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Disclaimer: Any phrase, passage or construction herein that may strike you as “funny” should not be taken as such. Do not be fooled. This is serious business. Thinly cloaked as an appeal to amusement and greed, the real aim of this book is to make kneejerk liberals (of whom the author basically is one) a little less automatically reflexive; and conservatives (of whom the author claims several as friends) a touch more compassionate. As that old wordsmith George Bush might have phrased it: Bleeding hearts—good. Jerking knees—baaaad.







You can’t have everything. Where would you put it?
—STEVEN WRIGHT

Let everyone sweep in front of his or her own door and the whole world will be clean.
—GOETHE
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1
MY VAST FORTUNE

Before You Give It Away, You Have to Make It

1—First Wad

I’ll never forget being interviewed by Werner Erhard—for two hours—on the subject of money. Not how to make it or invest it or any of the ordinary topics but how to be with it. I had no idea then what exactly the Est guru meant by this, though I was certainly impressed by dinner on his yacht the night before—he knew how to be with money, I figured—and I have equally little idea now. I was even more baffled when viewers told me how much our closed-circuit TV conversation had helped them be with money. It had?

But I’ll say this. I do like being with money.

I began accumulating my vast fortune in 1952, when my father gave me $5 for my fifth birthday. Five dollars was a lot more in 1952 than it is today (about $29 in today’s money), and I would like to tell you I did something unusually precocious with it, or with the $6 I got when I turned six, or the $7 the year after that. Not to mention my allowance, which must have been in the twenty-five-cent range back then, before I learned to negotiate.

Instead, the money got spent, mostly down at Trella’s, the local variety store.

One of the things I am famous in my family for having said—not that I have any recollection of having said it, or that it took much to become famous in my family—was uttered when my grandmother asked me where all my money was. “The bank,” she was perhaps expecting me to say. Or “the piggy bank.” But it was in neither of these. “Right now it’s in Trella’s,” I apparently said.

I had not yet learned to save.

But I did like money. For one thing, I liked numbers. For another, I was competitive, and doubtless saw money for what it is—and practically all it is once you have more than you need—a way to keep score. Let others be class president or veep; in high school, treasurer was my political calling. I liked counting the money. I liked the feel of a couple of hundred dollars in small bills in my pocket.

It wasn’t about greed—it wasn’t my money, after all. And it wasn’t exactly power. I didn’t control how we would spend it. It wasn’t even about float—savings accounts all paid 3 percent back then, by law, so there was not a lot one could do with $200 overnight.

I guess it made me feel important?

2—Uncle Lou

Growing up in Manhattan, and in Westchester on weekends, we led your basic blessed very-upper-middle-class life. We weren’t wealthy—all the money that came in went right back out for orthodontia, tuition, the maid (in the Fifties, you didn’t have to be rich to have a maid), the two cars, and on and on. Though I didn’t know it at the time, there was a period of years when my mother would cry each month when she did the bills. Income was high, but so were expenses.

Uncle Lou, on the other hand, was wealthy. Short, fat and jolly, with a gold chain from his vest to his pants pocket—I never saw him in anything other than a three-piece suit—he looked like the rich uncle in the Monopoly game. Whenever he came to visit, the coins in his pocket positively jingled—dazzling enough to a little kid, but then he would pull out a huge wad of silent green and hand me a dollar or two.

Loved Uncle Lou.

He also gave my brother and me a few shares of stock—ten shares of GM, twenty shares of General Dynamics—I don’t remember them all. (I do remember once, aged twelve, getting a cold call from a Merrill Lynch broker eager to discuss my investment needs.) In total, we must ultimately have sat steward over upwards of $2,000 in blue chips, perhaps half a dozen of them. I remember we would check their prices in the paper and graph them. Once I think we even made a trade. (In those days, the commission charged to trade ten shares of stock was higher than the commission today, if you’re smart, to trade a thousand.) One thing for sure: we were no Warren Buffett or Jimmy Rogers or anything like that. But I guess we did get into the habit of seeing the glossy annual reports and receiving the occasional $12 dividend check.

If the idea was to mold little capitalists, it didn’t work. My brother, summa cum laude from Harvard, went into academe with a decidedly anticapitalist bent (as what self-respecting Harvard grad of the time did not?). And I—well, I was, at best, conflicted.

Yes, I liked money. And I loved collecting stamps and “first-day covers” and totting up their supposed value.* But at the same time, I became aware that we were privileged, and it embarrassed me. I remember being at the Y for some sort of class (OK, OK, it was a puppetry class), aged ten or so, and the teacher that first day asking where each of us lived. Always wanting to be the first to answer, and this being an easy one, I blurted out: “860 Fifth Avenue.” She turned red and spoke to me sharply about being “little Mr. Big Shot” or some such thing. I had no idea what she meant, or how she could possibly be criticizing me for answering her question. I realize now that I should have hesitated, looked down and said something like “Sixty-eighth street, but it’s pretty cramped and we have no view, though it’s more than anyone deserves.” Because while I took Fifth Avenue for granted, that’s not where most people in America, or even New York, lived (though it was pretty cramped, and—except for a magnificent few months when they tore down the building in front of us to build another—air shafts were our only vista).

That moment stuck with me. I also found myself feeling extremely uncomfortable, as I got a little older, being served dinner by a black maid. What had I done to deserve being waited on by an adult this way? (Nothing.) The Sixties were upon us, Schwerner, Goodman and Chaney, not much older than me, were down in Mississippi getting killed (while I was being offered more pot roast), and my sense of injustice—perhaps honed by the tyranny of my older brother, whom I loved then after a fashion and surely love now, but you know what sibling rivalry can be—had grown robust.

And I’m glad it had, because wherever you looked—South Africa, Siberia, Central America—there was ample grist for outrage. What had I done to deserve being born, white, in the richest city of the richest country in the world, and to live on perhaps its richest street?

3—Moses and Lenin

My black eighth-grade math teacher, Robert Moses, was soft-spoken to the point of incomprehensibility back then, the year before he went South to help lead the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. But somehow, confused as I was by Boolean algebra and multiplying in Base-8—and as sheltered as I was from any real injustice—his barely audible passion on the subject of civil rights echoed in my ears. It left a lasting impression. (Not to mention the friendship I would strike up, a decade later, with the not at all quiet AI Lowenstein, the one-term congressman who led the “dump Johnson” movement and may have done more to end the Vietnam War than anyone else. “What are you doing about South Africa?” he asked me once, out of the blue. What am I doing about South Africa? Why should I be doing anything about it? I wondered. It had just never occurred to me. But of course from then on—and long after Al had been murdered by an acolyte turned paranoid-schizophrenic—I was still looking for ways to do a little something about South Africa.)

So when I stumbled upon Russian as my language in high school, and when that led to a summer behind the Iron Curtain (the summer of the U.S.-Soviet missile treaty, the summer before President Kennedy was assassinated), I was ready. I left New York a sixteen-year-old and returned a socialist.

That lasted about a year.

My parents, memories of the McCarthy era and the Black List still fresh, were horrified it lasted even that long. Sure, they were liberals—what New Yorker wasn’t? And sure, they would be against the Vietnam War (first my mom, later my dad). Indeed, the year Time ran a contest for ad agencies—there would be one winner a week for fifty-two weeks—my dad’s fledgling agency, of which he was CEO and creative director, was the very first to win. The ad he wrote featured an American flag upside down, with a message about the true meaning of patriotism. In that same era he did ads to help launch Ralph Nader’s Public Citizen.

But socialism, let alone a sympathy for communism, was quite another thing. When I flashed the Lenin Library card I had scored in Moscow and joked that it was my “Communist Party card,” they weren’t even secretly amused.

That all this would lead to my owning controlling interest in a Russian ad agency or doing battle with Ralph Nader is not without irony. But wait, I am sixteen. I have yet to amass my vast fortune.

4—Tykoon

Seventeen. Freshman orientation week at Harvard. I am riding my bike, tagging along behind a friend from high school only a little less befuddled than me. He is on his way to the $2-an-hour job at Harvard Student Agencies (HSA) that’s been offered to supplement his scholarship. I am not on scholarship, but it was a nice day for a bike ride. You could have led me anywhere.

I soon found myself in the dingy basement that was to be my home for much of the next four years. It was here—HSA—that any number of student enterprises were headquartered, including one that distributed a weekly “Student Calendar” to every door in the university. Only first they had to be collated and stapled. “You!” the upperclassman pointed to my friend: “Collate these.” He gestured toward six stacks of five thousand pages each—five thousand covers, and five thousand of each of the pages to be inserted and stapled. “You, too”—he gestured to me.

No, no! I explained. It wasn’t that I was a socialist—this seemed like appropriately demeaning and exploitative work to hone one’s ideological zeal. No, it was just that I wasn’t slated to have a job. I wasn’t on scholarship.

“Never mind that,” said the upperclassman. He just needed to get the job done, and he was willing to pay $2 to each according to his ability regardless of his need.

My friend and I worked all afternoon, all night and all morning. Of course, even then there were doubtless machines that could have done the whole job in twenty minutes. But that wasn’t the point. The point of Harvard Student Agencies was to do things as inefficiently as possible in order to generate student jobs. By the time we had finished collating, stapling (electrically—our one concession to a labor-saving device), and delivering, we had worked seventeen hours, I had climbed every stairway in the university, and I had earned $34. My own money! Soon I would graduate from collating to selling ads and class rings.

So much for socialism.

As with being class treasurer in high school, it wasn’t the money, exactly—although this money was mine to keep—it was, I think, the realness of enterprise itself. I was doing something. Not just calculating how long it would take two students to collate five thousand magazines if one worked at the rate of two hundred an hour and the other two hundred fifty an hour—doing it.

That’s what I loved about HSA. Although I had gotten into Harvard, I was not studious or intellectual in an abstract sort of way. I liked doing things.

So when at the end of my freshman year I was asked to run one of HSA’s little businesses myself, it scarcely mattered to me which one it was. Indeed, though I had lucked out, I didn’t know it at the time. I had never even heard of it.

“We’d like you to manage Let’s Go,” HSA’s student president beamed, knowing I would be overwhelmed.

“What’s Let’s Go?” I asked. (And why would you be offering a manager’s job to a kid who’s not on scholarship?)

Let’s Go: The Student Guide to Europe had begun as a mimeographed handout to passengers of HSA charter flights to Europe. In those days, before the airlines were deregulated, flights to Europe cost a million bucks in coach, two million in first class—but special charters could be arranged that wound up allowing students and faculty to fly round-trip for fares like $229. Let’s Go had grown a little each year, gradually becoming a thin paperback book offered to bookstores. It had even secured advertising sponsorship. But it had always lost money. The job was being offered to me, a nonscholarship student, they said, because they thought maybe I could get it into the black. Otherwise they’d be shutting it down and, with it, quite a few jobs for students who did need the money.

It was enormous fun. Highlights included installing WATS lines and recruiting a crew to phone every bookstore in the country (our book sales soared); inserting a “customer survey” business-reply card so we could prove to advertisers what a great market our readers were (our ad sales soared); getting write-ups in national magazines and a spot on the Today show (my ego soared). Apparently, there was something cute about a terrified eighteen-year-old on the Today show, so they kept me on for twenty minutes.

Let’s Go broke into the black. I would skip class and ride my bike down to HSA’s basement offices at every opportunity. By senior year we had expanded from publishing one book to three. I had amassed a fortune sufficient to buy a brand-new Acapulco-blue Mustang with sport stripes and a too-da-la-too-da-la horn (at a cost, I will never forget, of precisely $2,411, including tax, tip and delivery). And I had been elected president of HSA. Throughout all this, if you divided the pay and profit share by the number of hours I put into it, it worked out to about the same $2 an hour I had made collating the calendar. But that wasn’t the point. It was thrilling. And the fact that we were able to grow the various businesses to provide four hundred student jobs—some of them even fun or interesting—gave it all a higher purpose.

(Today, although the students no longer phone bookstores themselves, nor stuff the books into Jiffy bags, as we did, Let’s Go is a series of twenty-six travel guides providing part-time work to 180 students. All told, HSA today provides $1.4 million a year in wages to more than 1,000 students.)

In the spring of 1968, my senior year, a company called National Student Marketing Corp. went public at $6 a share. By the time I had graduated a couple of months later and, after a brief detour, gone to work there, the stock was 37. I clearly remember this number, 37, because it was the price at which my options were pegged.

Up until this time, I had made No Real Money. What little I had made at HSA went to the ordinary stuff (roast beef sandwiches, the phone bill); to the purchase of that car (God, how I loved that car, which is odd, because ever since I’ve bought mostly used clunkers and gloated over all the money it’s saved me); and, at $16 a month, to Eloy Velez, my Ecuadorian foster child “adopted” through what was then known as the Foster Parents Plan ($16 a month went a long way for an Ecuadorian family in a toiletless, candle-lit hut).

I had saved essentially nothing.

But here it was the fall of 1968 and I was ensconced in an office on the thirty-fifth floor of the Time Life Building, fresh out of college earning $15,000 a year (like $60,000 today), with options at $37 a share.

Eighteen months later, on the verge of turning twenty-three, I had two secretaries, forty employees and stock options—with just six months to go before I could exercise them—worth $400,000 ($1.6 million today). The stock had hit $140. Every point it rose was $4,000 more for yours truly.

NSMC had moved to even nicer offices in the brand-new Bristol-Myers building at Fifty-first and Park (why were they bothering with that? I wondered, always the penny-pincher), and I was its most junior vice president. The next youngest was twenty-five.

In addition to screening most of the wacky new-venture proposals that came in—we got tons of them, because we were much in the news—I had started and was running a couple of little businesses within the company. The better of the two rented pint-sized dorm-room refrigerators, and in a way that made great sense. Up until then, students typically had been renting refrigerators from the local hardware store for $9 a month, because no one roommate had the full $89 retail price all at once—and if they pooled their money, which roommate would get to own it at the end of the year? And where would he or she store it over the summer? So they just rented. Yet at $9 a month, by the end of the school year they had paid pretty close to retail anyway—nine months at $9 a month. We bought them in huge quantity for about $35 each (including a five-year warranty), rented them five hundred at a time to the student government for $25 each, and provided the posters and other materials to help the student governments rent them one at a time for $35. The students thus wound up paying less than half what they had been paying; the student government picked up $5,000 for the prom; and we were assured $125 over five years on our $35 investment. It was good news for everyone but the local hardware store.

Then again, it was small potatoes. What NSMC was mainly in the business of doing was acquiring other companies with its inflated stock. NSMC’s founder and driving force was a dynamic old guy named Cortes Wesley Randall. Well, he seemed old to me. Cort was thirty-two.

While I would work late each night in the home office, Cort and a bevy of lawyers would be flying around the country in his Learjet (I even got to ride in it once), swooping down from time to time to make another acquisition. NSMC sales grew from $3 million the year I joined to $100 million less than two years later. Multiply by four to put it in today’s dollars.

It was all rather heady, to say the least. Of course, given my left-wing leanings, while others were planning their town houses and Lamborghinis, I was happily sharing a $365-a-month apartment with a friend, walking to and from work most of the time (subtracting 37 from that day’s stock price and multiplying by 4,000 as I went—it’s astonishing how many ways I was able to find to count that option money), and thinking of amazing ways to give most of it away once it was mine. Endow a scholarship at Harvard? Adopt an entire village of Ecuadorian children? An entire oblast of poor little Russians?

Anyway, with six months to go before I could exercise my options, it turned out that the “creative accounting” NSMC had been practicing with the blessing of Peat, Marwick, Mitchell—and I should say that in this era companies were criticized if they didn’t practice creative accounting—was so creative you could really only fairly term it fraudulent accounting. Cort and a guy from Peat, Marwick went to jail. The stock went to practically zero (though NSMC never did go bankrupt—interestingly, if you had bought at the very bottom and held on through the final liquidation ten years later, you’d have made almost as much of a fortune as buying it at 6, when it first went public, and selling at 140). And, my options worthless, I went to Harvard Business School. It would be more than twenty years before I’d be able to endow a Harvard scholarship (though I did adopt quite a coterie of little pen-pal Ecuadorians and Malaysians along the way). I was older, wiser and just wealthy enough to split the cost of B-School with my parents.

5—Cover Boy

While I waited for classes to start I wrote an article describing what had happened and sent it to a dozen magazines. One by one the rejections arrived (including a “close but no cigar” from Esquire and a rather perplexing “duplicate material already available in our files” from Signatures, the Diners Club magazine). I gave up on the article idea and, having some time to kill, decided to expand it into a book. Twelve chapters, a day for each, I figured. Well, I didn’t need to do any research—I had lived it. Why should it take any longer than that?

About two weeks later, it was done.

As someone who now can take weeks just to get his shirts to the cleaner, I am the first to want to kill the twenty-three-year-old who wrote a book in two weeks. But such is life.

The phone rang just as I was finishing the book, and a fellow introducing himself as Sheldon Zalaznick, from New York magazine—that’s right! I forgot! I never got a rejection from New York magazine!—called to say that my manuscript had gotten lost in a pile, but wondering whether it was still available and whether I could come down to New York Tuesday to have my picture taken to be on the cover of New York magazine. And, incidentally, they would pay $750 for the story.

The week business school started, I was inside a soap bubble about to burst on the cover of New York. Thanks to Shelly Zalaznick and Clay Felker at New York, I had an agent. Thanks to him, I had a $6,000 advance for my book, which I had titled The Funny Money Game.*

I had one other thing, though I didn’t take it seriously: an offer to join the staff of New York when I graduated.

Well, please—who makes job offers two years in advance? And what do I know about writing? I’m an entrepreneur!

6—New York, New York

I graduated, went to work at New York, at $18,000 a year, and made it a practice never to take cabs or do anything else that could stand in the way of my saving money.

OK, I was still sending $16 or $18 a month to a foster child someplace—I may have been up to two of them by then—and I was sending my $25 to Public Citizen and Common Cause and subscribing to Mother Jones and all that, but basically I was one of the cheapest guys on the face of the planet.

I was twenty-five. It was time to start saving for retirement. Or something. I had really enjoyed the notion of having $400,000 on paper. Now I wanted to have it, or at least be launched on a trajectory to get it, for real.

Clay and Shelly treated me far too well at New York, arranging for me to do all sorts of interesting profiles (Sam Lefrak: “It’s not hard to make fun of a billionaire builder who can’t pronounce ‘condominium,’—he pronounces it ‘condominiun’—but Samuel Jonathan Lefrak …”; Paramount Pictures chief Frank Yablans: “Frank Yablans can be very funny, very charming, in a tough sort of way, when he wants to be. With me around, he wants to be. Maybe he should have me around more often.…”) and allowing me to range from gold bugs to “bank capital adequacy” to the last story I did for New York: “The Day They Couldn’t Fill the Fortune 500.”

That one, written at the end of 1976, was a fantasy set in what seemed the impossibly remote future—March 3, 1998, to be exact—by which time there had been so many mergers and conglomerations (“Analysts began to wonder whether strategic planners at Mobil/Marcor/Macmillan had decided, in a moment of corporate whimsy, to go after only M’s—when without warning the company turned around and acquired Belgium. Why not? The Belgians were a practical people, and Mobil’s terms had been good.…”) that there was really no reasonable way to find five hundred separate large corporate entities to fill Fortune’s list. (Sure, there were still millions of tiny enterprises around the world, and even a few thousand fledgling giants—but to put them on a list with $50 billion giants? It would be like putting Rockefeller in a room with the owner of the local Ford dealership.)

The irony in this is that, unbeknownst to me, New York magazine within weeks would itself be the object of a hostile takeover.

When Rupert Murdoch snatched the magazine, most of us at New York picked up our pension plans, rolled them over into IRAs and left. I put mine into an IRA at a mutual fund called Mutual Shares, which Michael Price has dutifully compounded at 19.6 percent ever since, turning each single dollar into thirty-six (past performance is no guarantee of future results), such that now, two decades later, it constitutes its own little six-figure sliver of my vast fortune.

On the heels of the New York magazine takeover, I was offered a new gig.

7—If They’re So Smart, How Come They Gave Me $10,000?

On the surface, it was a most intriguing proposition. Not only was I being offered a column in Esquire, a publication I had long admired; but inasmuch as it was to be a column about money, I would be given some to play with.

“Some what?” I asked, blinking. It sounded as though “some” referred to “money,” but we have all lived long enough to know that magazines do not give their writers money “to play with.” Rich men give it to their wives, Parker Brothers prints it with their games, but …

Then, I remembered (with money, as with most things, there’s no substitute for having been around a little) that this same editor had, at a different magazine, once conned a different writer, Jon Bradshaw, into writing a delightful story about the New York State Lottery in return for a thousand $1 lottery tickets. Anything he won he could keep. The readers got their vicarious thrill, the magazine got its delightful story and Bradshaw, for his considerable efforts, got $196.

“Ah,” I sighed, “the old Bradshaw con.”

No, said this editor. I was to be paid a normal columnist’s fee for my writing. The $10,000—a substantially larger sum in 1976 than in 1997, I might add—was extra. For me to play with in the stock market. And to report back to the reader on my gains and losses.

“And if there’s anything left when I’m done playing? Who gets that?”

“You do. Don’t you understand? It’s your money. You can do anything with it you want, and the more you make with it, the more you’ll have.” Many of you are too young to remember that black-and-white weekly TV classic The Millionaire, but here was Michael Anthony dispensing John Beresford Tipton’s tax-free million to a disbelieving schnook—so that the audience could enjoy watching it wreck his life. (It was a good show, and the million always wrecked their lives.)

Now let me back up to say that having even then been offered quite a few deals and opportunities in my young life, I had already long since come through harsh experience to know that the world is divided into two things: things that are too good to be true, which constitute the vast, overwhelming, wildly disappointing majority of things; and, once in a rare while, things that are simply a very good thing. I was beginning to take this offer for the latter. It was only after mentally furnishing my apartment with the $10,000—about $9,000 more than I had spent on it to date—that I realized, finally, the catch. (There was a catch, after all.) The catch was that what I would really have done with $10,000 right about then, were it to have floated in my tightly weather-stripped window back in 1976—my fortune being not nearly vast enough at that moment to indulge in any sort of financial whimsy—was invest it in municipal bonds due to mature in 2004, or some equally boring but eminently prudent thing. Only that would have been the stuff of a column that appeared every twenty-eight years, at purchase and redemption. Or at best every six months, each time I clipped the coupons.

You see, I believed then, as now, that by and large you can’t beat the system. It is very hard consistently to do appreciably better than average with investments. In fact, the harder you try, the more (odds are) you lose. The more risk you take, the more likely you are to lose; the more frequently you switch from one thing to another, the more money you give up to the house. Patience, not pizzazz, is rewarded when it comes to money. But patience is boring, and I knew Esquire was not hiring me to be boring.

“You’re asking me to violate all my investment principles,” I said, seeing the trick. “You’re asking me to set a poor example,” I said.

“I’ll take it,” I said.

What’s more, unbelievably, they sent it. Ten thousand dollars.

All right. I grant you that $10,000 was really not such an extraordinary amount of money even then. In New York, if you were single and earning, say, $26,000 after deductions, as I was, almost $5,500 of any $10,000 windfall went straight to the government (until 1980, the top federal income tax bracket, you may recall, was 70 percent, not today’s 39.6 percent, and New York tax rates were higher as well). This gift was not only a hundred times smaller than John Beresford Tipton’s, it was fully taxable.

Nonetheless, as one who recurrently dreams of finding loose change in the street (well, in the gutter, if you must know, although I can’t imagine there being any significance to that), with those dimes and nickels leading to more dimes and nickels, and quarters … which really couldn’t add up to more than twenty or thirty bucks, tops (although that was a goodly sum in my childhood, when, presumably, the dream was scripted) … as one who had already had that dream on and off for twenty-odd years, the idea of finding $10,000 in the street, $10,000 just to play with …

I gurgled happily all the way to the bank.

Now it is appropriate that I set forth, as modestly as is possible under the circumstances, my credentials at the time for losing $10,000 in public (apart from the considerable practice I had with smaller sums in private). In other words, If I Was So Smart, How Come I Wasn’t Rich?

Here’s how smart I was:

A year or two earlier I was sitting next to one of the ten—surely one of the fifty—most powerful men in the world, Walter Wriston. Wriston was chairman of Citicorp, by a country mile the world’s leading global megabank back then; no slouch today, either. Citicorp was vastly more powerful than most nations; Wriston ran it; and from my limited dealings with him, I felt that if anyone had to be that powerful, I was glad the board of directors had chosen him.

This was an off-the-record dinner Citicorp hosted each year for the two or three dozen financial writers the bank found least offensive. The food was amazing. But placed neatly under each guest’s butter dish was what looked for all the world like a two-page college quiz. With our names already typed for us across the top, no less. This, it was explained for the benefit of first-timers like me, was the annual “Fearless Forecast,” in which we, the press, were to make our economic projections for the coming year.

Terror seized me by the lapel. Because if the truth be known, I am only vaguely aware of this year’s GNP, let alone capable of knowledgeably projecting its level twelve months out. As for such things as the M family (M1, M2, and the rest), or the way the Fed expands the money supply by buying government bonds, let’s just say that I have been known to get these things confused. (At business school, our classrooms had no windows. The joke in accounting class used to be “Debits by the windows, credits by the doors.” I still don’t understand what they were talking about.)

To my great relief, for each question—GNP, unemployment, Dow Jones industrials, Consumer Price Index and so on—Citicorp had charitably included the statistic from the year just past. So, while they were handing out a gold-plated perpetual-motion clock to the winner of the prior year’s forecast, I was busily adding a rough 10 percent to the previous year’s statistics, much as a cook might add seasoning to the stew. A little for inflation, a little for growth—and a lot for convenience, as it’s a great deal easier to figure 10 percent and round off than to figure 8.3 percent on the dot.

A year later, I was back at the annual dinner, no longer at Wriston’s table, and he was up at the podium handing me the gold clock. Not only had I won … I had won, he said, by a wider margin than anyone had ever won it before.

All of which I submit to prove to you that I am indeed as smart as the next guy (never mind the fact that to this day I haven’t been able to figure out how to get the clock to work) but that the next guy may not be smart enough to predict the economy or the markets either. I had won not because I had a clue what would happen, but because it seemed easiest to add 10 percent to everything.

Anyway, Esquire’s $10,000 was mine—could I possibly be so lucky with it as I had been with the clock?—and, having made every conceivable excuse for losing it, I set about investing it. My broker could only marvel at the zest with which I churned my own account. There were the dumb little stereo and electronics companies that nearly went bankrupt, the little oil-field service company stocks that quadrupled (shortly after I sold them), and more. By the time the exercise ended, nine months later, the $10,000 had become $13,992, which was split five ways. The largest share went to the federal government; smaller but significant shares went to New York State and New York City; $1,281 went in brokerage commissions; and I got the rest—more than enough to furnish the hallway outside what was to be my new apartment.

Because, you see, my fortune had indeed begun to swell.

There was the money I got when New York magazine was taken over; there was this $10,000 (less taxes); there was my relentless thrift. Slow but steady was beginning to win the race.

And now there were royalties from a book that would become a modest best-seller, Fire and Ice, a biography of the wonderfully colorful man who built Revlon, Charles Revson. Such was his mystique, or notoriety, or whatever, in New York, if not in Kansas, that when the book first appeared it was given the entire window of the Madison Avenue Bookshop—a mannequin was placed in the window reading it, surrounded by stacks and stacks of copies—and the Doubleday then at Fifty-seventh Street, two short blocks from the General Motors Building, home to Revlon as well as Estée Lauder, sold five hundred copies the first day.

Not that having a New York Times best-seller means quite what people think. A man from the Times does not come to your door with a check for a million dollars, as I had assumed. You can sell a remarkably few hardcover copies to make that list. It varies from time to time, and from fiction to nonfiction, but it’s certainly possible to graze the bottom of the list with a book that sells, say, forty thousand copies in hardcover, which even in today’s terms, where books sell for $25 and the author’s share approaches 15 percent, might mean $150,000 or so. Yes, there are book-club sales and the paperback; but there are also the agent to pay, research expenses and taxes. Cry not for best-selling authors. But unless they’ve climbed fairly high up the list, or there’s a movie (not a movie sale—that’s typically $2,500 for an option—but an actual movie), don’t expect a ride in their limo, either.

So I was hardly rich, but I was definitely launched. And that gave me the luxury of considering homeownership.

8—My First Mortgage

I’d been paying $365 in rent for a nice tenth-floor one-bedroom in Chelsea and was thus more than a little skeptical about laying out tens of thousands of dollars for the privilege of paying $600 a month instead—even if much of my monthly maintenance payment would be tax-deductible (namely, my share of the building’s mortgage interest and property tax).

I was apartment-hunting partly because I wanted more space, partly because I had a few bucks from Fire and Ice burning a hole in my pocket, but mainly, that sunny summer Sunday afternoon, as a way to avoid doing what I was supposed to be doing. I was supposed to be finishing an article on Elaine May, a brilliant, wonderful but slightly crazy director who had just shot a brilliant but problematical little movie called Mikey and Nicky. Mikey and Nicky was a black-and-white, two-character film (Peter Falk, John Cassavetes), for which Elaine had shot more raw footage than was used to make Gone With the Wind. Literally. As the months of editing had stretched into years (with that much footage, the possibilities are endless), Paramount had become increasingly upset. Elaine had hidden the reels of film in her psychiatrist’s garage rather than relinquish control of the editing, and I was now on page 25 of my article—almost done (and only a couple of weeks late, which is pretty good for me)—doing whatever I could not to finish.

Enter the Sunday New York Times real estate section. I had pretty much decided not to buy a co-op—as I
































9—Mayhem at Citibank Branch 007





























10—The Only Investment Guide I’ll Ever Need













11—Running for Shelter







































12—IBM Names a Computer After Me
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