her own, long cut off from friends her own age, Armstead guessed that she had become more and more of a recluse. A recluse and, he supposed, a heavy drinker, maybe an alcoholic.

He watched her finish her scotch. “Kim,” he said, “when was the last time you saw my father?”

She tried to think. “Maybe six, seven, eight months ago. Although he didn’t come around much at any time in the last few years.”

“You hadn’t seen him for that long?”

“Not at all. He’d phone once a week. That was about it.” She swallowed the last of her drink. “Any more questions?” she said a little thickly.

Armstead hesitated. “Yes. When was the last time he slept with you?”

She tried to focus her eyes on Armstead. “You mean fucked me, Edward? I don’t know—it was that long ago. Maybe six, seven years ago. And not very good. In fact, it was never very good. Ezra was just not much interested.” She frowned. “I shouldn’t be saying these things about your father.”

“What have you done for sex?”

“Oh, you don’t need to do much when you’re drinking. Sometimes I masturbated.”

“That can’t be much fun.”

She stirred, reached around to put down her glass, and started to get up. “I never heard you suggest anything better,” she said. Her negligee had come apart above the waist. He could see the milky mound of one breast.

Then she was standing. He could feel the throbbing and hardening between his legs. He fixed on her swaying form above him. “What are you going to do with yourself now? You’re young. You’re beautiful.”

“I’m going to have another drink,” she said. But she did not move. “You think I’m beautiful? Are you just being nice because it’s today?”

He came quickly to his feet. “I’m telling you I want you, Kim. I want you. I always have.”

Her face was expressionless. She wavered, but remained where she was standing. He had her in his arms, embracing her roughly. He kissed her on her open mouth, pressing until he found her tongue, then shoving his body against hers until she could feel his erection.

With difficulty, she drew her head back. “Edward,” she said with a gasp, “do you know what you’re doing?”

“Just what I’ve always wanted to do since I’ve known you.”

She sighed. “Yes.” Slowly her arms snaked around him. Her mouth found his lips and his tongue.

As their embrace tightened, their kissing more heated, he lowered one hand and opened her negligee. His fingers touched her naked flesh, groped downward from her belly until they reached the fluffy soft pubic hair, massaging the distended clitoris, gliding over the moistening vulva.

She began to moan in his ear, her hand fumbling below until it found his erection.

“I—I always wanted you,” she whispered.

He scooped her up, carried her down a hallway to the master bedroom illuminated by a single floor lamp. He lowered her to the downy rose-and-white comforter that covered the bed. Yanking off jacket, tie, shirt, he undressed completely. He could see himself in a full-length mirror, his flat pale-blue eyes holding on himself at this moment of fifty-six. Just under six feet, thickset but not fat, sturdy and strong, no blotches and few wrinkles. In the mirror, he could see Kim behind him, on the edge of the bed, wriggling out of her white negligee. He could see how young she was, the flawless peach-colored skin, straight full breasts with large hardened nipples, the rise and fall of her abdomen, the long triangle of soft pubic hair.

His eyes returned to his reflection, to his penis standing straight out.

He turned around. She was lying back on the bed now, watching fascinated as he walked toward her. “You feel that way about me?” she said in an undertone.

“More than ever.” He was on the bed. “Move over.”

She worked herself sideways and he was beside her. He caressed her breasts, and pushed himself to his knees. She covered her eyes with an arm, licked her dry lips, lifted her knees, and spread them apart.

He was over her, and between her fleshy thighs, and into the vaginal opening, slowly and slowly, and deeper and deeper between the clinging lips of the vulva. It was delicious, this entry, and as he slid back and forth he was aroused to a bursting point. He thought that he might come right away, and slowed, fighting it, until the wave passed, and then he settled down to a steady, relentless rhythm, fucking her straight and hard.

After a few minutes her hips began to rise and fall with him, and make undulating circular movements that quickened and heaved, and she began to emit throaty orgasmic sounds. He was ready, and suddenly her fingers dug into his shoulders and she was ready. She opened her eyes and began to come, and with that he pumped mindlessly, felt the perspiration in his eyes, and then he came big.

She was slack beneath him, gulping air, and he rolled off her. “Did you?” he asked her.

“Oh, yes.”

Her hand went down to her clitoris, and he pushed her hand away and massaged her clitoris briefly until she lifted her hips and came again. After that, she had three more orgasms and wanted no more. He lay with his head between her breasts and her fingers played with his mussed hair.

After a while, he lay back and thought of what a fantastic fuck she was, so ready, so warm, so giving. He relived their coupling in his head, and suddenly he felt an involuntary movement between his legs. This had not happened so soon since he had been a young man. But then, he told himself, he was a young man.

His hand found her breasts and he fondled them, rubbing the large nipples of each, feeling them grow under his fingertips. She came around on her side, felt his growing erection, held it until her hand was full and able to contain only part of its hardness.

She pulled him to her, and raised her knees, and opened herself to him. He rose above her and comfortably entered her once more, resuming as if he had done it with her all his life and this was a dance they had always done so well together.

This time it was even better, the best. His body was slick with sweat and her skin slippery from his when she came in one long-drawn-out eruption, and seconds later he came too.

He managed to push off her, and they both lay there side by side as if dead.

Once she whispered sleepily. “You’re never going to let me be alone again, are you?”

He touched her cheek. “Never.”

He lay there a long time, resting, letting his mind wander. He had told his analyst today that he had been denied only two things in his life he had always wanted. One had been the newspaper. The other had been Kim. Now he had possessed Kim. She belonged to him. That left the newspaper. It was his for the moment. Tomorrow morning he would go into the publisher’s office, remove the pictures from the wall, sweep the massive oak desk clear of its artifacts. It would be his alone. And now, for the first time, revitalized by his conquest of Kim, he felt confident that anything was possible and it could be his for all time. He had told Scharf that he would kill to keep the paper. And now he knew he could.

Satisfied, he got out of bed and walked to his clothes which were heaped on a chair. He sought and found his watch. It was early evening. If he stayed away a little longer, he would miss the wake, and the mourners, and Hannah. He would phone Harry Dietz and Bruce Harmston and have them bring in some food, bring it up to the publisher’s office of the Record. They could dine together, celebrating, and plan his new stewardship and his ultimate victory over the king who was dead.

Dressing, he looked over at the bed. Kim was breathing shallowly, sound asleep.

Going to the bed to cover her, one thought came to him as he stared at that wonderful naked body.

He and Kim, they had fucked each other. But one of them had also fucked his father.


CHAPTER TWO

Immediately after landing at National Airport in Washington, D.C., from Chicago, on this sunny late morning, Victoria Weston took a taxi to her father’s two-story townhouse located on Prospect Street in Georgetown. Her father, Hugh, had come home for his lunch break and was waiting for her.

After the black housekeeper, Selma, had greeted her with a kiss, picked up her overnighter and garment bag and shouted for her father, Hugh Weston appeared almost immediately. Victoria flung herself into her father’s arms. She loved him and had not seen him in months.

At last he held her off and scrutinized her. “Far as I can tell, you look great, fit and trim,” he said. “Maybe you could stand a few more pounds—”

“I’m 118, and I’m staying that way until I find me a man.”

“What’s with this man stuff? Ever since I can remember you’ve had dozens of men at your heels.”

“I mean the right man.”

“How old are you? Twenty-four.”

“Twenty-five, going on twenty-six, almost thirty.”

“Twenty-five. Correct. Forgive me. At sixty, one tends to get hazy about birthdays, other people’s as well as one’s own.” He looked her over again. She was a tall, willowy girl with loose blond hair, luminous eyes, a pert nose and wide grin; she was vivacious and cheerful, and particularly attractive in her pale apricot sweater, slim rust-colored skirt, hand-woven leather sandals. “Sorry, Victoria,” he said, “I’m not worried about you.

There’ll be many right men.” He took her hand and led her into the living room. “I can’t tell you how tickled I was with your winning the Chicago Hildy Johnson Award, a great coup in journalism. Congratulations again.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“I read those clippings at least three times. That was a helluva series, that exposé. Imagine all those so-called respectable married women working part-time for that madam on Lakeview Avenue. What got them to do it? Surely they didn’t need money.”

“They needed excitement. They were bored.”

“Well, you deserved the Hildy Award. Was your mother pleased?”

“I think she was embarrassed that her darling daughter could write publicly about such things.”

Hugh Weston was not surprised. “Yes, that figures.” He eyed his offspring. “How is your mother?”

Hugh Weston’s wife of thirty years had been unhappy as a newspaper widow. Their only child, Victoria, had been the product of many efforts to hold together their marriage. In the end, it had not worked. Six years ago they had enjoyed an unacrimonious divorce, and less than two years later his wife had married a wealthy businessman and now dwelt luxuriously in Evanston, Illinois.

“Mother?” she said. “She’s a meat-packer’s widow, but he keeps better hours than you ever did. He comes home long before dawn. Mother is Mother, which is why I moved to Chicago and got my own apartment as soon as I could. We still talk. I see her maybe once every two weeks. Sa-ay, what about you, Dad? How’s the new job holding up?”

A year ago Hugh Weston had been appointed press secretary for President of the United States Thomas Callaway. He had given up his job as managing editor of the Chicago Journal and moved to the White House and this Georgetown house.

“It is not exactly The Front Page,” Hugh Weston said ruefully, “but I like being on television and meeting rich socialites. Now I’ve got to leave you for an hour.”

Victoria pointed at him. “I’ve just figured it out. Those are tennis shorts you’re wearing. You mean you find time to play tennis? I know you did when I was a kid, but—”

Hugh Weston held up a hand to stop her. “Victoria, this President likes to play tennis on Sundays. And he likes to play me because he can beat me.” He went to the french windows, where a tennis racket was propped up against the wall. “I have a confession to make. I liked it so much, I joined two neighbors in the block in buying a court. I own a third of it and use it when I can. I don’t have to be back at the White House until three, so I’m using it now. Want to watch me?”

“Thanks, Dad. I think I’ll shower and freshen up. Then I’ll make us lunch. What do you want?”

“The special Victoria Cheese Omelet. Maybe a small salad first.”

“You’ve got it.”

He started to leave, then turned around. “Hey, what are you doing here on a weekday? I thought you were a working girl?”

“I was. I quit the paper last Friday, Dad. I came here because I want to talk to you about it.”

He nodded. “Okay. Make me that omelet and we’ll talk. See you in an hour.”

After her father had left, Victoria Weston went upstairs to the spare bedroom where her overnighter and garment bag were waiting and unpacked. After that she undressed, took a quick shower, and put on a red-and-white-checked blouse and faded jeans. She went downstairs to the kitchen, told Selma to go back to her favorite soap opera, and started to make lunch.

An hour and a half later Victoria and Hugh Weston were enjoying their lunch in the sun-filled dinette. During the salad he had discussed his tennis game, and his partners. Now, pushing the salad plate aside, waiting as his daughter served him a generous portion of the cheese omelet, he said, “Okay, Vicky, you quit the Citizen. You came here to talk. Tell me what you want to talk about. I’m listening.”

“My future,” said Victoria, taking her seat across from her father. She sampled the eggs, approved, and looked up. “I want to talk about my future, my immediate future, like tomorrow.”

“Go ahead.”

“Dad, I was on that Chicago weekly for a full year, after getting out of Northwestern. Then I put in two years at that suburban daily, but I wasn’t going anywhere. I was the best feature writer on the paper. In fact, too good for it. There was a monotony, a sameness to the kind of stories that could be dredged up.

I needed more. I needed a challenge. So I quit. That way I knew I had to find something better.” She paused for her father to say something, and when he remained silent she said, “Well, maybe there’s more to it than that.”

“Want to tell me?”

“One part’s professional, the other personal. The professional part first. There I was on the women’s page; I wanted out of that rut. I always wanted to be on the news side. You know that. I thought all my extra work on that exposé would do it. Especially after I won the award. But no, my managing editor wouldn’t promote me. He was probably raised on Godey’s Lady’s Book. Woman’s place? In the recipe and lovelorn section. I was really furious.”

“I see. What about the personal part?”

Victoria hesitated. “A brief involvement. He was married, and promised to get unmarried. He didn’t.”

“Were you hurt?”

“Only momentarily.” She reconsidered the episode. “Not really. I’m sure it was just as well. As I told you, I’m still looking for Mr. Right.”

“And as I told you, you’ll find him.”

“Anyway, I wanted a change. Above all, I wanted to get away from that crummy suburban paper.” She added with certainty, “Dad, I know I’m ready for something big-time.”

“I’m sure you are. Maybe you’ve made the sensible move.” He paused. “I was going to suggest that you let me make a pitch for you with my old sheet in Chicago. But you say you want a change.”

“Thanks, Dad, but no. It’s more than just a change. There’s been one Weston there, and he can never be surpassed. My feet aren’t big enough to fill your shoes.”

“I think you’re overdoing it a bit.”

“I’d really like to leave Chicago. I’d like to try at the summit.”

“New York?”

Victoria nodded. “Yes, New York.”

Weston ate his omelet and thought about it. He wiped his mouth with his napkin. “It’s pretty crowded there, Vicky. Would you consider a slight detour, maybe upward, editorial staff of a magazine or book publishing house or even television? I have some contacts—”

Victoria leaned against the table. “Dad, I want what you had, newspapering. I’ve always envied your life, the excitement, the craziness, the day-to-day aliveness.”

“The short money,” said Weston with a wry smile.

“To hell with the money. I’ll live in one room in a ghetto, eat an apple a day, mend my own panty hose—as long as I can wake up unable to wait for my job to begin, and go to sleep knowing I want more hours of the same. I want to be Nellie Bly. I want to be Annie Laurie. I want to be Dorothy Kilgallen.”

Hugh Weston sat back in his chair. “Well…” he said.

“Well what?” Victoria asked intently.

“New York,” he said. “Tough town. Let me think.”

He rose, wandered about looking for his tennis jacket, found it, extracted a caked pipe, tobacco, pouch, and lighter, and moments later was seated across from his daughter once more, smoking. She eyed him intently, waiting.

“I was just reviewing my contacts in New York,” he said, “and I just had a notion. My mind went to Ezra J. Armstead. Remember him?”

“E. J. Armstead. ‘The Giant,’ they called him. You worked for him on his Chicago paper. He died this week, didn’t he?”

“Yes, he died. That means the New York Record will probably go to his son, Edward Armstead—Edward was his only heir, far as I know—and Edward and I were very close.in Chicago.”

“I remember him well, Dad. You used to bring him home for dinner sometimes. You practically treated him like a son.”

“A good man, not that much younger than I, but in a sense he didn’t have a father, and he would often turn to me. We had a close relationship. I haven’t seen him in a while, but I think he still feels kindly toward me. Perhaps I should give him a buzz. We might luck out—”

Victoria clasped her hands. “Oh, Dad, that would be perfect. The New York Record—”

“Whoa, there.” Weston pushed himself to his feet. “There are a few ifs along the road—if Edward Armstead inherited the sheet, if he is looking for new personnel, if he’ll consider you, well, let’s find out.”

Weston went into the living room, where a telephone sat upon the rolltop desk that he had brought from his office in Chicago. While Victoria nervously removed the lunch dishes, Weston called long-distance information and got the number of the New York Record. He dialed the number and waited.

“Record? I’d like to speak to Mr. Edward Armstead. Tell him Hugh Weston is calling from Washington, D.C… Okay, I’ll hold on.”

Weston saw that Victoria had materialized in the living room, untying her apron, also holding on.

The telephone crackled. Weston was instantly alert, receiver pressed to his ear. “Yes, this is Hugh Weston,” he said and listened. “Harry, Harry Dietz! My God, it’s good to hear your voice again…. Oh, I’m fine, fine…. Yes, it is a little drafty in the White House, but I’m enjoying it. I just wanted to give Edward a ring, to see how he’s doing…. What? He’s right there? He wants to speak to me? Great. Put him on.”

Hugh Weston saw his daughter’s tense face and gave her a wink.

He was engaged on the phone again. “Hello, Edward. How are you? …I’m glad. Anyway, my condolences. The old man had a long run and a good one, and you had a long wait Edward, I understand exactly how you feel.” He paused. “I assume you’re taking over the papers, and the Record.” He listened. “Good, good, good. And just in time. The paper needs an infusion. You’ll do a super job, Edward, nobody knows it better than I.” He listened. “Well, thank you, Edward, that’s kind of you, and I appreciate it. But I’m out of the newspaper business for good. I wanted to retire. Where’s a better place than the White House?” He laughed. Then he sobered. “Actually, I’m calling not only to wish you well but to find out if you’re going to be assembling your own team.” He kept the receiver to his ear attentively. “Well, that fits in with something I want to speak to you about. You were kind enough to want an old Weston—but in fact, you can have a new Weston as good if not better than the old one.”

“Oh, Dad,” Victoria called out. “Don’t do that.”

Her father hushed her with his hand. “Here’s what I mean, Edward,” Weston said into the phone. “You remember my daughter, Vicky—well, she’s a grown woman now, and a crack reporter. She’s worked for three years in the Chicago area, two of them on an important suburban daily. She knows the ropes. She’s decided to move on to a job that’s more challenging. She quit her Chicago position last week, and came here to ask my advice this morning. I thought of you, and I wondered if you’d have the time to see her, would want to—” He stopped, listened, and smiled broadly at the mouthpiece. “That’s wonderful, Edward, wonderful. You won’t be disappointed. What? … It’s Victoria, Victoria Weston…. All right, perfect. Good luck to you, too, Edward, the best of luck. You deserve it. Let me know the next time you’re coming to D.C. We’ll hoist a beer together. Good. I’ll tell Victoria.”

He hung up and turned to Victoria, beaming.

Armstead’s looking for people. He’s ready to look at you. Your appointment at the New York Record is for two o’clock tomorrow.”

At the corner of Park Avenue and Forty-Sixth Street, the light gray Armstead Building stood sixteen stories high, dwarfed by the taller new buildings leading uptown. The heart of the structure, the one that pumped activity into all the other stories, was the sixth floor. Most of it was given over to the New York Record’s newsroom, with one portion of it reserved for the publisher’s suite which included the publisher’s main office, the office for his personal secretary and receptionist, a conference and electronic media room, two offices for the advertising director and his assistant, and smaller, glassed-in cubicles for the managing editor and the assistant managing editor.

By the third day following E. J. Armstead’s funeral, the temporary heir to this suite and to the building had made few personnel changes. Edward Armstead had retired his father’s elderly female secretary on a generous pension and replaced her with his own secretary, Estelle Rivkin, a smart, brisk, thirtyish woman with short-cropped dark hair and horn-rimmed glasses who had served him with devotion for five years in Special Projects. He had moved the advertising director and his assistant down to his old Special Projects offices and brought Harry Dietz and Bruce Harmston up from the fourth floor and installed them in the nearby advertising offices. For the time being, he had allowed managing editor Ollie McAllister and assistant managing editor Jim Crutchfield to remain in their glassed-in cubicles.

Now, this early third afternoon following the funeral, Edward Armstead, having finished his box lunch (tomato and lettuce on wheat bread, a dill pickle, a spinach salad, a diet drink—he had decided to diet to make himself even more attractive for Kim Nesbit) summoned his personal secretary and asked her to remove the cardboard box.

As Estelle placed the empty paper plates and cup into the box, Armstead retrieved a toothpick and began to use it as he surveyed the forty-foot office.

From the door Estelle said, “It’s beginning to look right, Mr. Armstead.” She indicated the stretch of office.

Armstead gave a nod of assent. “Yes, I think
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