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The rule is not to talk about money with people who have much more or much less than you.

—Katherine Whitehorn



Foreword
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Jenny Offill and Elissa Schappell


Americans live in a culture of confession. We talk freely about whom we’ve slept with, what we’re addicted to, how crazy our families are, and why we take a rainbow of antidepressants. But even in this tell-all age, there is one topic that remains decidedly taboo.

Ask a friend how she spends her time in the bedroom and chances are you’ll get a breezy answer about tantric games or the perils of certain sex toys; ask her how she spends her money and you’re likely to be met with an awkward silence. It’s one thing to confide your latest romantic disaster or family drama to a friend, quite another to let her see your disgraceful credit report. In fact, 47 percent of Americans say they’d rather disclose their weight or age than the amount of money in their bank account.

It’s no surprise. Who wants to talk about a spouse who blows the family nest egg on the ponies or a divorce settlement that has you digging in the couch for the kids’ lunch money? Who wants to confess that they hide their credit card bills or that they’re crying poor even though they never need to work another day in their life? Who wants to come clean about the fact that money has made them do things they’re ashamed of?

Such money stories are hard to tell because they feel incredibly revealing. To shine a light on how much we make, how much we spend, how much we owe, and how much we’ve got secretly socked away is to give others a potent glimpse into the values we live by. Because of this, admitting to money troubles can often feel like admitting to a weakness of character. To find yourself broke is to face an ever-widening spiral of self-recrimination. If only I hadn’t bought that leather coat or taken that vacation, you think. If only I’d worked harder, or planned better…If only I wasn’t so careless, so lazy, so weak…

We may know logically that our checking account balance is not a true indicator of our worth, but an ATM receipt that deems us “insufficient” can still register like a character judgment. Given the emotional stakes, it’s no wonder most of us clam up when it comes to discussing money woes. It can be humbling to admit that such an important part of life has slipped out of our control.

This desire to seem prosperous even when one is barely getting by leads many Americans to completely ignore the reality of their financial situations. Instead, we try to live up to the “champagne and caviar” celebrity culture that is endlessly touted on television and in magazines, leasing fancy cars and jetting off on lavish vacations. And since we live in the land of mega-malls, no-money-down credit, and twenty-four-hour ATMs, it’s easier than ever to get in over our heads.

Economists report that middle-class families are now carrying record levels of credit card debt, going without health insurance, and filing for bankruptcy at several times the rate of the early 1980s. Turns out those McMansions and shiny SUVs have us mortgaged up to our eyeballs, but until the wolf is truly at the door, you won’t find many of us admitting it.

Some of us are quietly shaking in our boots, though. Debt is a legacy that gets passed down through families, and even those of us who aren’t in the red yet worry that we may inherit our parents’ pathologies about money. Jonathan Dee describes how incurring a huge debt he thought would break up his relationship cast him back to the final days of his parents’ crumbling marriage. “The real agent of decay in our lives was always, and unmistakably, money. It did the one thing it knew how to do—it ran out—and with it, gradually, went our ability to stand being around one another.”

Money frays the family ties of the rich, too, especially when each subsequent generation finds there’s a little less of it. The shame of having to admit to newly straitened circumstances can be unbearable for families such as Ruth Konigsberg’s who continue to play at being rich long after the money is gone. It takes the shock of having to auction off the family’s antiques at Sotheby’s to finally bring home to her how far they have fallen.

Conversely, in this topsy-turvy world, deceit about money can take the form of those with money passing for poor, pretending to be worse off than they really are. For the slumming artist who brags about his fifth-floor walk-up and ramen noodle dinners, the fear of being “outed” can be just as strong as it is for those whose finances truly are a mess.

Some attempt to mask their solvency in order not to seem like a dilettante or a trust fund baby. Claire Dederer, whose grandfather built her family’s fortune on fur, kept the “stash” her generous father gave her a secret (until now). Here, she writes of struggling with warring feelings of entitlement to the money and resentment about the sense of “inauthenticity” it provokes. What does it mean, she wonders, when “your financial worth is unmoored from your actual achievement”?

In our closemouthed society, there are a few exceptions to this “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach. It is still de rigueur for artistic types to wear their poverty like a badge of pride or to one-up each other with tales of the outlandish jobs they’ve done for money. In “Dirty Work,” Lydia Millet tells how she left her feminist ideals at the door and took a job editing smut at Hustler magazine just out of college. And Brett Martin exposes himself as the least successful drug dealer Northampton, Massachusetts, has ever seen.

Yet in some ways, the biggest surprise when it comes to Americans’ reticence about money is that we don’t even share our tales of good fortune with one another. This may be because our gain is often another’s loss. In the case of the humorist Henry Alford, the gain was scooping up an incredible bit of Manhattan real estate for a song, the loss, well, here’s the first line of the essay: “I’ve never killed anyone before. But I once felt like I had.”

Even money stories that involve windfalls or sudden boons tend to be kept secret out of guilt or fear that others will be envious of us. Marian Fontana, who lost her firefighter husband on 9/11, writes movingly of the difficulties of dealing with an unwanted windfall that comes from tragedy. Chris Offutt explores the uneasiness he felt when his family unexpectedly became one of the richest in a dirt-poor Appalachian town, and Daniel Handler, who made some serious coin as Lemony Snicket writing a series of novels for children titled A Series of Unfortunate Events, describes how he used the money from writing his essay for this volume to buy a $1,200 bottle of wine, and the effect this grand gesture had on his less well-off friends.

The truth is that money is often a divisive influence in our lives. We keep our bank balances secret because we worry that being candid about our finances will expose us to judgment or ridicule—or worse, to accusations of greed or immorality. And this worry is not unfounded. At times, money serves as a cruel mirror, casting a surprising and unflattering reflection back at us, a picture of someone we never thought we were, or of someone we hoped never to be. No one wants to admit to fighting a relative tooth and nail over an inheritance, especially when, as Meera Nair recalls all too well, the effects of pitting family members against one another create rifts that never heal and leave everyone poorer in spirit.

“For richer or poorer” is the standard wedding vow, but for many couples money becomes a source of constant tension. Indeed, in America, more marriages break up over finances than over any other issue. Sometimes a marriage, especially a coltish, wobbly-legged one, can’t bear the pressure money puts on it, as Walter Kirn acknowledges in “Treasure Me.” From his Mormon adolescence, to dealing with gold-digging hussies and a haughty former girlfriend, to marrying and divorcing a much younger woman, Kirn tallies up just how much it costs to have sex.

It should come as no surprise that having children only adds a final straw to the overworked, underpaid camel’s back. The way spouses view money and the security it can buy a family can be grounds for fierce battles, as Fred Leebron and his wife, Kathryn Rhett, reveal in their paired essays.

Even unmarried couples sometimes find that money can make or break them. For the heiress Isabel Rose, the dance of courtship often stumbles because men who don’t have as much money as she does grumble about being “kept,” and men who do act petulant if they think their lavish gifts don’t impress her.

Rose is proud of her storied background and unapologetic about her wealth, but for more neurotic rich folk an entire cottage industry has sprung up to help them get over their good fortune. Shrinks have coined the term “affluenza” to describe the angst and aimlessness that arise from being so wealthy you don’t have to work for a living. And amazingly, even being filthy rich doesn’t seem to give people a true sense of freedom and security. Barron’s magazine recently reported that the majority of wealthy Americans think they would need to be worth exactly twice as much as they already are in order to feel truly content with their situation. As Andy Behrman, an entrepreneur who has made and lost millions over the years during manic earning and spending sprees, writes, “I remember thinking that if I ever accumulated $50 million in the bank, I could die happily with no material possessions.”

No wonder the market for shrinks who specialize in the problems of the very rich is booming. Yet despite their insistence that affluenza can be a genuine hardship, therapists are finding it a hard sell to make others feel sorry for their clients. Most people can sympathize with the pain and struggle of the less fortunate, but the anxieties that attend being “too rich” are much harder to imagine.

We like to complain about rich people driving up real estate prices and tooling around in ostentatious automobiles (Who needs a Humvee in Philadelphia?), but very few of us are really willing to listen to them explain the difficulties of their situation. And so this culture of silence cuts both ways, not only toward those who are one paycheck from being kicked to the curb but also toward those who gaze down at them from their swank penthouses.

But why, in this day and age, does such secrecy still surround the issue of money? Once sensitive topics such as race and sexual orientation are now casually debated on talk shows and campuses, but an honest discussion about how money or the lack thereof informs people’s lives is still the exception.

Perhaps this is because America’s bedrock mythology is that it is the land of opportunity, a place where all people, no matter the color of their skin, or their gender, or how lowly born they are, can succeed if only they work hard enough. Call it the Great American Pipe Dream. And yet race and class do matter, as Steven Rinehart makes clear in his essay about a convenience store robbery he pulled when he was in his teens. The cost of such a crime for a middle-class white boy like himself turns out to be quite different from the price his African-American cell mate has to pay.

For the radical activist lawyer Tony Serra, it was just these sorts of inequities in the criminal justice system that led him to take an informal vow of poverty in order to allow himself the freedom to take mostly pro bono cases. He has since defended groups such as the Black Panthers, the Symbionese Liberation Army, and Earth First! and continues to fight passionately for the rights of the disenfranchised.

It is a rare person who can ignore the siren call of consumer culture as Tony Serra has. But for the rest of us mere mortals, is there any way to become less enslaved by money and our ideas about it? Part of the answer may be to take another look at that bedrock American mythology. As a culture, we have been sold the idea that we live in a meritocracy, free from the hidebound class conventions of the Old World. In America, only the self-made man or woman represents the vaunted ideal. Anyone else is suspect, either too lazy to be successful or too privileged to identify with.

But very few of us fall into that narrow faultless category of those who have more than enough money but earned every penny of it, damn it. Instead, most of us are either too poor or too rich to approach the topic of money without shame or guilt, and it is these uncomfortable emotions that keep us from openly discussing the powerful ways that it shapes our lives. We are grateful to have found twenty-two talented writers willing to buck this trend of silence. Some of their stories are harrowing, some moving, others comic, but all attest to the truth of the title: money changes everything.



The Guy Next Door
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Henry Alford

I’ve never killed anyone before. But I once felt like I had. This man and I did not, at first blush, have much in common. I was a pot-smoking, Joni Mitchell–listening thirty-one-year-old gay man; he was a profane, eighty-year-old former longshoreman named John Maguire whose nickname was Mugsy. In the two years that I’d been living in the apartment contiguous to his, we’d never shared more words than the occasional grunt-based hello in the hallway.

And then I made the phone call that changed both our lives.

“Mr. Maguire?”

“Yeah.” His voice was brusque and Bronxy.

“It’s Henry Alford. I live across the hall in 4E?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Do you know about the auction being held on Friday? For the three apartments in the building, including yours?”

“No. I’m not a member of the co-op board, so they don’t tell me anything.”

“Your landlord, Mr. Z——, is about $13,000 in arrears,” I explained. “So the co-op board is holding a public auction of his three apartments on Friday. You and the other tenants have what are known as statutory rights, so you can’t be kicked out and the rent can’t be raised no matter who owns the apartments.”

“I know all about it. I’ve been down to the attorney general’s office.”

“Good, so you know your rights,” I said, a small amount of relief helping to bolster my mounting anxiety about my next statement. “Well, anyway, I’m thinking about, uh, making a bid on your apartment.”

As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I wanted to soften or reshape them. It was no secret that John had had two heart attacks. I added, “As a, as a—as a sort of long-term investment, of course.”

“You can do what you want.”

“Great. But I’ve never been in your apartment, and I wonder if I could look at it sometime.” The evening before, I’d walked out on our mutual fire escape and tried to peek in through his windows, to no avail.

“Okay,” he said.

“Well, I was wondering if I could look at it, say, right now.”

“Let me put my pants on,” he said, and hung up the phone.

         

About ninety seconds later, I heard John open his door and then knock softly on mine—an act that requires merely leaning forward, as the two doors are thirty-five inches apart. I greeted him and shut the door behind me. A wiry and fastidious man, John projected equal amounts of boyishness and scowling, a sour angel. I stood stone-still in his doorway, cowed. Although in the weeks previous the prospect of inexpensively doubling the size of my apartment had filled me with a sensation that I can only describe as tingly, that tingle now fled me. No, this was not the wonderfully grabby, slightly narcissistic feeling that looking at real estate usually engenders—the one where empty rooms symbolize solutions to your problems, the one where hobbies get their own dedicated spaces and children get their own bedrooms and novels gush from printers like lobsters from an aquarium during a Mob hit. This was much more like an IRS audit.

“Come on,” John said, waving me into the living room.

We grimly and quickly toured the premises. His apartment, I could see, was almost identical to mine. We both had six hundred railroad-style square feet overlooking a lovely, tree-shaded street in Greenwich Village; each was worth about $130,000, a price that would have been higher were the apartments not fourth-floor walk-ups. John’s place was immaculate. It had a sweet, slightly soapy smell.

“I’m surprised it took the co-op board so long to catch on to Mr. Z——,” John said when we’d returned to the kitchen. “He’s no good and he’ll never be good! He has the building next door, too. You ever been in there? It’s a dump!”

“I’ve never been in there.”

“It’s a dump!”

I thanked John for the tour and left.

         

Two days later, I realized I’d forgotten to ask him an important question, so I called again. I asked him how he was doing, and he said, “Alrighty.”

“Uh, some of the people who are bidding on your apartment are wondering what you’re paying for rent,” I said. “Would you be uncomfortable…”

“It’s $81.23.”

“Eighty-one twenty-three a month?” I asked, surprised it was this low. The maintenance on the apartment was $332 a month, so a rent of $81.23 meant that whoever bought the apartment would be $250.77 out of pocket a month.

“That’s right. Anybody buying this is gonna get stuck.”

“Right,” I said, laughing nervously. “How long have you been living there?”

“Fifty years.”

“Wow. You’re a…”

“I’m a fixture. I’m a goddamn fixture.”

         

I needed to figure out how much to wager at the auction, so that night I sat down and did the actuarial work. Two hundred and fifty dollars and seventy-seven cents a month was about $3,000 a year. So if John lived another five years, I’d be spending $15,000. If he lived ten years, I’d be spending $30,000. If he lived twenty years, I’d be spending $60,000.

I decided twenty years was a good, conservative figure to work with; after all, it wasn’t as if John were some female goatherd in the Urals subsisting on a diet of yogurt. Subtracting $60,000 from the apartment’s $130,000 value left me with $70,000. Then I subtracted another $25,000 for cost-of-living increases and the hassle of being your next door neighbor’s landlord. That left $45,000. That was my ceiling for bidding.

The auction took place a few days later. The setup was much more casual than I’d imagined: a spindly, middle-aged auctioneer stood at a card table he’d set up under the rotunda of the Supreme Court of the State of New York; four of us bidders and our companions huddled round, clutching our checkbooks. Office workers and other passersby drifted past us, unmindful of the tiny acts of manifest destiny taking place just feet away.

Each of the three apartments underwent a short volley of bidding. Because the apartments were being sold with rights-bearing tenants in them, and because there was no formal process by which potential buyers not living in the building could meet or learn the age and medical status of these tenants, the auction attracted only one outside speculator. In the end, all three apartments were bought by people already living in the building.

I felt like I was taking part in insider trading—a dark, sweet, criminal feeling made only more so when I got the apartment for $17,000.

         

When I saw John in the hallway the next day, I told him that I’d bought his apartment. His face betrayed no reaction. We agreed that he would slip his rent check under my door the first of each month. John explained that Mr. Z——had four of his rent checks that he hadn’t cashed. John said, “Oh, he’s no good. He’s a louse.” The part of my brain that I had been labeling “I Am a Yuppie Interloper” was slightly relieved by this statement; I knew I’d be a better landlord than Mr. Z——.

But the following day as I was leaving the building, I ran into a fellow resident I’ll call Tina. Tina said she’d heard about the auction, and was glad that Teresa in 2E and I had been able to buy our own apartments, but was dismayed that Jere in 1E had bought Mrs. Englehardt’s apartment, because now Jere—a building developer by trade—would be waiting for the frail, ninety-something Mrs. Englehardt “to drop dead.”

I corrected Tina, telling her that I had not bought my own apartment—I’d bought John’s. She laughed nervously.

Eager to undercut the awkwardness, I started rambling, telling Tina that I didn’t know much about John and asking her if he’d ever been married. She said he hadn’t. She said the only family she was aware of was a brother who lived in the city.

Later that night, I ran into Tina again, this time in the vestibule of the building. She was picking up a brass doorknob that had fallen off the inside door. “If we get new brass knobs, I’m gonna keep the old ones and hit Jere over the head with them,” she told me, referring to the man who was waiting for the old woman to drop dead. “I’m not kidding: he better watch it.”

I wondered if I should, too.

But to my friends, the fact that I’d bought an apartment that housed a man who’d had two heart attacks was the stuff of comedy. More than once did I hear the line “Getting enough heavy cream in your coffee, Mugsy?”

         

My early days of landlordship were marked by a certain suspensefulness. One afternoon about a month after the auction, I heard a beeping sound in the hallway; the battery of our floor’s smoke alarm was dying. Not having the right size to replace it with, I decided simply to take the smoke detector down, bring it into my apartment, and remove the dying battery.

When I awoke the next morning and saw the smoke detector on my kitchen table, I got a chill. What if John had died in the night and the cops had found the smoke detector in my apartment? That wouldn’t have looked too good for me.

But the biggest change that resulted from buying John’s apartment was that I became much more conscious of the fact that if the space between our doors was only thirty-five inches, the walls between us weren’t even five inches. I heard John through these walls far more frequently than I had in the past. Usually these sounds were unidentifiable bumps or scrapes, but sometimes they were John muttering or yelling to himself. I knew that John liked a drop of whiskey from time to time, and sometimes in the evening, presumably after some liquid refreshment, he would sing softly. One muffled ditty I heard repeatedly sounded like:


Someone runner sleef Angola.

Doctor leaving town his molar.

She was gentle from I lingered.

Now he is a big brown cow.


More mindful now of John’s existence, I suddenly realized that, like me, he almost never had anyone to his apartment. His one friend was a lady named Loretta, who, accompanied by her yippy little shih tzu, would sidle up to the intercom at our building’s entrance, buzz John, and then broadcast screamingly loud conversations with him.

“John!” I heard her yell one afternoon. “I have some meat for you!”

“What?!”

“MEAT!”

“Okay.”

“Come and get it. I’m not coming up.”

“For what?”

“The meat! I have meat!”

I could sense that there was a lot of love in this relationship, but I could also sense that this love had congealed or hardened over the years, perhaps as a result of a misunderstanding or a too-long car trip.

The chief noise by which John and I could detect each other’s presence was the opening and closing of our front doors. If I was getting ready to go outside and suddenly heard John’s door open, I would sometimes wait thirty seconds so I wouldn’t have to talk to him in the hallway; this landlord figured that the more relaxed my tenant felt around me, the more he might start lodging complaints about his heating or plumbing.

But actually John had very few gripes at the beginning, and our encounters in the hallway were mostly charmed. One day, trailing him down the stairs by a floor, I saw him suddenly reverse direction and come back up the stairs. Just as he passed me, he smiled tightly and said, “Forgot my teeth.”

We weren’t sure, though, whether to acknowledge each other when we passed on the street. The first three or four times, we betrayed no recognition of each other. Then, one balmy August afternoon, I saw him—turned out in his usual plaid pants, porkpie hat, and cardigan sweater, with a rolled-up New York Post under his arm—walking Loretta’s dog down West Fourth Street. Sensing an easy opportunity for conversation, I walked over to them. Beholding the dog’s pink barrette and rhinestone-studded collar, I asked John what her name was. He looked down at the sidewalk in embarrassment and told me: “Muffin.”
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About five months after the auction, water from the apartment above John’s started dripping through his bathroom ceiling. John was incensed. He knocked on my door one afternoon and hustled me over to his apartment to show me how the rust-colored water was oozing into his bathroom lighting fixture; in showing it to me, he called Roberta, the woman upstairs, “that bitch” four times.

“Thirty-seven years I’m living here, and nothing like this ever happened to me!” he said. I realized then that when he’d told me before that he’d been living in the building for fifty years, he’d probably been trying to scare me off. I called Roberta, who promised to fix the leak. All seemed well until the following week, when it started again and John called her at 4:00 a.m. and yelled at her.

“John, you should probably let me handle those kinds of calls,” I told him.

“I can talk for myself!”

“Right. But calling at 4:00 a.m.?”

“That bitch is gonna electrocute me!”

I apologized to him and promised to get a handyman in; John thanked me.

         

Time passed. John’s next problem was a much less troublesome one concerning his bathtub, whose handles leaked water. This time, softly knocking on my door with a knock that was as much a scratch as a knock, he asked me to come over and take a look. I went. As I stood in his tiny kitchen, John smiled and reached for my right hand; holding it, he guided me into the bathroom. I watched, my hand still in his, as he turned on the water and showed me how it burbled through the handles.

There was absolutely nothing sexual about the way John touched me, and yet I was surprised he’d do it because I was fairly certain that he knew I was gay. No, the hand-holding felt avuncular. And, somehow, like something more, too. I imagined that John knew how few people there were in my life, so maybe the hand-holding was like a concentrated dose of friendliness, a kind of bodily hello meant to rebuff our mutual isolation. That we hadn’t exactly paved the way to this moment didn’t seem to matter. Sometimes you reach into the dark and hold the hand you find there.

I noticed something with the bathtub leak, as well as with a subsequent leak from the kitchen sink: I actually enjoyed dealing with these problems on John’s behalf. It had started when I followed him up the four flights of stairs one day. John, out of breath, stopped and told me to pass him. “These stairs are getting to be too much for me,” he said. Uncertain how to react to the rawness of this confession, I wondered if John was hinting that he’d like me to try to buy him out of his apartment. But then remembering that he’d once told me, “I’m not going anywhere,” I rejected this idea. “Yeah, they’re getting to me, too,” I said.

Seconds later I entered my apartment feeling like an asshole for having been so glib; the man, after all, had had two heart attacks. The only antidote, I quickly decided, was to take action. I called a plumber to look at John’s kitchen sink leak, as I had promised to do three days earlier.

I needed to make a cake for a friend’s birthday that day, so while I waited for the plumber to come, I pulled out some supplies and started baking. Just as I began whipping some eggs, it occurred to me that having the power—and, yes, perhaps the money—to bring a plumber-shaped ray of sunshine into John’s life felt really good. Maybe I didn’t HAVE to be an evil yuppie who relished the sight of his neighbor’s deterioration, abetting it by letting the leak from a kitchen sink turn into a juggernaut of Chinese water torture. I could be something else—a take-charge relief worker; Mother Hale with a whisk.

         

John’s problems got worse. The apartment directly below his had housed Mrs. Englehardt, the ninety-something woman who’d now moved to a nursing home after Jere bought her place. Mrs. Englehardt had been the building’s other longtime resident; that her and John’s situations were parallel was only underscored by the fact that they lived on top of each other. Shortly after her departure, the new owner started renovating the apartment. This was the loudest and most disruptive renovation I’d ever witnessed; daily we heard floorboards being crunched by a machine that I imagined as a cross between a chipper and an angry pachyderm. The sound was earsplitting. It was all too easy, as this crunching went on, to imagine the scenario; you got the sense that the hideous cruncher-beast had ejected, or devoured, the old woman down below and was now busily devouring her apartment. Soon the beast would eat its way through John’s floor and devour his apartment, too.

One day, when the whole building was shaking with vibrations, John knocked frantically on my door. His face looked drained of all blood. He brought me over to his place and showed me large cracks that had been formed in his kitchen walls by the renovation. “This apartment, when I move out of it, it’s gonna be a shithouse!” he gasped.

I went downstairs and talked to the construction crew, telling them that they’d put large cracks in John’s walls; they apologized and said they’d come take a look in about an hour. I relayed this information to John, who looked unmoved. I promised to have any damages repaired as soon as the renovation was finished. I wasn’t sure what else I could do for him, though. I couldn’t stop the renovation, as much as I would have liked to, and I probably couldn’t make the workers proceed with any more gentleness or care.

Over a period of days, this powerlessness made me slightly crazy and was leavened only when I formed the quasi-Christian opinion that I should “do unto John” as I would have him do unto me. After all, I told myself, he’s you in fifty years.

This mind shift helped. But the renovation continued to body forth horrors. One day, walking upstairs, I noticed that the hallway rug, from the renovated apartment all the way to the building’s front door, was grayed with the chalky residue of pulverized plaster. My mind flashed on the final line of a Joan Aiken short story, a chilling line of dialogue that runs, simply, “Bone manure.”

         

“Henry! Henry!”

John was knocking on my door one morning at nine. Two dust-covered workers from downstairs were in his apartment, wanting to cut the floor near John’s stove. He didn’t want them to do it. I asked them why they needed to; they explained they were leveling the walls of the downstairs apartment.

“It’s your apartment,” John said to me, eyeing the two workers as one might human-shaped turds. “I live here, but I’m not gonna forever.”

I allowed as how I didn’t know whether or not cutting the floor was actually necessary. John huffed, “They’re cutting up my floor!”

I got bossy with the workers and tried to impress upon them the daily trauma they were causing John. They said they’d talk to their boss and disappeared downstairs. John said to me, “Thank you, brother.”

Then I told him that if the workers’ boss said they needed to cut the floor, John should let them. He started yelling angrily, wondering why the brunt of the renovation was falling on him. I tried to offer succor. “I’m eighty-one years old,” he told me. “I’m not going to live here forever!”

“Why not?” I shot back. “I hope you do. It’s a good deal for you. I hope you stay for a long time.”

“Well, if I win the lottery, then I’m outta here!”

“What are your chances of winning the lottery?”

“I’m only here because the rent is so cheap.”

I told him I was sorry about the noise and damages, but that if he’d bear up for just another week or two, the workers would be finished, and then I’d get them to fix John’s cracks and other problems.

“I don’t give a shit,” he said. “I won’t be here long.”

         

In the months after the renovation, our hellos in the hallway were far more resonant and prone to sympathy, like those of neighboring farmers after a devastating winter. We swapped the occasional story from the tabloids that had amused us. We called the four-flight climb “Everest” and agreed that it should be oxygen assisted. We shared bewilderment about recycling.

One morning I awoke to some bumping sounds coming from John’s apartment. I stood up, and then I heard voices coming from his place, too. Opening my front door, I saw a big sash of yellow police tape stretched across his doorway, and then an EMT guy stepped out into the hall. John had passed away in the night.

I didn’t go to his funeral. I wanted to pay my respects, but every time I thought about John’s relatives asking me who I was and my saying, “I lived next door to him,” it was all too easy to imagine their slightly horrified response.

At a certain age, staying alive is mostly a question of your will to live. And hadn’t I, in buying John’s apartment and then hovering over it from only three feet away for two years, eroded that will? Hadn’t I created a situation in which John and I both knew—despite my protestations—that my life would be better as soon as he died? I wished, in retrospect, that I had ridden herd on the renovation downstairs, or that, during it, I’d badgered John into staying in a hotel for a month at my expense.

I also felt negligent in not being the person to find John dead. Loretta had tried buzzing him that morning and, getting no response, had alerted his brother, who came over and found him. Why hadn’t it been me? I was inches away.

Concurrent with John’s last days, I’d published a comic essay about the manner in which I wanted to die—how I wanted to leave behind a highly complicated will so as to induce the greatest amount of grievous busywork and intercontinental faxing. The essay was all joke, a mountain of joke, and yet beneath the har-har-har, I can now see, was my subconscious dread and anxiety about John’s imminent demise. When it finally happened, it hit me in the face. The guilt was one thing. But there was something else, too. When you see the man next to you die alone, you can’t help but experience a touch of there-but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I.

Though I’ve had several long-term couplings in my adult life, including one that lasted ten years, I’ve never lived with anyone. If I go down alone, it’s not like I wasn’t warned.

My sadness sapped me of resolve and kept me from taking possession of John’s apartment for almost three months after it became available to me.

When I finally did join the two apartments—I removed a shared, sealed closet door—I spent a slightly eerie afternoon pawing through the few items and knickknacks that John’s brother had left behind. There was a tiny pile of old Lotto tickets. A calendar with days marked for when John should take his heart medication. A bottle of Winnie-the-Pooh bubble bath. In his closet, I found a black cardigan sweater. Sometimes I wear it.



Nouveau Poor
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Ruth Konigsberg

Sotheby’s is no place to be on a hot July afternoon. I have lied to my boss about having a doctor’s appointment and ridden an emphysemic bus up First Avenue to get here, and I’m sweating through my clothes. Sitting in the back of a windowless auction room, I fan myself with a paper paddle. I’m not here to buy; I’m here to sell. Across the aisle from me, I take particular note of a man wearing Bermudas and a golf shirt with a visor on his head. I guess I’d thought Sotheby’s was like the Vatican: no shorts allowed.

I am twenty-six years old and my family is broke. Angry-creditors-calling-the-house broke. Auction-off-the-heirlooms broke. Not only are we in debt, but neither my mother nor my father has any retirement savings, or, for that matter, any income to speak of. Six years earlier, upon their divorce, my father decamped from our apartment on the Upper East Side to the $600-a-month top floor of a two-family house in a working-class section of Norwalk, Connecticut. The only possessions he took were those that could fit into a rental car. He was a city planner, a former Fulbright scholar, with undergraduate and master’s degrees from an Ivy League college, but he had been laid off during the recession in the 1970s and was unemployed for most of my childhood. In order to pay for our private school tuitions, both of my parents gradually sold off the investments they had inherited. Even though my father had no office to go to, he would leave our apartment every morning anyway. Occasionally, a classmate or teacher would mention having seen him wandering the neighborhood, and I’d say that I didn’t know what he did for a living; perhaps he was in the CIA—a little fantasy that my brothers and I had cooked up one day.

When I was twenty, my mother asked my father for a separation, leaving her alone in an apartment that she couldn’t afford to keep but didn’t want to sell. She had grown up in a duplex in Manhattan and was a singer who’d gone to a Seven Sisters college and then had become a chorus soprano with a light opera company before she stopped to raise three kids. In the absence of real financial stability, the apartment became her mental safety net. “Where would I go?” she asked when I suggested she sell. Later I would decide, with a certain amount of bitterness, that this tendency to become paralyzed by financial downturns was a family trait, the result of thinking that money would always be around when you needed it, because it had always been around.

         

The divorce was a long time coming, and although it was probably for the best, it also led to some transactions that, in retrospect, were more than a little imprudent. By this point, any family money that my father had was gone. As per the agreement drawn up by the lawyers, my mother had to buy out my father’s half of the apartment, which she was able to do only by completely emptying her bank account and then obtaining a loan from my grandmother. I was in college at the time, at the University of Pennsylvania, and suddenly found myself having to apply for student loans and work-study jobs. The summer my father left, my mother helped me fill out the financial aid forms, blaming our lateness in applying on the sudden changes brought on by the divorce. That fall, I headed back to school with a new awareness of the capriciousness of wealth and an ever-growing anxiety about money.

         

The sale begins, and I follow along in my auction catalog. I don’t have much affection for the things we are selling—in fact, part of me is glad never to see them again. I’ve taken the Sotheby’s appraiser at her word that they should bring in at least $50,000.

A PAIR OF PORTUGUESE ROCOCO BEECH WOOD ARMCHAIRS, mid-eighteenth century, $2,000–$3,000.

The first lot. For all the time that these chairs sat in the front hallway of our apartment, I don’t recall anyone ever sitting on them. They belonged to my grandmother’s parents, who had gotten married in 1908 and purchased them while on an extended, around-the-world honeymoon that lasted five years. The wood is so old that it’s infested with tiny, three-hundred-year-old wormholes. I try not to read too much into this.

I was out of college and living at home while looking for a job when I discovered that my mother, like many women following a divorce, had gotten into some considerable debt—not, mind you, by spending extravagantly, but in order to cover her basic living expenses. Her only asset was the apartment, a prewar “classic seven”: three bedrooms, dining room, living room, kitchen, and maid’s room. Today, I’m guessing that the apartment would fetch somewhere in the neighborhood of $2 million, but that moment in the history of New York City’s real estate—the early 1990s—happened to be a terrible time to sell. The market had recently crashed, leaving my mother a prisoner of her co-op. So my two brothers, both of whom were in law school, and I accompanied my mother down to the Fourteenth Street offices of Budget and Credit Counseling Services (I’d found them through the Yellow Pages), where they recommended we get a home equity loan to pay off the debt. As we hurried out, I spotted standing on the floor of the waiting room a large Lucite box of cut-up credit cards with an open slot at the top, like the containers of used buttons near the exit of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Back on the street, heading for the subway, we ran into a young man who lived on my hall my freshman year in college. I remember feeling intensely ashamed and also protective of my mother, as if we’d been caught checking her into a rehab center.

It was only several years later, after falling in love and remarrying, that my mother finally put the apartment on the market. After a couple of price reductions, she got an offer for $625,000. Before the sale officially concluded, she gave one of my brothers the power of attorney. Then she flew to Europe with her new husband and left us to handle her affairs. I was both relieved that things were finally being resolved and annoyed at the way that she’d sidestepped the messy details.

That’s when I discovered, while picking up her mail one day, that she had incurred even more debt. Among the bills: anesthesiologist and surgeon fees for putting a metal pin in her elbow after she fell and broke it while jogging. (Her health insurance plan, the cheapest one offered by Blue Cross, only covered the cost of the hospital stay itself.) The first time my mother got into debt, I had felt scared—for her future, and for mine. But this time I was incensed, for by that point I’d become a compulsively frugal young adult who split the $945 rent on an East Village walk-up with my boyfriend, rode a bike to work to save on the subway fare, and bought my lingerie at a place called National Wholesale Liquidators on lower Broadway. If I was able to learn how to live within my means, why couldn’t she? My mother faxed me from Europe to explain that incurring more debt was a necessary investment in her relationship with her new husband, and in a way she was right—they are still happily married. Besides, I figured, we still had the furniture and rugs, which should help cover this latest setback.

The Portuguese beech wood armchairs go for $2,000, and I feel somewhat reassured.

A CLASSICAL CARVED MAHOGANY GAMES TABLE, circa 1825, probably Philadelphia, $2,000–$3,000.

Now things are starting to slip. The table only gets $1,300. Suddenly I feel proprietary about the stuff and whip my head around to see who the buyer is, thinking to myself, It had better not be the fat man in the visor, when I should actually be grateful that the man in the visor is here at all. I don’t expect much sympathy for lamenting What Was Lost. Like Miss Havisham in her tattered yellowed wedding gown, the downwardly mobile are often both arrogant and delusional, an unwinning combination.

Briefly, then: My great-great-great-grandfather on my mother’s side was William Wilson Corcoran, the son of an Irish immigrant who started a bank called Corcoran and Riggs in Washington, D.C., which, among other things, became the main depository for the U.S. government and financed the invention of the telegraph by Samuel Morse. In 1848, W. W. Corcoran floated $16 million in U.S. bonds to fund the Mexican War, a risky move that brought him great profit. “For the better part of a decade between the 1840s and 1850s, he was the chief intermediary between Wall Street and Washington,” a historian named Henry Cohen wrote in his book Business and Politics in America from the Age of Jackson to the Civil War. In 1869, W. W. founded, built, and endowed the Corcoran Gallery of Art for the purpose of “encouraging American genius”—and to house his personal art collection. (This is the same museum that drew the ire of the art world when it canceled an NEA-sponsored Robert Mapplethorpe exhibition in 1989 under pressure from Senator Jesse Helms.) Corcoran’s wealth wasn’t near the magnitude of John D. Rockefeller’s or Andrew Carnegie’s, but his descendants lived very well.

That is, until my parents.

My mother and father both chose their professions based on their passions, but they would be the last generation in my family to have that luxury. They met at a cocktail party and quickly discovered that they had similar backgrounds. When my mother told my father that she had to leave the party early because she had opera tickets, he announced that he would join her. At the time of their marriage in 1961, I don’t think either of them gave a thought to money. It’s not that they were particularly extravagant or fanciful. In fact, they were rather selfless, preferring to spend whatever they did have on their children’s education rather than on themselves. It was just that both seemed to have a profound disinterest in understanding where money came from. By the time my brothers and I realized that we would have to teach them that lesson, it was too late.

AN ITALIAN NEOCLASSICAL WALNUT INLAID PETITE COMMODE, $1,200–$1,800.

Another lot from my great-grandparents George and Rosamund Corcoran, who indulged their taste for Italian furniture while living in a palazzo on the Grand Canal in Venice. George was W. W. Corcoran’s grandson. His parents had both died when he was young, leaving him to be raised by his wealthy grandfather. The orphan George wanted to be a doctor, but for some reason W. W. Corcoran frowned on the idea, so he developed a passion for polo and speculating in the stock market. When W. W. died in 1888, George, at twenty-four, was his oldest direct male descendant and his primary heir. Later, after he’d gotten married and had two children, George abided by his grandfather’s wishes and legally changed his entire family’s name from Eustis to Corcoran, which was otherwise in danger of becoming extinct.

And so, at the age of six, my grandmother, born Lucinda Morgan Corcoran Eustis, became Lucinda Eustis Corcoran. In 1929, the newly named Corcorans moved in to 1001 Park Avenue, a brand-new building on the corner of Eighty-fourth Street in New York City. George and Rosamund had purchased the apartment, which occupied the entire fourth floor, from blueprints: five bedrooms, three maid’s rooms, dining room, living room, library, foyer, pantry, and kitchen. George had also
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