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A poignant and unforgettable rags-to-riches family saga following three generations of a
remarkable clan from downtown ghetto to Park Avenue opulence Marrying Jack Auerbach was
Essie Litsky’s salvation, enabling her to break free of her strict Russian-Jewish immigrant
parents and escape New York’s poor, dirty, overcrowded Lower East Side. Together with her
husband, Essie amassed a fortune that dwarfed their wildest dreams: She was living in a grand
mansion on Park Avenue, collecting priceless art, even conferring with a US president. But
money could never buy the affection of family or compensate for the true love Essie let slip away.
And now, as she nears the end of her life, she must contend with blackmail and heartless legal
assaults coming at her from all sides, the result of the ugly, persisting greed of her own children
and grandchildren. But Essie is not dead yet, and those who underestimate the remarkable old
woman are in for a shocking and powerful surprise. In this New York Times bestseller, Stephen
Birmingham, acclaimed chronicler of the lives of the super-rich and author of “Our Crowd”,
introduces three generations of a singular family as it moves from poverty to privilege over the
course of a cataclysmic century, led by one of the most endearing and unforgettable heroines in
modern American fiction.
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Tierney,” Joan is saying, standing in front of the long mirror of the entrance hall. “An absolute
ringer.” She fingers her throat. “Do you like this necklace, Mother? It’s by Kenny Jay Lane. The
stones aren’t real, and neither is the gold, but I think it’s an amusing fake.”“I’d be nervous about
wearing real stones these days,” Essie says. “Mrs. Perlman, downstairs, had a diamond and
sapphire clip ripped off her jacket by a man on the street, right here on Park Avenue.” Essie is
thinking how well Joan has kept her figure, that extraordinary thinness. Most women, when they
reach a certain age, tend to thicken around the middle like—well, like Essie Auerbach herself—
but not Joan. Oh, of course Essie knows how Joan does it. She never eats. Oh, sometimes an
asparagus spear, a little bit of fish, a mouthful of spinach. But otherwise she just pushes the food
about on her plate, pretending to eat. She lets her wineglass be filled, but just pretends to sip at
it. She helps herself to the dessert, spoons the raspberry sauce over it, but doesn’t touch it.
Before dinner, she always asks for a bourbon old-fashioned, but just pretends to drink it. Essie
Auerbach has long since given up trying to tell her daughter that she needs to eat to stay healthy.
After all, Joan is never sick.Seeing Joan, still a perfect size four, walking toward you on a
crowded street, or across a softly lighted room, you might think for a moment that this was the
body of a trim teenager, her glossy reddish-brown hair—thanks to the ministrations of her
hairdresser—bouncing slightly. Only at close range would you discover that Joan is … well, that
Joan is Joan. Has Joan had her face lifted? Essie would never dare to ask that question of her
oldest daughter, but there was that long, unexplained trip to Argentina just before Joan married
Richard, and when she came back everyone had remarked on how “rested” Joan looked. And
Essie had noticed that the small mole on Joan’s chin was gone. And so the answer to that
question, Essie thinks, is probably.Standing before the glass, Joan straightens the shoulder
strap on her black lace dress and turns to her mother. “Before we go in, I want to ask you to do
something for me, Mother. I want you to speak to Richard. He’s got this idiotic idea of going to
South Africa to research a book he wants to write on race relations, or some idiotic thing. I can’t
afford to let him go. I need him to edit the paper. I want you to tell him that this is not the time for
him to go, that I need him here, that you personally oppose it.”“Richard’s your husband,
Joan.”“Ha! That’s just the thing. He won’t listen to me. Your word will have more weight.”“And
aren’t you also his—well, employer?”“That’s the rest of it. How can I threaten to fire my own
husband? Think of the story the Times would make of that one. Besides, he has a contract.
Richard’s no slouch.”“Well, then that’s easy. If he has a contract, he has to stay.”“Unfortunately,
he doesn’t. Stupidly, I agreed that he could have a six-month sabbatical every two years. He
wants to exercise that option now. So please do as I ask, Mother. The paper’s at a crucial point
right now. He’s damn good at his job, and it’s crucial that I have him here.”Essie hesitates. “Joan,
has that newspaper of yours ever made any money?”Joan’s dark eyes flash angrily, and Essie
knows that it is not wise to trespass any further into this danger-ridden territory. Joan’s temper is
legendary. When, Essie thinks, did the flighty debutante turn into the strident female executive,
when did thinness turn to brittleness? Stop the presses! she can hear Joan commanding. Start
them again!—all in the exercising of Joan’s managerial power. Did Gene Tierney ever play Lady



Macbeth? “Never mind,” Essie says.“Of course it’s made money!” Joan says. “And right now it’s
at a crucial turning point, into the really big money. We have new advertisers all lined up. That’s
why it’s so important.”Essie does not say that she has heard this sort of thing often before from
Joan. New advertisers have always been “lined up.” Essie envisions them in a long queue, single-
file, portfolios in hand, bulging attaché cases, outside her daughter’s walnut-paneled office door
downtown. But the line does not move. It just stands there, blocked at the gates of power,
foundering, uncertain—afraid, perhaps, to tap on the door of the thin, stylish woman who sits at
her Chippendale desk inside, twirling a gold pencil. Whenever Essie has read of her daughter’s
enterprise it seems to have been in terms of the word “foundering”: “The foundering New York
Express, still fueled by the Auerbach millions, etc., etc.”“Don’t forget you’re a stockholder in the
paper, too, Mother. Will you do as I ask?”“I’ll do my best,” Essie says. They start together across
the wide foyer and into the paneled library where Richard, looking fit in a hacking jacket, stands
at the bar fixing drinks.“Good evening, Richard,” Essie says.“Hi, Nana. Merry Christmas.” He
steps toward her, takes both her hands in his, and gives her a peck on the cheek.Richard
McAllister is the fourth of Joan’s husbands, and perhaps the nicest. At least Essie thinks so. Of
the others—well, the less said of them the better, since they are all gone now. Gone, each with a
certain share of Joan’s money, of course. Richard has always seemed, to Essie at least, to be
less interested in the money, more interested in turning Joan’s newspaper into something
profitable and worthwhile and not, as it had once seemed to Essie, just another expensive hobby
of Joan’s. Richard, at least, had been listed (“journalist, author”) in Who’s Who in America when
Joan married him, whereas the others … but forget about them. When Joan had told Essie that
she was marrying a goy, that she was fed up with Jewish husbands, Essie was more than a little
apprehensive. “Oil and water don’t mix,” as Essie’s own mother used to say. Mama had been full
of little homilies like that (“Too many cooks spoil the stew,” “The early bird catches the worm”),
picked up, Essie supposed, as Mama had learned her new language. But as far as Richard was
concerned, Essie kept her own counsel, as she usually did when it came to the things Joan
wanted. And the marriage seems to have worked out well, better than the others, God knows.
Joan and Richard have been married now—how long?—eight years, at least, longer than the
others. And as far as Essie knows Richard has never physically abused her daughter, which was
more ancient history. And he seems to get along well with Joan’s daughter, Karen. Seeing him
tonight, Essie thinks he looks very fine, distinguished even, with his full head of sandy hair, blue
eyes and that good, straight nose. Essie has always been certain that Richard is several years
younger than Joan, but she has never brought up that matter, either.“I’ll have my usual, darling,”
Joan says, sinking into one of the deep leather chairs, all in one motion, with her thin ankles
crossed. “Bourbon old-fashioned, no cherry.”“How about you, Nana? A martini tonight, or some
champagne?”“I think my martini tonight, thank you, Richard.”Joan sits forward, looking
expectant, as though about to speak, but at that moment Mary Farrell appears at the library
door, a folder of papers in her hand. Mary has been Essie’s secretary for the last eighteen years.
“Excuse me, Mrs. A,” Mary says, “but I thought you might like to check the seating.”“Oh, yes, I’d



better,” Essie says. She follows Mary out of the room, adding, “But I really don’t know why, Mary.
You always do it perfectly.”The dining room is at the other end of the apartment, nearly a full city
block away. The apartment is large—too large, Essie often thinks, for one old woman—but one
grows accustomed to things, to certain familiar spaces, and one doesn’t want to make a change.
She needs so much space, she has always reminded herself, because of the art collection. At
this point in Essie’s life, her paintings have become her oldest and dearest friends, and she
thinks that she could not bear to part with one of them. As she and Mary pass through the long
central gallery where the heart of the collection hangs, she greets them anew as they glow out
from the dark walls under their museum lights—the seven Cézannes, the five Van Goghs,
including her precious “L’Artésienne,” the Manets, the Monets, the Degas, the Renoirs, the
Rousseau, and the magnificent Goya which the Prado has wanted to buy for years. Along the
walls, too, in lighted glass cases, are the Shakespeare first folios and the collection of
illuminated Bibles, and at each corner of the room the guardian sculptures—two by Rodin, two
by Bourdelle. How did we have the wisdom, Essie asks herself, to find these beautiful things so
long ago? The two women pass the curving staircase that leads to the upper floor, and enter the
dining room where more old friends smile down from the walls.“Oh, everything looks very pretty,
Mary,” Essie says. “Perfect, as usual.”“I chose anthuriums and ferns for the centerpieces,” Mary
says, “because I thought they looked—well, Christmassy. And I had them put in the two pink-and-
green Ming bowls.”“Anthuriums. Very nice. They’re an economy flower, too, you know. They last
for weeks and weeks. Be sure to send them over to Mount Sinai in the morning.”“Of course. Now
here’s what I’ve done with the seating, Mrs. A.” Mary takes out her seating chart, and moves
along the table checking her diagram against the hand-lettered placecards in their silver stands.
“On your right, I’ve placed the new man, Mr. Carter. First name, Daryl.”“Carter. Daryl Carter.
Remind me, Mary. Who is he?”“He’s the gentleman Mrs. Schofield is bringing. She telephoned to
ask if she might.”“Oh, dear.”“Should I have told her it was inconvenient?”“Oh, no. No, it’s all right.
But you know what I mean.”Mary smiles discreetly. “Yes, I suppose I do.”“Another one. What will
she come up with this time?”Mrs. Schofield is Karen Schofield, Joan’s daughter Karen, Essie’s
granddaughter Karen. “Poor Karen,” Essie says.“Well, I put him on your right so you could find
out all about him first hand.”“Good girl.”“All I know about him is that he’s with the Parks
Department.”“Well. What kind of a job is that? He plants trees?”Mary smiled her little smile, her
secretarial smile. Mary Farrell’s life is a mystery to Essie, despite all their years together. She
comes and goes by subway, to and from her house in Kew Gardens where, as Essie gathers,
she lives alone, arriving promptly at nine in the morning and leaving at five except, on nights like
this one, when there is a party, when she stays a little later. There is much more that Mary does
besides order the flowers and diagram the dinner table. She manages all the household
accounts, pays the bills, pays the servants, remonstrates occasionally with Cookie—as Essie
has always called her cook—for a tendency toward extravagance, particularly for ordering
chocolate truffles from Maison Glass, which Cookie does simply because she knows Essie likes
them. Mary is a list-maker, and in her files are lists of everything Essie owns, each filed in its



separate category—the silver, the china, the jewels, the furs, the dresses, the shoes, the hats,
even the gloves, the books, the stocks and bonds, and of course the paintings. Mary answers all
of Essie’s mail—the endless entreaties from charities, worthy and unworthy—meticulously
typing the business letters at her little desk, writing the personal ones in a stylish longhand on
heavy linen notepaper. Mary balances Essie’s checkbook, and does all her business at the
bank. She handles the telephone on Essie’s private line. The only thing that Mary refuses to do is
walk the poodles, Mimi and Charlemagne. That, she says, is Yoki’s, the butler’s, job, and
probably she is right. This morning, Mary has been busy addressing—in longhand, of course—
the last of some seven hundred Christmas cards, adding personal notes where appropriate, and
writing out checks to each of the building’s thirty-seven employees—most of whom Essie has
never seen—each in its proper amount, for their Christmas tips. In their years together, Essie
thinks, Mary Farrell must have learned every secret there is to know about Essie and her family,
and yet of Mary’s private life—she must have been a nice-looking woman once; was there ever a
lover? ever a husband?—Essie knows almost nothing at all.Mary moves along the table with her
list. “I didn’t put Mrs. Schofield next to Mr. Carter,” she explains. “I gave him Mrs. Martin Auerbach
on his right.” Mrs. Martin Auerbach is Christina, married to Essie’s oldest son, Martin, who has
always been called Mogie, ever since Harvard days when he was called “The Mogul.”“And next
to her I’ve put Mr. Klein …” Mr. Klein is Joe, married to Babette, the younger of Essie’s two
daughters. “Then Mrs. McAllister … then young Mr. Josh …” Young Mr. Josh is Joshua
Auerbach, Jr., Essie’s grandson, her youngest son’s boy, just out of Princeton. He has joined the
family business and is doing very well, and Essie is very proud of him. “Then Mrs. Schofield
…”“Good. As far away from her tree-planter as possible.”“And at the opposite head of the table,
Mr. Wilmont …”Jake’s place, Essie thinks. But Jake has been dead for fifteen years.“Now, on
your left I’ve put Mr. Josh, Senior, then Miss Linda …” Linda Schofield is Karen’s daughter, home
on winter break from Bennington, and the only Auerbach great-grandchild at the party. “Then Mr.
McAllister, then Mrs. Klein, then Mr. Mogie, and then Mrs. Josh, Senior, who’ll be on Mr.
Wilmont’s right.”“Good. She’ll be on the right of the Chairman of the Board and won’t feel
slighted. You know how Katie gets.”The secretarial smile again. “Yes. Well, that’s it, Mrs. A. One
reason I thought it would be all right for Mrs. Schofield to bring Mr. Carter was that otherwise it
would have been thirteen.”“I’m not superstitious.”“And it does even out the sexes.”The occasion
is Essie Auerbach’s annual Christmas tree-trimming party. It is not, of course, the grand affair
that it once was, years ago when Jake Auerbach was alive, when extra caterers’ tables and gilt
chairs were set up in the long gallery, and when as many as a hundred people sat down for
dinner. In those days, with Jake’s great influence, the Auerbachs’ Christmas dinners had
amounted to something like command performances for all the elite of New York’s German Jewry
—old Mrs. Lehman in her diamonds, and her nephew, the Governor, and old Mr. Lewisohn, who
always wanted to sing the Lieder, and little Mrs. Loeb, so scatterbrained, who inevitably
managed to get lost in the apartment trying to find the ladies’ room and wound up in the butler’s
pantry dodging waiters with trays of food. And old Mrs. Warburg, who was hard of hearing, who



shouted to compensate, and whom no one really liked, but who had to be invited because the
Warburgs were—well, the closest thing to Jewish royalty New York City had ever seen, or so
they seemed to think. Farther down the social scale came the Strauses, who owned stores but
had “married up” into Guggenheims, and the Altmans and the Seligmans, nearly all of whom
were in one way or another peculiar, but who were married to everybody who was supposed to
matter. Through marriage, nearly everybody was related to everybody else—a number of them
to Jake Auerbach himself—and there were double and triple cousins. Essie wishes she could
say that she misses those kinds of entertainments, or any of those people—the women who
wore long gowns and pearls for picnic lunches in the Adirondacks—but the fact is that she
misses none of them at all. In fact, she can remember times when she actually despised—but
no, it is Christmas, and she will try not to have uncharitable thoughts. But still, but still—“I have
them,” she says.“Beg pardon, Mrs. A?”“Just thinking aloud, Mary. I mean I think I have them all
memorized. Where they’ll sit. Why don’t you wind up, dear. You’ve had a long day.”“Well, then I
think I’ll say goodnight, Mrs. A.”“Goodnight, Mary.”Yes, Essie’s Christmas parties are much
smaller now, just the members of her immediate family. And Charles Wilmont, of course, who is
almost like family—her children call him Uncle Charles—her husband’s right-hand man at Eaton
& Cromwell for all those years. Yes, Charles is just like family and, in some ways, more like family
than some of the rest of them.On her way back to the library, Essie pauses in the large sitting
room where the big Norwegian spruce has been set up on its stand, and where Yoki has placed
a stepladder and laid out all the boxes of ornaments from all the other Christmases. Somehow,
though Essie’s parties have gotten smaller, there seem to be more boxes of ornaments, and
strands of lights, and tinsel, each year. There are at least thirty cartons full of ornaments and,
when these are all hung, those boxes will be replaced with the gift boxes, now stacked in
crowded closets. Essie sees that Yoki has laid fires in both fireplaces, at either end of the room,
which will be lighted while they are having dinner. Meanwhile, to give the room a welcoming
aroma, the tall scented tapers have been lighted in all the heavy silver sconces and candelabra,
and the heavy récamier silk window hangings have been drawn shut. This is the largest, and
most formal, room in Essie’s apartment, but it is perhaps her least favorite. The other rooms are
smaller, cozier, more inviting. Once upon a time this room was called the ballroom, and Essie
does not need to be told that ballrooms are seldom found anymore in New York apartments. The
Aubusson rug, woven for the room, can still be rolled back for dancing and, in the old days, two
concert grand pianos nested back to back for music. Now there is only one piano, and the rest of
the room is filled with French sofas, chairs, and tête-à-têtes originally bought for the Chicago
house. Still, the room seems cavernous. But what can be done with a room two full stories high,
with paneling of carved gilt boiserie, in which are set painted views of Florence, with trompe l’oeil
frescoes painted on the ceiling to represent medieval tapestries, and suspended, from huge
carved plaster rosettes, with a pair of Baccarat crystal chandeliers? The room, with its massive
scale, has always had a way of miniaturizing, and trivializing, everything—and everyone—
entering it. Essie rings for Yoki. “Let’s put a small grouping of chairs around the tree,” she says.



“Otherwise, everybody will be all spread out.”“Yes, Madam.”From the library, now, Essie hears
voices—more people have arrived. She hears Mogie’s voice, and the shrill giggle of Christina,
Mogie’s very new, very young wife who, Joan said (could it be true?), had until meeting Mogie
been a Rockette at Radio City Music Hall. Then, from the elevator entrance, there are more
voices—the others seem all to have come together. The two maids are collecting coats, Yoki,
changed from his white coat into gray, is passing drinks. The party has begun.The young man on
her right, Mr. Daryl Carter, Karen’s new friend, seems pleasant enough, and is even good-
looking in a pale, thin, rather washed-out way. Karen, who is in her forties, seems to be picking
them younger and younger, Essie thinks. This man appears to be in his mid-twenties, and seems
quite awestruck. He has been fingering the silk lace tablecloth, lifting the heavy silver three-
pronged forks and pistol-handled knives, doing everything but pick up the series of service
plates to examine the markings on their undersides. Essie has tried to put him at ease. But he
has been so full of questions that Essie has been unable to find out much about him.“So you’re
Karen’s grandmother. Gee. Your granddaughter tells me you once had dinner at the White
House,” he is saying.“Well, yes, when my late husband was alive.”“Which President was
it?”“Well, in fact, we had dinner at the White House a number of times. The first President was
Mr. Wilson, who was rather stiff, and then came Mr. Harding, and then there was Mr. Coolidge,
and then Mr. Hoover.”“You mean all of them?”“They used to consult my husband on economic
matters. Of all of them, I liked Mr. Harding the best. They said he was a crook, but I found him
very down-to-earth.”“Golly!”“When Mr. Roosevelt came along, my husband fell out of favor.”“But
still—knowing all those Presidents!”“I actually used to dread them, those White House dinners.
All the formality, all the protocol—”“Dread them? Really? I’d have given my eyeteeth.”The meat
course is being passed and, from down the table, Joan leans out across her plate and,
interrupting, says, “Mother, I told Richard that you had something to say to him.”“Can’t it wait till
after dinner, dear?” Essie says.Eying Richard fiercely from across the table, Joan says,
“Mother’s position is that of a concerned stockholder, darling.”Really, Essie thinks, that is a little
silly. Her interest in the Express is really very small—just a few hundred shares which she bought
to keep Joan from badgering her to invest in it—surely nothing compared with what Joan herself
must have tied up in it.“My son-in-law, Karen’s stepfather, wants to go to Africa,” Essie says
rather lamely to Mr. Carter.“Africa! Golly!”Richard, working quietly on his veal chop, says nothing,
but seems to be smiling slightly, or perhaps it is simply a chewing expression.“We simply cannot
let you go at this point, darling. The paper needs you now more than it ever did before. You, the
most brilliant and talented journalist in the United States—”Really, Essie thinks, this is carrying it
a little far, simply because Richard is in Who’s Who in America. Richard, looking up from his
plate, says pleasantly, “I agree with Nana, Joan. After dinner. Okay?”“She’s a concerned
stockholder.”At the foot of her table, Essie sees Charles Wilmont, who of course knows all about
this, and who appears to be in earnest conversation with Katie, Josh’s wife, but who manages, in
just the briefest moment, to catch her look and to return her a quick wink. Dear Charles. What he
has had to put up with with the Auerbachs. Essie decides that this is the moment to turn the



conversation, and she turns to Josh, her youngest son, on her left. “Tell me, Josh,” she says. “I
want to know everything. I want to know how young Josh is doing with the company.…”After
dinner, Essie finds herself on the arm of young Mr. Carter, who has asked her to show him the
rest of the apartment.“Golly, is that a real Picasso?” he asks.“Yes, and in fact all four of the big
paintings in this room are by Picasso. We wanted one from each of his periods—the rose, the
blue, the cubist …”“Oh, wow.”“I call this the Picasso room,” Essie says and, leading him along,
“… and this little room I call the Gainsborough room, though the two paintings on that wall are by
Romney. Both Gainsborough and Romney have gone out of fashion, I’m told, but still I’m quite
fond of them.“… And this we called the Oriental room. As you can see, my husband also
collected Chinese Export porcelains. I think it looks pretty displayed against the Coromandel
screens, don’t you? And these”—pointing to the locked glass bookcases—“are all
incunabula.”“Incunabula?”“Books printed before the year fifteen-oh-one. They’re also called
cradle books, for some reason.”“How did your husband have time to collect all these things, on
top of everything else he did?”“Well, there was a Mr. Duveen who helped us. And the Post-
Impressionists were all bought when the prices were very, very low. Tell me, Mr. Carter—what do
you do with the Parks Department?”“Nothing as interesting as this,” he says. Then he says,
“Karen drinks too much.”“I know. What do you propose we do about it?”He shakes his head.
“She says she drinks because she’s unhappy. But how can she be unhappy with all this—beauty
—in her life? Golly, it’s beyond me, Mrs. Auerbach. Beyond me.”“It’s her mother. Joan hounds
her. She hounds everybody.”He hesitates, as though wondering whether or not it would be
proper to agree. “Mrs. McAllister is—a very good looking woman,” he says.“Oh, yes. When she
was younger, there were some who said that she bore a resemblance to Gene Tierney, who was
an actress,” Essie says.Now is it time to trim the tree and give the toasts, and everyone is
gathered in the big sitting room where the tree has been set up and where Yoki has lit the fires.
By tradition—how it started Essie cannot remember—each guest selects an ornament, fills a
glass with champagne, and mounts the stepladder. From the ladder, he pins his ornament on the
tree, and then proposes a toast. Sitting on one of the French sofas, Babette is still chattering, as
she has been most of the evening, about Palm Beach, where she and Joe will soon be going to
spend the rest of the winter in the Addison Mizner house they have bought there. Of her two
daughters, Essie has to admit, Joan got the brains, whereas Babette—well, Babette has a mind
more suited to the society type of life she chooses to live. Babette is saying, “Do you know that
ever since Marjorie Post died, and now that Rose Kennedy is nothing but a shell, the Shiny
Sheet is calling me one of P.B.’s leading hostesses? Isn’t that extraordinary?”Essie claps her
hands. “Time to begin the toasts,” she says.As the president of Eaton & Cromwell, it is up to Josh
Auerbach to make the first, and to carry the big star up and pin it to the top of the tree. It’s funny,
but whenever Essie sees Josh’s name and photograph in the papers she has trouble reconciling
this graying, good-looking “business leader,” as he is usually called, in his early fifties, with the
picture in her mind of the bright little boy who was her youngest son. Surely this tall man in a dark
business suit who is mounting the ladder rather carefully, the star in one hand and his



champagne glass in the other, cannot be the same Josh. But of course it is.Essie finds an empty
spot on a sofa next to Karen, and sits down beside her. “I very much enjoyed talking to your
young man,” she whispers.Karen smiles into her glass, which Essie notices is not champagne,
and is probably vodka. “Yes, he is nice, isn’t he?”“Is it serious, dear?”“Oh, Grandma, I don’t
know. He’s not all that smart, and he has no money. I almost didn’t bring him, thinking he
wouldn’t be good enough for this family.”“I thought he held up very well,” Essie says.Now, from
the top of the ladder, Josh has affixed his star and, with his free hand grasping the ladder, he
turns, faces the room, and lifts his glass with the other. “Family, friends,” he begins, “as most of
us know, our mother celebrated her eighty-ninth birthday just two weeks ago. We all know that
this time next year, when we all gather again, Mother will have marked an even more
momentous birthday—her ninetieth. I know that all of us know, that as Mother enters her
ninetieth year as head of this house, we all wish her another decade of health, happiness, and
usefulness. Let’s drink, then, with a special l’chayim greeting to Esther Auerbach.”There is a
round of clapping, and cries of “Hear, hear!”“Why, Josh, dear, how very nice,” Essie says.Now it
is Mogie’s turn. If Josh has turned out to be the business head of the family, Mogie is the
sensitive, artistic one. It is Mogie who plays both the cello and the violin so beautifully, and has
collected four extraordinarily matched Amatis. Mogie also collects old silver, antique toys, and
precious stones. He was not cut out for business, not from the very start, but that is all right. Or at
least at this point there is no point in dwelling on Mogie’s shortcomings as a businessman.
Mogie is nine years younger than Joan, eight years younger than Babette, and ten years older
than Josh, and it is sometimes difficult for Essie to realize that none of her remaining four
children is in any way still a child. Far, far from it. Mogie is sometimes considered the best-
looking of her children, though Essie would not agree. Her vote, if solicited, would go to Josh.
But Mogie himself thinks highly of his looks, and cannot pass a mirror—or indeed a shop window
—without an admiring glance, a necktie-adjusting pause, to appraise his reflected image. He is
always immaculately tailored in bespoke suits from Helman, always shod in hand-made, hand-
benched shoes from Lobb on St. James’s Street. At home, Mogie is usually to be found in one of
his large collection of silk pajamas and robes from Sulka, and Joan has wickedly suggested that
even her younger brother’s underwear has a designer label. The small gymnasium off his
bedroom in his house in Beekman Place contains the latest in exercise equipment. His pink nails
with their carefully shaped half-moons are always perfectly manicured and polished, and his
crowning glory—a full head of wavy, silver hair—is dressed twice a week by Mr. Elio at
Bergdorf’s. There have been more women in Mogie’s life than Essie could possibly count, and
so she was happy to see him end his long bachelorhood, even though his pretty little blonde
Christina still reminds Essie of a dance-hall hostess, despite the furs and jewels Mogie has
bought her.Mogie steps toward the tree, leaving behind him a faint waft of Guerlain Eau de
Cologne Impériale as he moves. He has chosen an antique glass bell to hang on the tree, and
now he turns to propose his toast. “I’d like to ask that we drink to someone who is no longer
among us,” he says, “a man whom we have to thank for all the blessings and good fortune and



comforts which life has bestowed upon us—a pioneer in business and finance, a pioneer in
philanthropy, both Christian and Jewish …”Over her shoulder, Essie hears Mr. Carter whisper to
Karen, “Is your family Jewish?” And she hears Karen giggle.“… To the warm and lasting memory
of a great man, Jake Auerbach.”“Hear, hear …”Essie rises, blinks a bit of mist from her eyes, and
says, “Mogie, that was very nice, too. Thank you.”Mogie descends the ladder and offers his hand
to Joan. Joan pins an ornament to the tree, but does not climb the ladder. Instead, she stands in
front of it, smiling brightly, her glass raised. “Darlings,” she begins, “darlings, all of you. I’d like to
propose a toast to a man who is here. To a man who has just agreed to make the most
extraordinary sacrifice, to give up an exciting trip to South Africa, where he has an assignment to
write a brilliant book, in order to remain at the editorial helm of the New York Express.…”Essie
thinks: This is news. She looks at Richard. Richard, who has said very little all evening, merely
smiles.“My darlings, I propose a toast to the most brilliant newspaper editor in America, to the
most brilliant writer in the world, to the most wonderful husband a woman could ever have—my
husband, my Richard.”More applause, more voices of approval.But Joan isn’t finished. “And
now,” she continues, “for those of you who have a special interest in the Express—and
particularly those of you who are stockholders, including Mother, Mogie, Josh, and Babette—as
publisher and chief executive officer, I have exciting news.…”Goodness, Essie thinks. She’s
turning my party into a business meeting.“The point in our paper’s eight-year life has been
reached where it is about to become one of the great journalistic forces in the United States. I’m
talking about a national newspaper, not just an afternoon tabloid for the city of New York. I’m not
at liberty to release the full details yet, but let me just tell you that the response from the
advertising community has been fantastic, unbelievable, almost overwhelming in its enthusiasm.
All I can tell you now is that all of you, particularly you who are stockholders, will watch with
amazement and”—she laughs—“a certain amount of pecuniary anticipation as events unfold in
the next few months.”There is a brief silence, then more polite clapping.“The name of Jacob
Auerbach has come up this evening,” Joan goes on. “Let me tell you just this: that great and
wonderful man would be truly proud, were he with us today, of what his older daughter, a mere
woman, has been able to accomplish.…”The room, Essie notices, has grown a bit restless.
Karen has gone to the bar to refill her drink, and Karen’s daughter Linda has come to curl on the
floor by Essie’s feet, her elbows resting on Essie’s knees. “Did you love him very much, Great-
Grandma?” Linda whispers. “I was so little when he died I hardly remember him.”“What a
question! Hush and let your grandmother finish what she has to say.”“I’m never going to get
married,” Linda says. “Everybody in this family just gets divorces, anyway. I’m going to live in
sin.”“Papa,” Joan goes on, “was a great philanthropist, and a great humanitarian, as the world
knows. But at heart he was a great businessman, who built a little company called Eaton and
Cromwell into the corporate giant it is today. He never undertook anything which wouldn’t show a
profit. And I, his oldest child, who knew him longer and better than anyone in this room
…”Except me, Essie thinks.“… feel that I can safely say that Papa would be proud of me today.
Thank you, my darlings, and to all of you a merry Christmas, and a happy, and profitable New



Year.”“Joan would do well on Hyde Park Corner,” Josh says in an amiable voice, and Joan throws
him an angry look.“Now I want to make a toast!” Karen says somewhat loudly. She starts toward
the ladder, drink in hand, weaving slightly.“Don’t forget an ornament,” someone says.“Fuck the
ornaments. I want to make a toast.” She starts up the ladder, misses the bottom rung and her
drink sloshes in her hand and trickles across her lower arm.“Karen!” Joan says sharply.“I want to
make a toast!” She tries for the ladder again, misses again, and falls clumsily against the ladder.
This time, the drink spills across the front of her pale green dress.“Karen, you’re making a fool of
yourself!” Joan says.Karen straightens up, looks down at her dress. Then she drops her glass—it
rolls harmlessly on the thick carpet—bursts into tears and runs from the room.In the silence that
follows, Mr. Daryl Carter, his pale face now very red, rises and follows her out of the room.Joan,
still standing, says, “Don’t pay any attention to her. That’s all she does it for—attention.” And
Karen’s daughter, still kneeling by Essie’s feet, merely stares up into Essie’s face.“Actually,” Joan
says, changing the subject, “Josh brought up a good point a moment ago. You’re not getting any
younger, Mother, and I think all of us would like to know what you’re planning to do with your and
Papa’s art collection. Let’s be realistic, after all.”“I’m leaving it to the Met,” Essie snaps. It is a
perfectly spontaneous response. Actually, not until that very moment had she decided to leave it
all to the Met, though she has certainly considered it and Mr. Hubbard has paid several polite
calls. But now the decision is made, final, done.“Mother, don’t be a fool. If all this goes into your
estate, you’d be crucified for taxes.”“Crucified? I’d be dead.”“Why, the value of the Goya alone
—”“Joan, this is neither the time nor the place,” Josh says.“Josh is right,” Essie says.Joan’s tight,
compressed body seems to gather into itself, to become tighter, more compressed. Wellsprings
of resentment and old grudges are bubbling up. “‘Josh is right,’” she mimics. “Josh is always right,
isn’t he? Who the hell is Josh? Who the hell is he, besides your favorite? Everyone has always
known that Josh is your favorite!”Richard McAllister is finally bestirred. He stands up. “Joan,
please …”“Shut up! I raise a perfectly good question, a perfectly reasonable and practical
question which concerns us all, and what am I told? ‘Josh is right.’”“For Christ’s sake, Joan!”“And
what about all that Eaton stock that Mother is sitting on?—three hundred thousand
shares!”“Three hundred and twenty-five thousand,” Essie corrects.“That’s right! What’s going to
happen to that? I don’t know—does anyone in this room know? Oh, I suppose Josh gets that,
because Josh is right. Who the hell is Josh, Mother? What does he do besides tell you how to
vote your proxies, which happens to be absolutely against the law?”“Among other things, Josh is
the president of the company from which we all derive a comfortable living,” Essie says. “And
he’s your brother.”“But he’s not a real Auerbach! He’s not even a real member of this
family.”“We’re all members of this family, Joan,” Josh says.“Joan, you’re ruining my party,” Essie
says. “I take that back. You’ve already ruined it.”“He’s not! He’s not!”“Joan, what on earth are you
talking about?”Joan is as angry as Essie has ever seen her, but she seems nowhere close to
tears. “You know exactly what I mean, Mother. Some Auerbachs are real, and some aren’t. My
analyst explained it all to me years ago, and I explained it all to you. We’re two families, we had
two different sets of parents. Does Josh remember 5269 Grand Boulevard? No, but I do! Babette



and I do! Babette and I remember a little house at 5269 Grand Boulevard, Chicago, Illinois, that
had only one john, and it didn’t always work! And we had a mother who cooked our meals and
ironed our dresses and darned our stockings and patched our underwear and walked us to the
streetcar stop for school, and a father who came home at night in his shirtsleeves for dinner at
the kitchen table under one bare light bulb. Oilcloth on the table. Catsup in a bottle. Boiled
potatoes. And we had a mother who read us stories before we went to bed at night, holding the
book in hands that smelled of onions and were red from washing dishes. Those were our
parents, Mother. We were their children. Then Papa got rich. Then, when I was nine years old,
along came Mogie, and ten years later came Josh. They never set foot in 5269 Grand Boulevard.
They were brought up not by parents but by governesses and nurses and bodyguards and
servants—a cook who wouldn’t even let the children into the kitchen of their own house, and a
big estate in Lake Forest with a guard at the gate because of kidnappings. They had a mother
who had a butler and a chauffeur and a German private secretary who guarded her like a hawk
and who said, ‘You may go in to see your mother now, but she only five minutes has,’ and a
mother who, if she was home at all, was dressing to go out to some grand ball. And a father who,
if he ever came home at all—if he wasn’t in somewhere like Brussels or Copenhagen or Milan or
the end of the world on business—if he came home at all, he came home in a tall silk hat in a
private railroad car, to attend a reception for the Governor, or Henry Ford, or John D. Rockefeller.
And if he came home at all, he was soon off again to address the League of Nations in Geneva.
Those were Mogie’s and Josh’s parents, Mother. They weren’t my parents, Mother! Babette,
remember the lemonade stand? Remember our lemonade stand? Two cents a glass, and we
gave the money to Mama. Did Josh ever have a lemonade stand? No, everything was handed to
him on a solid silver platter. Babette—” Her eyes are streaming now, but there are no sobs.
“Babette—tell them about our lemonade stand. Tell them … tell them … Oh, please tell them.
…”Babette fidgets nervously with her bracelets, twisting them this way and that. “I don’t
remember it,” she says at last.Josh rises, a little wearily, and says in a flat voice, “Would anyone
like a little music? How about some Christmas carols?” He walks to the piano, sits down, and
runs his fingers over the keys. He begins to play “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” “C’mon. Let’s sing.
It’s Christmas.”At first, no one responds. Then Linda quickly stands up and says, “If no one else
will sing, I will.” She goes to the piano and begins to sing in her clear young voice, while Josh
Auerbach accompanies her:O Little Town of Bethlehem,How still we see thee lie.Above thy deep
and dreamless sleepThe timeless stars roll by.…All at once Joan rushes across the room to the
piano and screams at her brother, “Josh, you little shit!” Then she bangs down both fists hard on
the upper register of the keyboard.In the echoing, jagged silence that follows, Essie stands up
and walks out of the room, to leave them to their bickering.The terrace of Essie’s apartment
wraps around two sides of the building, the south and the west. The terrace is bare now, the
awnings down, the garden furniture stored away, the planters and the window boxes empty. But
on the first of May, all the things will come out again from their storage places, and the men from
Woodruff & Jones will come, and the freight elevators will fill with new trees and shrubs and



flowering plants and ivies. The December night is clear and cold, and Essie has thrown a
cashmere shawl over her shoulders, but the fresh air is tonic and the view from the twenty-ninth
floor at the corner of Seventieth Street and Park Avenue where Essie lives has a certain
splendor. Below her, the lights from the cars along the avenue crawl silently by, then stop while
the light turns red, then crawl on again. Though there are no sounds from the streets, the air is
filled with the city’s persistent hum which never goes away. Was it always like this? she asks
herself. Was it always so awful, so much unkindness? Perhaps, if Jake were still alive, it could
have been different, but only perhaps. If, by some magic, she could command him back, but no,
the trouble is—the shameful, awful, secret thing is—that she doesn’t want Jake back. And of
course much of what Joan said is true. Though she shouldn’t have said that about Josh not
being a real member of the family, even though Josh has always been different, special.There
would be stars on a night like this, if the lights of the city didn’t always manage to outdazzle
them. Essie has often noticed how the lights from her terrace with its two views, the south and
the west, are different, depending on which way one faces. The two views are like two parts of a
symphony. To the south, downtown—the New York Central Building, the Empire State Building,
the Pan Am Building and, at the farthest reach, the twin towers of the World Trade Center, none
of which were there when she was a girl—the lights strike an aggressive, almost warlike chord:
intense, full of furious enterprise, crackling with the fiery notes of money. To the west, across
Central Park, through the bare branches of the trees, the residential lights of the West Side are
softer, pinker, quieter. These strike more lyrical and modulated chords of domesticity and care
and love. Oh, my city! Essie thinks, gripping at the half-wall of her terrace and looking at the
contrasting rhythms of the lights.It was not so long ago—surely not nighty-nine years ago—and
not that far away, where it all began. How many miles is it from here to Norfolk Street, to a place
that now lies buried somewhere deep behind that strident Midtown skyline? Essie used to know
how many city blocks there were to a mile, but it is not that many blocks, and even fewer miles. It
is not so far, or so long ago, to where she came from. And now they are all waiting for her to go
away.Norfolk Street—is that what a life comes round to at the end? A small circle, with the
journey finished almost within sight of where it started? Essie wonders suddenly whether the
ghosts of her mother and her father still linger somewhere in the walls and stairwells of the old
building, the way the scent of a man’s or woman’s presence will hang in the air long after he or
she has left the room. All at once she can smell the smell of cabbage cooking, and the
chocolatey smell of her mother’s fingers, and hear the sound of her father’s voice:“Outlaw.
Pariah. When you defy your parents, you defy the ground under your feet, the sky over your
head. He who separates himself from his people buries himself in death. This is written in the
Torah.”“But I was young, Papa, and I loved him, and I wanted to marry him!”Suddenly Essie
realizes that she is not alone on the terrace.“Mary! I thought you’d gone home hours ago.”“I had
a feeling in my bones, Mrs. A, that things wouldn’t go so well tonight. I’m sorry.”“Did Karen
leave?”“Mr. Carter took her home.”“He’s much too young for her. That’s the trouble.”Mary
touches Essie’s hand, very lightly, where it rests on the half-wall. “Mr. Wilmont’s in the library,



Mrs. A, and he’s alone.”The library is Essie’s favorite room in the apartment, all done in warm
and earthy colors, golds, browns, yellows, and deep greens, the colors of the bindings of the fine
old books that line the walls behind glass casement doors. Arrayed in the cases, too, are all the
awards, medals, and citations of Jake’s lifetime, as well as her own, the signed photographs of
Presidents, some of them a little yellowed now, and over the mantel hangs Jake Auerbach’s
Chandor portrait under its museum light. At night, the lamps with their dark parchment shades
cast a warm glow. Essie enters the room from the terrace, and finds Charles there, sitting in one
of the leather chairs, nursing his pipe.“Well, well, old girl,” he says.“Oh, Charles,” she says. “It’s
not kind, is it? None of it is kind.”Charles says, “Each of them loves you, Essie—in his own
way.”“I’m not so sure,” she says, taking the chair across from him beside the dying coal fire in the
fireplace. “I’m not so sure at all.”“Would you like a brandy?”“Yes, I think I would.”He rises, goes to
the bar, and fills two small brandy glasses from the decanter. Returning, he hands one glass to
Essie, and touches his glass to hers. “Cheers, old girl.”“Cheers, Charles.”He returns to his chair,
and they sit in silence for a while, sipping their brandy. The fire smolders in the grate. Above
them, in the center of the wall, over the mantelpiece, looms the portrait of Jacob Auerbach,
which he sat for with Douglas Chandor in 1929. He glowers down at them, his face frozen in
disapproval. Wouldn’t it have been more appropriate for the great man, the great humanitarian,
the great philanthropist, to have let the artist depict him with even the slightest semblance of a
smile? But no, a smile had evidently not been what Mr. Chandor’s subject wanted, and so
instead we have Jacob Auerbach perpetually frowning from eternity. Sometimes, alone in the
room, Essie talks to the frowning face, which now has no way of articulating its displeasure. She
mocks it, tries to make it smile. Nothing works. His portrait dominates the room, lords it over the
entire apartment, just the way he used to dominate their lives. I want to replace little Prince.
Please let me try!“Should I be worried, Charles?” she asks him suddenly.“Worried? Why?”“The
things Joan was saying. About Josh.”“That was just her analyst talking,” he says.“Joan wants
more money. I can smell it.”He laughs softly. “Joan always wants more money.”“But she’s not
getting it from me. Is she?”“You know how I feel about that. I think you’ve done more than enough
for her.”“So do I. But still—”“But still what?”“Charles,” she says quickly, “do you think that Joan
knows something? Something that could hurt us? Hurt us all?”“Of course not. How could she
possibly?”“Joan can be destructive. Do you remember that kidnap letter years ago? That was
Joan.”He whistles. “Really? Did Jake ever know that?”“No. I saw to that. If he’d known, there’d
have been hell to pay. But it was Joan.”“But she was just a little girl—”“She’s always been like
that. Destructive.”“I wouldn’t worry about her, Essie. For one thing, I think she’s going to have her
hands full hanging on to this latest husband.”“And her paper.”“And that.”Her eyes wander upward
to the portrait. “Sometimes I wonder, if Jake were still alive, whether he could straighten
everybody out.”“But it was usually you who straightened everybody out, Essie. Remember?”“Or
you, Charles.”“Yes. You or me. What was that Yiddish word you used to call him?”“Shmendrick?”
Essie laughs. “I’d call him that when I was angry, yes. But Jake wasn’t a shmendrick, exactly. A
shmendrick is a little man who wants to do big things. But Jake was a big man who wanted to do



big things. And did.”“With a lot of help from other people.”“Oh yes. Who got no credit. Do you
know—tonight—in the middle of everything—Linda asked me if I loved him?”“What did you tell
her?”“I didn’t know what to say. The question knocked me nearly off my pins.”Smiling, he says, “It
would take more than that to knock you off your pins, old girl.”“I don’t know. My pins aren’t as
steady as they used to be.”“Miracle worker.”“Yes … I remember that. When was that,
Charles?”“I’ll tell you exactly. It was September twentieth, nineteen thirteen.”“A Saturday …”“And
you’d been drying dishes. The dishtowel was blue.”“Yes …”“So remember the miracles,
Essie.”She studies his kindly, one-of-the-family face. “I’ll try. Still, I’m worried, Charles,” she
says.TwoThe town house residence of Mr. Mogie Auerbach on Beekman Place is always kept
very dark. Even during the daytime, the heavy blackout shades and draperies are kept securely
drawn on both the east and west exposures of the house, and the purpose of this, Mogie
explains to guests, is to preserve the delicate hues of the Chinese silks with which the sofas and
chairs are covered, the tones of the Aubusson and Oriental rugs, and the soft pastels of the
antique scenic Zuber wall coverings. The darkness also serves the better to display Mogie’s
personal collections, the precious Amatis, the uncut gems, the silver and the seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century toys, which are arranged about the downstairs double drawing room in
lighted glass cases. His long years of bachelorhood have turned Mogie Auerbach into a creature
of fixed and immutable habits. Nothing in his house can ever be changed from its original
arrangement, and small chalk marks on the floors and shelves and walls indicate where each
object must be replaced when it has to be moved for dusting. Here, Mogie likes to imagine
acquaintances thinking as they enter his house, is the home of a gentleman, scholar, and
esthete.In the center of the larger of the two drawing rooms which flank the entrance, stands
Mogie Auerbach’s ancient rolltop desk, a Chippendale piece of considerable importance, its
tambour top rolled upward to reveal a certain amount of gentlemanly clutter—a massive crystal
inkwell and quill-tip pen on an ivory base, purchased by Mogie in Venice in 1949, and thought to
have belonged to Felipe II of Spain; a Chinese abacus from the twelfth century, with ivory bars
and counters of pink jade, which Mogie actually uses to figure his accounts; a heavy pair of
silver library shears with inlaid mother-of-pearl handles, which Mogie uses to cut clippings from
newspapers and journals; and the clippings themselves, secured beneath millefleur Baccarat
paperweights; a magnifying glass with a carved baleen handle; a photograph in a silver frame of
Mogie and his father at the railing of a sailing vessel; a photograph by Man Ray of Mogie himself,
and a great deal else.It is at this desk that Mogie does what he calls his “serious” work, which is
writing art criticism for various small and usually obscure journals. A partly written article, in
longhand, on India paper, is also on Mogie’s desk, conspicuously in preparation. Mogie is the
first to admit that he writes slowly. Often it will take him weeks to produce a piece of criticism just
a few hundred words long. At the same time, Mogie’s writing displays certain mannerisms, fond
as he is of such phrases as “catholicity of taste,” “insightfulness,” and “meaningful juxtapositions.”
Just this afternoon, for example, he has written, “Joan Miró’s skeinlike line suggests not only the
artist’s catholicity of taste, but reveals his wit, insightfulness, and philosophy through meaningful



juxtapositions.” Mogie is rather proud of that sentence.It is in this room, too, that Mogie now sits
with his sister Joan and his young wife, also having a nightcap after his mother’s party. Joan,
whose husband went directly home complaining of a headache, had offered to drop Mogie and
Christina off in her car, and was invited in. Now Joan would like to light a cigarette, but knows
that she may not, since smoking is not permitted in Mogie’s house. To emphasize this rule, the
house on Beekman Place is not furnished with a single ashtray. “If you must smoke, please go
out into the garden,” Mogie rather irritably tells his smoker friends at the small, formal dinners for
six or eight he is fond of giving.“Well,” Joan is saying, twirling the stem of her champagne glass,
the contents of which she has not touched, “what did we all think of that performance
tonight?”Mogie picks a speck of lint off the shawl collar of his dinner jacket and says, with a trace
of sarcasm, “Whose performance are you talking about, dear?”“Mother’s, of course. Just getting
up and stalking out of the room like that.”“I can’t stand that secretary of your mother’s, that Mary
O’Brien or whatever her name is,” Christina says.“Farrell.”“I just can’t stand her. She’s so snippy.
She acts like she owns the place.”“Stalking out—right in the middle of a conversation. Such
rudeness. Really.”“Weren’t people singing?” Christina says. “I thought people were singing when
she walked out.” She kicks off her shoes. “I don’t know about you, honey,” she says to Mogie, “but
I’m pooped.”“Christina, darling,” Joan says, “if you’re tired, why don’t you just run upstairs to bed?
There’s something I want to talk to Mogie about. And alone, if you don’t mind—family
business.”“But Christina’s family,” Mogie says.“Would you mind, Christina?”“Oh, sure,” Christina
says, reaching down to pick up her shoes. “Because I’m really pooped.” Slowly, she rises from
the sofa, goes to Mogie, puts her arms around his shoulders, and kisses him on the top of the
head. “Don’t stay up too late, honey,” she says.“I won’t, darling,” Mogie whispers, stroking her
hand and running his lips along her lower arm. “I promise.”“Good night, Joanie,” Christina says,
stifling a yawn. “You and Richard have got to come by and see us real soon. I’ll do a little din-
din.”“Good night, darling,” Joan says, blowing her a kiss.After Christina has left the room, Mogie
Auerbach sits quietly, a dreamy smile on his face. “Wonderful girl,” he says. “Don’t you think so,
Joan?”“Oh, yes. Wonderful. Very pretty.”“I’m a lucky man. A very lucky man.”“I’m so happy for
you, Mogie.”“Do you know that she’s the first woman with whom I’ve been able to achieve a full
erection?”Joan makes a small choking sound. “Really, Mogie,” she says at last, “why did you
think I’d want to know a thing like that?”“My doctor says I should tell people. ‘Extemporize your
feelings,’ he says. ‘Act them out. Free associate, in order to get into your primary process.’ It’s
really very helpful. He’s very pleased with the way it’s going.”“Of course you go to that damned
Jungian,” Joan says. “But what I really want to talk about is Mother. Mogie, we’re going to have to
do something about Mother.”“Really? What’s wrong with her? She seems perfectly fine to
me.”“She’s becoming senile, Mogie. That’s all there is to it.”“Do you really think so, Joan?”“Oh,
there’s no question about it, darling. Going quite gaga. That business about giving her paintings
to the Metropolitan—sheer insanity. If that collection went into her estate, it’d be taxed until
there’d be nothing left. It’s got to be sold, Mogie, and soon. We’ve got to do something before she
—well, dies.”Mogie studies his sister across the quiet room, and carefully crosses one elegantly



tailored knee atop the other. “Speaking of performances,” he says at last, “I thought yours was
rather spectacular tonight. Quite worthy of a Bernhardt, if you ask me.”“Well, I did get angry.”“And
of course it was me you were talking about, wasn’t it. Not Josh.”“Nonsense, Mogie.”“Nonsense?
That business about Josh not knowing what it was like to be poor. You were looking at me when
you said that. It was directed to me.”“That’s not true!”“You’ve always hated me, Joan. You know
that. You never wanted me to be born. Miss Kroger told me that when I was little. ‘Your sister
never wanted you to be born,’ she said, and a nanny doesn’t lie.”“Well, she was lying. I always
hated Miss Kroger, if you want to know the truth!”“So you’ve been punishing me for being born
for sixty years.”“That’s your Jungian talking again.”“I only mention it because it’s pivotal to this
particular dynamic,” Mogie says.“But it has nothing at all to do with what I want to talk to you
about. Nothing at all.”“Then what do you want to talk about, Joan?”“Mother. And what we’re
going to do about her.”“Well,” he says carefully, “what do you propose we do, exactly?”Joan
hesitates, setting down her glass of champagne. “I don’t suppose you’d bend the rules just once,
and let me have a cigarette. Just one. A quick puff.”“Now, Joan—”“Sorry. Shouldn’t have asked.
Anyway—” She picks up her glass and studies it. “Anyway, you’re almost ten years younger than
I am, so I don’t suppose you remember Uncle Abe. Mother’s brother—Abe Litsky.”“Oh, I know he
was somehow in the picture for a while,” Mogie says.“Yes. Very much so. He lived with us on
Grand Boulevard when Babette and I were children. He helped Papa get started at Eaton’s. He
was important long before Charles Wilmont came along.”“Then something happened.”“Yes. And
I’m not sure yet exactly what, but there was something, some kind of falling out. Papa bought
Uncle Abe out, and as far as I know the two never spoke to each other again.”“This is all very
ancient history,” Mogie says. “We’re talking about pre-World War One, before I was even a
glimmer in Papa’s eye, as they say.”“I know.” Joan stands and begins to pace back and forth
across the room, a thin, moving exclamation point in her short black dress. “Now—second
question. Does the name Arthur Litton mean anything to you?”“Vaguely. Prohibition. Bootlegging
—”“And extortion. And the rackets. And the longshoremen, and the Teamsters, and Las Vegas
gambling. And prostitution, and drugs—probably.”“Is he still alive?”“Very much so. Alive and well
and living in Hollywood Beach, Florida, with a new wife and two Welsh corgis.”“Fine. But so
what?”“They call him Mr. Untouchable. A life spent in and around organized crime, arrested
dozens of times, but never spent a night in jail. They couldn’t even get him on income tax. The
worst they could do to him was revoke his passport, so he can’t skip the country.”“All very
interesting. But again, so what?”“I had my people at the Express go through all the old files, all
the old newspaper clippings, asked them to find out everything they could about the early days
of Eaton and Cromwell, and everything they could about Arthur Litton.” She goes to the table
where she has laid her handbag, opens it, and takes out a sheaf of papers secured with a rubber
band. “I brought some of these things along to show you, Mogie,” she says, “because what
would you say if I told you that Arthur Litton is Abe Litsky?”“You’re not serious.”“I am quite
serious. It’s all here—photographs, news stories, everything. Arthur Litton is our Uncle Abe—
Mother’s long-lost baby brother!”Mogie slips the rubber band from the sheaf of clippings and



spreads them in his lap.“Look at these two pictures,” Joan points. “One of Abraham Litsky, Eaton
and Cromwell partner. Another of Arthur Litton, wanted on an illegal gambling charge. It’s
obviously the same man.”Mogie studies the photographs. “There is a resemblance,” he says at
last. “But tell me, Joan—if this is true, why has no one uncovered it before?”“Because not too
many people are around who remember what Uncle Abe looked like, and I do. Because he lived
with us when Babette and I were little. And because the company has conveniently forgotten that
anyone named Abe Litsky was ever connected with it. At the office, I also have a copy of the
company history that was published in nineteen seventy-five. I’m sure you got a copy of it too.
There’s a whole section in it called ‘Early Struggles.’ It’s all about Papa, and there’s a lot about
Charles, but I assure you that Abe Litsky’s name is not mentioned even once, even though he
was Papa’s first partner. And for good reason.”“An untidy branch of the family tree.”“Precisely,
Mogie.”Mogie Auerbach sets the sheaf of clippings aside. “Have you mentioned any of this to
Babette?” he asks her.“No. I wanted to get your opinion first.”“Opinion? What sort of opinion?
What I’d like to know is, now that you have this information, what do you intend to do with
it?”“Well, I happen to run a newspaper, and this in my opinion is news. Can you imagine the
reaction in the business community if this came out? The stockholders, for instance. What would
this do to Eaton’s sacred image—honesty, integrity, public-spiritedness, the customer is always
right? Think of what Charles’s reaction would be—because he’s been part of the cover-up. And
dear little Josh’s reaction, who I’m sure doesn’t suspect a thing. And Mother’s reaction—her own
brother.”Mogie looks up at her. “Would you really do that, Joan? Use your newspaper to expose
your own family?”Joan laughs a little shrilly and sits down in the nearest silk-covered chair. “I’m
not saying that I would do that,” she says. “But I’m saying that I’d certainly have that option,
wouldn’t I? And frankly, Mogie, I keep thinking that this thing may go even deeper than what we
know already. Because what I keep asking myself, as a newspaperwoman, is this—why has
Arthur Litton, or Uncle Abe, kept so quiet about his Eaton connection all these years? What
would he have to lose by spilling the beans?”“Unless—”“You’re reading my mind, my darling.
Exactly. Unless the company—or someone in the company—has been paying him off. Regularly.
Steadily. For years and years. Paying him to keep his mouth shut.”Now it is Mogie who rises, his
hands thrust deep in his trousers pockets, and walks to the lighted vitrine where some of his
antique toys are displayed—fire engines, a miniature Ferris wheel with tiny passengers rocking
in their seats, their faces painted in expressions of delight and awe, a regiment of tin soldiers,
muskets in firing position, cannon aimed, a corporal ramming gunpowder into its cascabel,
another standing ready with a torch to ignite the fuse; his have been called the finest collections
of tin and lead soldiers in the world; behind the cannoneers and artillerymen are arrayed the
mounted cavalry, ready to charge. Mogie Auerbach studies the frozen scene in the glass case as
though for the first time. “Of course this is a very serious allegation, Joan,” he says at last. “And
you have absolutely nothing to prove it.”“No, but I think I know where to go to find proof if I need
it.”“Yes,” he says quietly. “You know, you mentioned tonight the lemonade stand that you and
Babette had. Of course I have no memory of that. I wasn’t even born. You’re right. I don’t



remember the house on Grand Boulevard at all. I never lived there. I grew up at The Bluff. I don’t
even have a clear memory of Prince. I was only six when all that happened.…”“Yes.”“But you’re
right. It was like having two different sets of parents. And then, after Prince … left us … you were
the oldest, and I was the youngest, and I was always more than a little afraid of you. I used to feel
that you were always jealous of me. And then, a few years later, when Josh came along, he was
the baby, and I was very much relieved, because then you transferred your jealousy to him.”“I
suppose that’s true enough,” Joan says easily. “I was jealous. Of both of you. Because both of
you had things as children that I never had. It was as simple as that.”“Funny. Years of analysis,
and I’m still trying to deal with your ability to intimidate me. Perhaps it’s part of the cause of what
Dr. Gold calls my too-introverted nature, why I must concentrate on immediate conflicts rather
than the conflicts of childhood. Why I must think more about my will to live than my sexual drive. I
remember being even more relieved when you went off to boarding school. It’s good to talk
about these things, Joan—to get these conflicts out in the open.”“Listen, Mogie,” Joan says
impatiently, “please don’t misunderstand me. I don’t want to do anything that would hurt Mother.
Please believe that. The only thing I’m thinking of doing is using what I know to get her to think
sensibly. Doesn’t that make sense? What she should be doing now is disposing of some of
these things—these possessions, these objects that are simply cluttering up her life—and
turning the proceeds over to us children. For tax purposes, she should begin dividing up her
estate right now. Before it’s too late, and the government steps in to take a big fat slice. She’s
eighty-nine, Mogie. She can’t last forever. What does she need with an art collection now? She
hardly ever entertains anymore. What does she need that enormous apartment for—that takes
five people to run it? She should be living in some smaller place. It’s ridiculous—all that acreage
for one old woman. What use does she have for all that Eaton stock? She can’t take it with her. It
should be distributed among the next generation. That means you, Mogie, and Christina, and
me, and Babette, and even Josh. And her grandchildren—why, you may even have children of
your own soon, Mogie, now that you’ve got Christina. It’s the sensible way to do things, don’t you
see? All I want to do is talk to her, and try to make her use some sense.”“I understand.”“Do you
realize what three hundred and twenty-five thousand shares of Eaton stock are worth in the
marketplace?”“I have a fair idea.”“And the art collection? So that’s my point. Imagine that amount
reduced by half—at least—by taxes when she dies.”“Yes.”“Then do I have your support, Mogie?
Can I talk to her? Try to convince her? Maybe apply a little pressure? In a nice way, of
course.”“What about Babette?”“Babette will do whatever I tell her to do. First, I need your
support. All I want is to be able to say to her, ‘Mogie agrees with me that if any of this came out a
lot of people would be hurt.’”Mogie smiles, still gazing at the tin militia. “Well, I do agree with that,
Joan,” he says.“Then you’re with me?”“Let me think about it for a day or so,” he says. “I’d like to
talk it over with Dr. Gold.”“Don’t talk it over with Dr. Gold. He’ll get it all involved with childhood
conflicts.”“Well, at least let me study these clippings.”“Certainly. That’s why I brought them. I have
Xeroxes of everything at the office.”“You know,” he says, “you’re my sister, but you never fail to
surprise me. I don’t think I’ve ever understood you.”“I think that may be because I’m tougher than



you are, Mogie,” Joan says. “And I think that’s because I had a mother who used to tell me stories
of what it was like being a little Russian Jewish immigrant girl growing up on the Lower East
Side.”“The Litsky genes coming out,” he says, still smiling at the miniature battle scene. “But, you
know, you were lucky. I never had a mother at all.” He pauses. “Say, I think that’s a meaningful
insight. I must remember to tell that to Dr. Gold.”After Joan has said good night, Mogie
Auerbach, who is in his early sixties but who, thanks to the ministrations of a caring therapist,
now often manages to feel much younger, juicier, more resolved in his will to live, moves about
the lower floor of his town house, turning out the lighted cases one by one. I never had a mother,
he thinks. Joan did. I am the one who should be jealous. The thought gives new lightness to his
step, and to his mood. And now, he thinks, Joan needs me. He leaves burning only the lamp by
his big desk, where he returns and picks up the sheaf of clippings and slowly thumbs through
them, whistling softly to himself. Then he stops. One photograph in one of the yellowed clippings
strikes him in particular, and he goes back to it, studying it intently under the light, turning it this
way and that. He rises slowly from his chair, the clipping still in his hand, and takes a deep
breath. Help is needed.And so he goes to the nearest window, draws aside the heavy drapes,
raises the light-proof shade, and then lifts the window sash an inch or two, pausing, his chin
cupped in one hand, to give the image of his face a fond sizing-up in the dark glass. A chill
December wind blows in from Beekman Place. On the street, a private guard, making his
rounds, does not look up. I would have made a splendid homosexual, Mogie thinks, having
come to this conclusion from several clandestine encounters in the past. He returns to his desk,
opens the lowest left-hand drawer fully, and presses a finger against the back panel of the
drawer, which falls open. Inside this second compartment are a small cloisonné footed box, said
to have come from the Palais de Versailles, an ivory pipe, and a box of kitchen matches. He
removes these objects, and opens the box. Inside is what appears to be a small cake of clear
golden soap. With a penknife Mogie scrapes and pares several shreds of this amber, waxy
substance, and tamps these shavings carefully and compactly into the rounded bowl of the pipe.
It is pure, uncut hashish from Izmir.Mogie picks a match carefully out of the box, strikes it across
the sole of his shoe, and lights the pipe, inhaling deeply. The night outside is very still.He sits at
his desk, studying the photograph. Somewhere in all of this, he thinks, lie the seeds of a
delicious little plan. There they all are, the early members of Eaton & Cromwell’s board—his
father, Abe Litsky, Charles Wilmont, George Eaton, Cyrus Cromwell, much younger than when
he had ever known them, but still recognizable. He sits back, draws again on his pipe, waiting for
the rush of insight to come, for the seeds to germinate.Suddenly he puts the clipping down. The
answer is not there, not quite, but Mogie is quite sure where the answer can be found. When
Mother broke up her house at The Bluff, Mogie fell heir to several family scrapbooks and, in his
informal role as family historian, he has kept them up. They repose behind locked glass doors in
one of his many bookcases. He rises and goes to the bookcase now, unlocks it with a key from
his watch fob, and removes two albums. He returns with them to his desk, and slowly begins
turning pages. Their lives fan out in front of him, in chronology, but with a gap, since the two



photo albums he has chosen are one of the oldest and one of the most recent. He studies the
children’s faces, his own, Joan’s, Babette’s, Josh’s, their parents’ and the faces of their parents’
old friends and business associates, Charles, Daisy Stevens—everyone, of course, except
Prince—watching them all grow older as the pages turn. It is not long before he has selected two
clear and well-focused snapshots that will suit his purpose perfectly—one from the older album,
one from the newer. Ah, he thinks, sucking deeply on his pipe, ah, dear darling Joan, Queen of
Greed, what elegant fun we are going to have with you. Ah, the luxury of mischief, especially
when perpetrated by Mogie Auerbach, the Renaissance Man!Beside his elbow, a buzzer sounds
and, with his free hand, he picks up the interhouse phone. “Yes, my darling?”“Aren’t you ever
coming up to bed, honey?”“Just be patient, darling,” he says in a soothing voice. “Daddy’s just
finishing some work on his article. Then he’ll be straight up.” And he adds, laughing softly, “And
that pun is intended.” But first he marks the places in the albums with two white slips of paper,
returns the albums to the bookcase, closes and locks the door with his little key, smiling and
whistling softly to himself.In another part of town, on West Tenth Street in Greenwich Village,
where Karen Auerbach Collier Schofield has kept an apartment since her divorce, Karen lies
naked across her bed with a cold washcloth folded across her forehead. Daryl Carter who sits,
fully clothed, on the bed beside her, lifts the cloth gently, refolds it, and replaces it so that the
cool side is down. “Feeling better now?” he asks her.“Parks,” she says. “You work for the parks.
There’s a statue of my grandpa in a park. Lincoln Park. That’s in Chicago.”“You’ve just had a little
too much to drink,” he says, his eyes carefully averted from her nude body.“So what. What’s that
got to do with parks?” Her head rolls sideways toward him. “Aren’t you going to make love to
me?”“I think—not tonight.”“Or,” she giggles. “Or. Or.”“Or what?”“Or are you gay?” Giggling again,
she says, “I think you are. I think Mr. Parks is gay.”“Well, I’m not.”“Not even a little bit?”“Not.”“I had
an uncle who was gay.”“Oh? What happened to him?”Another giggle. “Family secret. Pots and
pots.”“Pots and pots of what?”“Secrets. Pots and pots of family secrets.”“I had no idea your family
owned Eaton and Cromwell.”“Yup. All of it. Pots and pots of it.”“Golly. You must be really rich.”“Oh,
yeah.” She closes her eyes. “Especially Granny. Not my mother, though. She just spends it.”“Your
mother is—quite a woman.”Her eyes flutter open. “Now you just leave my mother out of this,” she
says. “What’s she got to do with anything?”“Sorry. But you brought her up.”“Just leave her out of
this,” she says. “Besides.”After a pause, he says, “Besides what?”“Besides,” she says. “Besides,
you’ve made me forget what I was going to say.”“And your family is—Jewish.”“Not Jewish,” she
says. “Jew-ish. That’s different, you know. We’re Jew-ish. Just a little bit Jew-ish. Just a little bish
—I mean bit. Like a little bit south of North Carolina. Besides, my father wasn’t Jewish. Just
Mother.”“I see.”“But don’t go bringing up my mother again. Besides, I think you’re gay.”He stands,
and in the same movement reaches down and pulls the coverlet up across her. “I think I’d better
go now,” he says. “Get some sleep.”But Karen reaches up and seizes him tightly by the wrist, her
long polished fingernails digging into his flesh, and says, “No. Stay. I want to talk to you. Fix me
another drink.”“I think you’ve had—”“No.” She pulls him down beside her again. “Listen to me. No
one ever listens to me. I want to tell you everything.”He studies her pale face on the pillow, the



blond hair, damp now and clinging to her temples from the cold washcloth, and the outline of her
thin body under the coverlet. Tossed on a chair beside her bed is the pale green evening dress,
the shoes, the underthings that he has helped her remove. For a moment or two he says nothing.
Then he says, “Tell me how old you are.”
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into it, it was much better than I expected. An intimate portrait of an ambitious, and eventually
very rich, woman, who ends up with a bunch of relatives not worth a damn. Meanwhile, there are
plenty of family secrets and scandals, white sheep and black sheep, and loads of champagne. A
fun escape.”
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happy I did. I very well written novel about a fascinating time in America and complicated family
dynamics. The book has something for everyone.”

Cathryn Conroy, “The Perfect Escapist Read. Delicious! Juicy! Oh, so yummy! No, this isn't a
review of a dessert, but this book is a lot like dessert for your brain. Best of all, this book by
Stephen Birmingham is not just empty calories; it is intelligently-written with a carefully-crafted
plot and colorful characters, albeit some of them are somewhat one-sided. An ingenious
structure that is perfectly executed catapults the plot back and forth in time.Taking place
primarily in New York and Chicago, this is a multi-generational family saga beginning in the early
1900s. Jake and Essie Auerbach marry against the wishes of both their families. They are
ostracized by Jake's extremely wealthy family to Chicago, where eventually Jake becomes a
huge business success, due in no small part to his wife. Yet with this spectacular, showy wealth
comes searing heartbreak. Years later, their ungrateful and greedy children want to change their
mother's will as Essie approaches her 90th birthday. And divisive secrets long buried, hurtful
family tensions, intense rivalries and the destructive power of money come bubbling to the
surface, threatening to destroy everything the Auberbach family has attained, including each
other."The Auerbach Will" is the perfect escapist read!”

Anonymousl, “Inside Out. The earlier established German Jewish families obviously
disapproved of the newly arrived Eastern European families because of their old world
traditions. The newer arrivals also disapproved of the "others" having given up tradition.
Birmingham lets us imagine what takes place when these historical groups intermarry and
establish their own set of standards.”

june t., “Families and their differences. Loved the book...It resonates true with the character
portrayal and all the interchanges that take place. You go through a lifetime with Essie and all
the trials and tribulations that take place during those years. I thought that the characters were
well described and one could almost hear and see what was going on. Family jealousy and the
age differences of the children involved was well described. Emotions and feelings were aptly
and clearly described. The story could take place with anyone who is lucky enough to have a
significant fortune to leave to their heirs.”



Keith Sanderson, “A family saga. The generational story of a Jewish matriarch who controlled
her family to the end - and beyond, through her will. An interesting and enjoyable read.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Insightful. Very well thought plot. I learned a fair amount about Jewish
thinking.  I would have preferred that the author not jump back and forth in time so much”

Heather, “A dash of history, a sprinkle of romance, very entertaining. I spent a lovely rainy day
recently reading this novel. I enjoyed the characters and the rich history of the times in which
they lived and loved.”
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