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  For two Blakes:


My son Blake Leay and

his grandfather, Blake Lawrence


Part I

Guy




1.

I HAVE THE distinction of having become a legend in my lifetime, but not a very nice one. In this year 1960, perhaps not every schoolchild (for what do they know of America’s past?) but surely every college man who has taken even a casual course in current history knows of Guy Prime. I am a symbol of financial iniquity, of betrayal of trust, of the rot in old Wall Street before the cleansing hose of the New Deal. If I had not existed, Franklin Roosevelt (who had a far more devious soul than mine) would have had to create me. The Jews were not more useful to Hitler than was my petty embezzlement to the Squire of the Hudson. And the legend it has made of me has almost destroyed my poor self. To my old friends and business acquaintances, such as still survive, even to Angelica and our two children, I long ago ceased to have any real existence.

Of course, there must be occasional unpleasant things that recall the man as well as the legend. “Oh, yes, he is still alive,” I can hear them telling the persistent inquirer. “He lives down in Panama, if you call that living. No, he’s not so old. Seventy-four, perhaps. Seventy-five? He was always strong as a horse. We hear he has a nice little export business and a young Panamanian wife. He probably leads the life of Riley. Why not? He always had the skin of a rhinoceros.”

It is just as well that I should be remote, from mind as well as eye. My grandchildren may have a better chance of being disassociated with my deed. Evadne’s children, of course, are Geers, not Primes, and in American society, a maternal grandfather is too distant a connection to be much of a liability. The danger, if any, would be for Percy’s boys, but happily for them, particularly if I am not around to force myself on the public attention, the fluffy abundance of Prime wool may almost suffice to cover that one dark hide. For the wool is fluffy. Considering the small civic contribution of the many descendants of Lewis Prime, that smug eighteenth-century Manhattan diarist and auctioneer, it is curious that the name should have developed so high and so aristocratic a flavor. I suppose a family is only the predominance of male issue, and certainly the male Primes, except for my own father, married well. As in the portrait gallery of a European castle where one’s host, serene in his knowledge that a grand lineage swallows all, points out with equal complacency the ancestor who was a pirate and the grandfather who was a prime minister, so my descendants may take a collector’s pride in bracketing, for the delectation of less exotic folk, the nefariousness of my peculations with the unctuosity of Bishop Prime’s sermons.

Why then remind them? Why then this memoir? Because I have enough of my old egotism to think they may be interested. One may be interested, even if one does not care enough to be ashamed. Besides, I will let Evadne be the judge of who is to see these pages and when. If she thinks that my revelations will be painful to her children or to her nephews, or if she thinks that history has already done ample justice to my side of the story, then she need only consign this memoir to the flames. I trust her judgment better than I do my own. Portia has always been her natural role.

What I trust her to do, however, and what I want her to do may be two very different things. I passionately hope that my descendants may hear my case. I am convinced that I have been treated with the greatest injustice, not as to my prison term, which was perfectly in order, for I pleaded guilty, but as to the general opprobrium which followed it. What I did, however jailworthy, was not nearly so wicked as the world tried to make out, and in testing this I suggest that my grandchildren use either the moral standards of 1936 or of their own day, whichever they choose. If I have been made a pariah, it has been for the convenience of a great many people.

What it all boils down to is simple enough. Roosevelt in 1936 had already decided to regulate the New York Stock Exchange, but he still lacked an excuse that the greater public could understand. I came along providentially, and my example was howled to the nation. If a man in my position was a crook, what more had to be said? But Wall Street never understood this. Wall Street, the perennial ostrich, had no idea that regulation was already inevitable. Consequently it seemed to all those good burghers that I had let them down, that I had opened the gates, poisoned the reservoir, contaminated the air. I took my place in history as a financial Benedict Arnold.

I could laugh, I suppose, today, if I were not nearer tears. I have lived to see morals become frankly a game and businessmen treated by government as schoolboys are treated by strict masters. Prominent men now go to jail for evading taxes, or fixing prices, or forming monopolies, but nobody thinks the worse of them. In public life there may be rules of conduct, but they are purely formal ones. A presidential adviser may not accept the gift of a wristwatch from an old friend, but the senator who denounces him may make millions in office. So completely is it taken for granted that a man will prefer his own interest to that of his nation that our cabinet officers, men of the highest responsibility in the land, are advised to invest their private fortunes in government bonds. Compared to us the Panamanians are idealists.

But if I returned to New York today, would I benefit from this greater candor? Would it help me to point out that I served my term and paid my penalty and that the only persons who were out of pocket by my crime (in which I do not include my bankruptcy) were my wife, who had received from me far more than I ever took, and Rex Geer, a millionaire for whose financial start in life I was solely responsible? Certainly not. The late Mrs. Edith Wharton, who was a childhood friend of my mother’s, wrote a very apt little story on this subject called “Autres Temps.” It deals with a wife who is cast out of New York society for eloping with her lover and who comes back, a generation later, to find that the doors of her erstwhile friends, who have accepted the same conduct in her own daughter, are still closed to her. The world is too busy to revise old judgments.

Yes, they would all cut me dead in the street today, my old friends. Rex Geer, who might be a haberdasher in Vermont but for our Harvard friendship, would turn away his stony countenance and splash me with the wheels of his Rolls-Royce. Alphonse de Grasse, his partner, and one of my old golf foursome, might furtively nod as he hurried by, but only if he was sure that Rex’s glassy eye was not upon him. Angelica’s brothers, with their high harsh voices, might even insult me. And I remember them all, gathering about the long table in the sea-green dining room of “Meadowview,” under Angelica’s great Monet lily-pads, to organize, over the brandies and crême-de-menthes, a pool to push Oglivy Motors. Oh, yes, even the holiest of them went in for pools in those days, driving the stock up to dizzy heights before they dumped it and left the public to pick up the tab. Yes, even you, Rex, reading this memorandum over the shoulders of our common grandchildren! It may not have been quite “the thing,” like the middle-aged husbands of Park Avenue who slipped off to stylish cat houses in West Side brownstones, but they did it!

 

The drama for which I could never be forgiven was not the drama of my trial, which was only a sentencing, but the drama of the federal investigation which followed. A hearing was held in New York in Foley Square, in one of those big bare varnished courtrooms that fail so oddly to capture either the spaciousness or the nobility of their eighteenth-century counterparts. Congress wanted to know all about the failure of Prime King Dawson & King and the extent of the involvement of de Grasse Brothers. Summoned from the penitentiary to testify, I sat with a police guard, watching the averted faces of my erstwhile associates. All of Wall Street, all its counsel, all the press were there. It was the Götterdämmerung of an era.

When old Marcellus de Grasse rose to testify, I thought his partners were going to rise with him, like a congregation following its priest. There was a tremor in his section, then a surge, then a subsiding as, coming to their senses, they restrained the impulse. The old dean of the banking world made his unsteady way to the stand, smiling with the timid graciousness of royalty, as if to fend off the assistance which even the humblest subject might presume to offer. In point of fact, this snowy-haired, pink-cheeked old gentleman, son of the founder of the firm whose name he bore and not founder himself, as the public believed, had lived largely in France for years and knew little of business affairs. I recall his gift to the Alliance Française of the busts of twelve figures famous in the history of Anglo-French relations. They began with Lafayette and ended with Marcellus de Grasse! Yet the Stuart adherents were not more scandalized by the spectacle of Charles I on trial in Whitehall than were the partners of de Grasse Brothers at the sight of their senior under the examination of Harry Cohen.

“When your partner, Mr. Geer, borrowed six hundred thousand dollars from the firm last September, did he consult you about it?”

“He did. It was a rule, when I was in New York, that I should be consulted about all advances in amounts over a hundred thousand. In my absence, my nephew would be consulted.”

“Did it strike you as odd that Mr. Geer should need so large a sum?”

The pale blue eyes that Mr. de Grasse now fixed on his interlocutor suggested, despite the patrician benevolence of his manner, that he was quite aware of the other’s antagonism. “Not in the least. He might have been low in cash and reluctant to market his own securities.”

“Did he, in fact, tell you why he needed the money?”

“In fact he did, Mr. Cohen. But as the loan has since been paid in full, I fail to see its relevance.”

“It is relevant to this investigation, Mr. de Grasse. In fact, I may say, it is of the essence.”

“Very well. He told me that he needed the money for Guy Prime.”

“Did he tell you why Mr. Prime had to have that much money?”

“He did not.”

“What did you suppose?”

“I did not suppose, Mr. Cohen.”

“Well, did you think it was for some unmentionable purpose?”

“Oh, good heavens, no. It was much too large a sum.” Here the courtroom tittered, and Mr. de Grasse looked up to envelop it in his gaze of innocent surprise. “I knew Mr. Prime, and I knew that Mr. Geer was one of his closest friends. I assumed that there was some good reason for the loan. But that is not the point. The point is that Reginald Geer asked for the money. I would have given it to him had he vouchsafed no reason at all.”

“So great was your faith in him?”

“So great, Mr. Cohen, is my faith in all my partners.”

There was a stir of admiration in the room, but Mr. Cohen never flinched. As counsel for the Congressional Committee, he knew that he would have the last word. Balding, pale, with a lean feral face, blue cheeks, a fine strong nose and melancholy eyes, he might have been an ascetic monk by El Greco, but for an aridity about the thin lips, a twitch of the brow, a mannerism of scratching his chin that suggested our own more nervous era. I remember contemplating how apt it must have seemed to the de Grasse partners that the Mephistopheles of the New Deal should be represented by a Jew.

“Three months later, I believe, Mr. de Grasse, Mr. Geer came to you once more for a loan,” Mr. Cohen proceeded. “It was again a case of helping Mr. Prime?”

“Not ‘again’ Mr. Cohen,” the old man replied patiently. “It was the first case of helping Mr. Prime. The other loan had been to Mr. Geer. The emergency was now beyond the scope of Mr. Geer’s personal fortune. He came to me to recommend that de Grasse make a substantial loan to Prime King Dawson & King to save them from failure. That loan was not made.”

“Why not, Mr. de Grasse?”

“On advice of counsel. It appeared that Mr. Prime had been guilty of irregularities.”

“What irregularities?”

“The irregularities for which he was subsequently tried and convicted, Mr. Cohen!” Mr. de Grasse exclaimed testily at last. “The irregularities for which he is now serving a sentence in the state penitentiary! Surely, you don’t wish me to recapitulate them for you. I suggest you call the District Attorney.”

“I only wish to know who called them to your attention, Mr. de Grasse. Was it your counsel?”

“Of course not. It was because I had learned of these irregularities that I consulted counsel. Mr. Geer informed me of them. Before he could allow his partners to make the loan, he naturally had to give us the facts.”

“But he did not do so in the case of the first loan.”

“I keep telling you, Mr. Cohen, that first loan was to Geer personally!”

“I see. What I see less clearly is why you needed advice of counsel in such a matter.”

“Counsel? My dear young man, I consult counsel in everything.”

“I suggest that Mr. Geer wanted you to buy a respite for Guy Prime so that Prime could cover up his embezzlements. Did a firm of your standing need the advice of counsel before rejecting such a proposition out of hand?”

There was a gasp of indignation from the bankers’ seats, but Mr. de Grasse seemed quite unruffled. He took the high position of his years. “When you have lived a little longer, young man, you will learn that these problems are never quite so simple as they appear. I had known Guy Prime since he was a boy. He had once worked for me, and his firm handled our brokerage. I knew all of his partners, who were innocent of any irregularity, and who were bound to go down in his ruin. Several of his customers had accounts with me. They too would be affected. I was certainly not going to consign Guy Prime to perdition on any sudden impulse of righteousness. The matter had to be thoroughly explored. When counsel had done this, they concluded that we could have no further dealings with Prime. That we ran the danger of becoming accessories after the fact.” Here de Grasse raised his hands and let them drop. “So there we were. We had to let him go.”

“You mean if you could have saved him without criminal liability, you would have?”

“Isn’t that question a bit hypothetical, Mr. Cohen? If it wouldn’t have been a crime to save him, would it have been a crime that he had committed?”

I remember that I was as surprised as the rest of the courtroom that the old boy had it in him. The laughter that followed turned the El Greco friar into a grand inquisitor.

“Very well, Mr. de Grasse. Let me put you one more question. Did you ever consider that it might have been your duty to inform the governors of the Stock Exchange of what you had learned about Guy Prime?”

“Never.”

“Yet your firm was a member, was it not?”

“Oh, yes. We have two seats. But I have never considered that they put me under the obligation to be an informer. Perhaps if I had had the benefit of your counsel, Mr. Cohen, I might have felt otherwise. But I was not so fortunate.”

“Thank you, Mr. de Grasse. No more questions.”

I am not without a conscience, be it said at once. I know what I did and why I did it, and I believe that I have paid the penalty and should be quits with society. Yet I confess to a lingering remorse that I should have contributed to Mr. Cohen’s little game. Like so many of the early New Dealers, he was a bit of a fanatic. Perhaps in the ideal society men will betray their friends and relations to the state, but I hope I shall not live to see it. When loyalty becomes the slave of patriotism, it is no longer loyalty.

The climax of the hearing came when Rex Geer was called. Rex at fifty-two was at the zenith of his banking career, which but for me might not have been the zenith. His appearance announced that his success was not superficial; it was as innate a part of him as his measured tread and his stocky build. Face to, his square regular face and small pronounced features, his high forehead and stiff waved graying hair made up too granite a wall to be quite handsome, but in profile and when talking, always with perfect articulation, the narrowed eyes, the raised chin, the slight hook of the nose, gave an impression of lively sensibility and intelligence. There was always a Lord Byron lurking behind Rex’s Daniel Webster. In his youth, when he had been paler and thinner, and his eyes had been sadder and darker, girls had even found him romantic. Certainly my cousin Alix Prime did. But he was not romantic that day, in his costly black suit, the fingers of one thick hand clutching the Phi Beta Kappa key at his waist, his wide-apart gray-green eyes staring at Mr. Cohen with an unblinking balefulness. Rex would never admit it, but he was deeply anti-Semitic.

Certainly nothing about the examination was designed to alleviate this prejudice. Mr. Cohen spared Rex none of the details of his loan to me or the second attempted loan, underlining remorselessly his full knowledge of my depredations. At the end their two philosophies were summed up in pointed contrast:

Cohen: Tell me, Mr. Geer, as the partner of a member firm and as yourself a former governor of the Exchange, did you never feel that it was your duty to disclose to the Business Conduct Committee what you had discovered about Guy Prime?

Geer: You mean, did I feel it my duty to take the confidences of my friend and use them as the basis for his prosecution? It did not. I am not so Roman, Mr. Cohen.

Cohen: It is not only a Roman custom, Mr. Geer. In many American schools and colleges the honor system is practiced. It will only work, I am told, if the students are willing to report offenders.

Geer: Perhaps so. But the honor system is not practiced in the business world.

Cohen: The honor system, Mr. Geer, or honor?

Geer: I resent that, Mr. Cohen. It was quite uncalled for.

Unfortunately, the committee did not agree. Its findings spelled out the end of the age of the gentleman in all the complacent jargon of the new panacea:


It is manifest from the testimony of the witnesses who loaned money to Guy Prime, all of whom were members of the Stock Exchange, and in particular from the testimony of Reginald Geer, that these men regarded the Exchange more in the light of a private club than a public institution. If a member erred, he had to be handled in such a way that the matter would not cause a scandal. This kind of code is hardly a policing adequate to protect the interests of today’s investing public. The purchaser of a bond or stock is entitled at least to the protection accorded the purchaser of a patent medicine.



The legislation that followed the hearing had been drafted long before my arrest. Like the flight to Varennes and the fall of the French monarchy, my folly affected only the timing of things. But Rex and the others chose to see me as the traitor who delivered them to the Roosevelts and the Cohens of the New Deal. This was more dramatic than to face the fact that they were mere pebbles under the juggernaut of the socialist state.

 

Before I proceed to how it all happened I should offer a brief description of myself, as none of my grandchildren has ever seen me, nor does it now look as if any would. I have always been sturdy, but I am past the biblical life span, and the humid climate of Panama does not agree with me as did the cold dirty air of New York. My hair is as thick and curly as ever, but it is white as the snow I never see, and if I can still boast the broad shoulders and the straight build that made me the champion hockey player of St. Andrew’s School, I must confess to a sizable pot. Still there are few wrinkles in my face, and my blue eyes are not yet gummy. “When I slap my hand on the table at the Rivoli bar every afternoon at four and thunder at George for my first gin and tonic, people jump. Oh, yes, I am still what they call a ”fine figure of a man.”

Yet in my youth I was briefly beautiful. There is no other word for it. My grandsons may squirm, but let them look at the charcoal sketch that my adoring father commissioned Sargent to do of me (he could not afford an oil) when I was on my “grand tour” after Harvard. Maybe the features are banal in their regularity; maybe the curly hair, the straight nose, the manly eyes suggest a magazine cover hero, but show it to any girl in her teens and watch her reaction! In parlor comedy the heroine may turn down the blond athlete for the poet, the man “with a soul,” but how often does it happen in life? Don’t believe, my boys, all the claptrap you hear about women not caring about looks in a man. They know that beauty is rarer than “soul,” and they grab it when they can. Ask your grandmother.


As early as my mid-twenties my face had filled out, and my shining quality was gone. I made the most of what was left of the Sargent youth by dressing immaculately and holding myself erect, but I fear that the word “beefy” was used behind my back, and Angelica in an ugly mood once likened me to an “Irish cop.” When I was young I sought to charm; in my long middle age I sought to impress. Now, with dotage around the corner, I have returned to the earlier and safer tactic.

My life is very regular. Carmela and I have a small white stucco house with a red roof and a screened veranda from which we can see the Pacific. The dining alcove is set off from the living room area by a raised level and a partition of grilled ironwork. We have wicker furniture with gaily colored chintz, a mosaic cocktail table and a large watercolor of a clipper ship in full sail on a white-capped sea. How Angelica and Percy would sneer! But Carmela thinks it all very beautiful; she is perfectly content with her old Yankee husband of the inexplicable (and to her uninteresting) Yankee past, who has raised her from a lower-middle-class status to one that is at least unclassifiable. She keeps a tidy house and leaves me alone. We never go out or entertain. She has her girlfriends for lunch, while I am in the city, and I have my precious two hours, from four to six, at the men’s bar of the Rivoli Hotel. Only if I have one too many gins and fall asleep at supper does Carmel show her Latin temperament.

At the Rivoli I live again. I sit every afternoon at the same table on the big white porch overlooking the palm tree garden and let any join me who care to. For some years few did, but I have now become a local character, even an institution, and the Rivoli management regards me as a drawing card. Not only do I drink free there, I receive cases of whiskey on my birthday and at Christmas. Panamanian officials of high rank, American army and navy officers, the Governor of the Canal Zone himself, join my table to discuss politics and personalities, wars and women. I think I get a greater kick out of having established the “round table” of the Rivoli than I ever did from being founder and president of the Glenville Golf and Tennis Club. But now I must be sure to limit my drinks even below the number that Carmela stipulates, for I plan to write this memoir in the evenings, and my head must be clear. A moment of truth, pure truth, may be my compensation. Surely it might be as intoxicating as gin!


2.

WHEN I THINK back on my days of glory, which reached their climax with their finale in 1936, they seem to merge with the glory of the Glenville Club. We both survived, but we survived as shells. We belonged too entirely to the era that made us.

Sometimes I think that, with the exception of Evadne, Glenville is the only part of my old life that I still miss. In the devitalizing humidity of the Isthmus, especially on those occasional Saturday afternoons when Carmela and I drive to Colon on a straight white bandage of a road through the wet, cluttered jungle alive with its glittering birds, I feel, like a damp cloth across my burning forehead, the memory of that softer, dryer green and of the high, serene porch front of the club house, a bigger Mount Vernon, overlording the rolling acres of its golf course, the neat copses of its woods, the polo field, the shimmering grass courts with their white-clad players. A country club? my grandsons may ask. What was so wonderful about a Long Island country club? Well, you see, my boys, there were clubs and clubs, but only one Glenville.

I was once offered a hundred thousand dollars to propose a dry goods tycoon for membership. Just to propose him, mind you, not even to guarantee his election. It may surprise you to learn that I indignantly rejected the offer and black-balled the would-be member when he had the audacity to have his name put up by another. Glenville, like all institutions that wish to survive, had to take its share of parvenus, but only when they had learned, if not altogether to be gentlemen, at least to recognize what gentlemen were.

To make it the first club of the Eastern Seaboard was my hobby. Don’t think it was an easy matter. Young people never recognize the toil that goes into such things. I had the most efficient manager, the best golf and tennis pros, the quickest bartenders and the least rude waiters that money could hire, but these are all nothing without a vigilant master’s eye. I checked every yard of the golf course myself, as I played it, and made periodic inspections of the kitchen, like an admiral, with white gloves. I met each candidate for membership and spoke to every delinquent dues payer. It was a working hobby.

You have probably already guessed that my real motive was to make Glenville my home. There I could be master; at Meadowview I was more like a guest. The latter was all Angelica’s; she had copied it from a Georgian Irish house and blown her entire inheritance into it. Its moody romanticism, its big windows open on a field of black angus, its cool, high-ceilinged rooms and dusky canvases may have been as beautiful as her arty friends said, but it was a beauty that ruled me out. I was not so obtuse as to miss the point that Meadowview had been designed to enshrine everything that Angelica thought of me as threatening. We had long reached the point in our marriage where no questions were asked. I had my club, and she her Irish dream.

My happiest weekly moment was on Sunday when, after eighteen holes of golf with my usual foursome: Bill Dawson, my partner, Alphonse de Grasse and Bertie Armstrong, president of Merchants’ Trust, and after a shower and an alcohol rubdown by the miracle-fingered Luigi, I would proceed, gorgeous in one of my many sport coats, made for me in Glasgow, and a Charvet tie, new each Sunday, to the submarine coolness of the men’s bar for the first gin of the day.

I would take my stand at the far end from the door. If another was so ignorant or so presumptuous as to take my place, he would receive a discreet whispered warning from Pierre, the bartender. Conversation was general; those who wished to be private went to tables. If there was a guest, I would address him first, with my best “old New York” manners. Formality is not a pitfall to one brought up to use it. With fellow members I was louder and more blunt and with friends I might open with the stentorian insult, delivered without hint of humor. “Well, Judge, what decisions have you sold this week?” or “Good morning, Commissioner, who wrote that last speech of yours?” I was a specialist in the seemingly filthy story that turned out innocently—and in its opposite. But I never repeated myself. I even kept a notebook to be sure.

Oh, yes, the old ham, you will say. How he loved the deference, the prompt explosion of laughter, the exchanged glances that implied: “Guy Prime is in rare form today.” So long as they laughed, did it matter if they were amused? Did I care if they muttered in their teeth, “Look at the old fart!” so long as they acknowledged the authority that limited their protest to a mutter? I have always known what people thought of me. My son Percy, who shrilly took his mother’s side in everything, long regarded me as the monarch of Philistia. How many times at table, when I had expressed my fondness for the novels of Galsworthy or the art of Rodin or the music of Mascagni, had I caught the exchange of visual sneers between him and Angelica! Really, they seemed to be asking each other, how Babbitt could Babbitt be? No doubt they still feel that way.

But they have never been to jail. They have never learned the fundamental secret that one man is very like the next, that our poor old shoddy human material is pretty much the same beneath its surface manifestations. Consider how little flesh you have to cut off two faces to make them look alike. Guy Prime was a mask; we all wear masks. Thank heaven for them: they are what give us our individuality. Behind the mask my love of Galsworthy was the same palpitation as Percy’s preference for Henry James. I cared as much as he for high thoughts and passions. As a young man I was even rather an aesthete, as he today, no doubt, is already rather a Philistine. But to my story.

My first hint of disaster, as ominous as the first dull throb of a fatal growth, came on a brilliant spring Sunday in 1936. As I proceeded, after my golf, from the locker room to the bar down the Audubon corridor, noisy with its prints, I saw Mr. Elkins, the club cashier, waiting to intercept me at the door of his office. He was a small, dry, tousled graying creature, a symbol of fidelity to duty in minor posts, with dandruff on the worn shoulders of his blue suit and eyes that looked like beetles behind the thick lenses of his spectacles. I nodded, a bit impatiently, for he was always waylaying me about trifles.

“Please, Mr. Prime, could I have a word with you?”

“What is it, Elkins? Don’t you even take Sunday off?”

“I just came in to clear off my desk, sir. It makes Monday less rushed. Could I ask you about those America City bonds? The ones that were sent to your office to be sold and that the board then decided not to sell? They’re still there, of course?”

“Where else would they be?”

“Oh, nowhere else, sir, of course. But it’s been six months now, and Mr. Beal says it’s most irregular for securities to be left that long in a broker’s office.”

“Even when the ‘broker’ happens to be president of the club?”

“It’s not that anyone’s worried, sir . . .”

“I should hope not, Elkins!”

Poor Elkins at this seemed about to weep. “It’s the merger with Dellwood Beach, sir. The auditor has to see those bonds.”

“Merger? Auditor?” I had arranged for Glenville to take over a small near-bankrupt beach club on the Sound so that our members could have the benefit of salt-water swimming. The operation was only technically a merger. “Do you mean to tell me, Elkins, that Dellwood has the presumption to look into our books?”

“It’s the agreement, sir, that the lawyers drew up. It calls for each club to submit a statement. The auditor has to check our securities. Mr. Beal wants me to make an appointment for him to come to your office.”

“You may tell Mr. Beal, Elkins,” I retorted, “that when the treasurer of the Club wants something of the president he can come to me himself. It is not your function to discuss with him my duties as bailee of club property. May I remind you again that it’s the Lord’s Day?”

And I proceeded ineluctably on my way to the bar.

The America City bonds with which Mr. Elkins was so unhappily obsessed that morning represented the bulk of a million dollar fund that I had raised from the membership for the construction of a stately pleasure dome that was to contain, among other amenities, a vast swimming pool and two indoor tennis courts. Remember that we were still in 1936 when the dollar could buy something. The reason that the bonds had not been returned was that a portion of them (a small one, as I then believed) was sitting in the vault of de Grasse Brothers as security for one of my personal loans.

Wicked? Certainly, by all the ancient laws. But those laws were passed when little children were hanged for stealing spoons. The first thing that a fiduciary of our era requests is that he be given the broadest possible powers. And he is promptly given them. Fluidity is what people seek. My customers showered me with powers of attorney. They did not want a bailee or a trustee out of some dry volume of Blackstone. They wanted Guy Prime, and the reason they wanted Guy Prime was that he knew his market. Had I not been adviser to Herbert Hoover in the first days of panic and the voice of de Grasse Brothers on the big board? Was not my firm known to the wags on the floor of the exchange as “Jesus Christ, Tom, Dick and Harry”? I had trained my own ship, picked my own crew and set my own course. In the roughest financial seas of our century I had kept her off the shoals, and I would have continued to do so had people only let me. Why should I weep for the money they lost in my wreck? It was the price they paid for the luxury of sending me to jail.

The group at the bar now opened to greet me. My opinion was sought about Karl Vender, a rough-and-tumble character who had made a killing in the Insull collapse and who had recently purchased one of the old estates in the neighborhood. Would he make a proper member? I thought so. It was one of my functions to pass on the new people.

“My father as a young bachelor in the ‘seventies used to call on Commodore Vanderbilt,” I told the attentively listening group, when Pierre had handed me the white brimming glass of my first Martini. “Of course, the ladies of the family did not accompany him. The Vanderbilts were not then what they are today, and the old boy’s house was full of clairvoyants and charlatans and even worse. But Father always said that a bachelor could go anywhere, except, of course, to a fag party.” Here I paused, raised my glass for a sniff and then drank off half the contents at a gulp. “He told me an interesting thing about Vanderbilt. The old pirate was not naturally coarse. He only pretended to have come from a low social milieu to magnify his success and to irritate his children. He made a tableau for history, and history bought it. I suggest that Vender may be doing the same.”

George Geer had joined the group and was watching me with the respectful look of a prospective son-in-law. He was then twenty-six, a smaller, slighter, handsomer version of his father, under whose exacting supervision he toiled at de Grasse. He was informally engaged to my daughter Evadne, and everybody took for granted that I was delighted. Perhaps I should have been. He was honorable and industrious, and would probably one day be as big a man as his father. Yet at the moment he was an unpleasant reminder of the bonds sitting in that same father’s vault. Rex had always condescended to me, and now his boy had to have my girl.

I left the bar, carrying my drink, and, putting my free hand on George’s elbow, propelled him to a table. “Tell me something, fella. I know you have your father’s memory. Do you happen to recall how many America City bonds I put up for my loan at your shop?”

“I think it was three hundred and fifty thousand, sir. I can check it for you right away. There’s always someone in the office.”

“No, no, don’t bother.” As I stared at George’s face and made out the gathering mist of surprise in his bright eyes, I realized that an astonishing thing had happened. I had momentarily lost control. I was paralyzed, and in my paralysis I was perfectly aware that I could not afford it, that I had to smile, to cough, to whistle, to do anything to check that young man’s growing astonishment. I even had a sudden shocking glimpse of a future in which such dissimulation might always be necessary, a future that was separated from all my past by the scarlet band of this very moment.

“Is there something wrong, Mr. Prime?”

“Nothing, George, nothing at all. Only I think I’ll go back to the bar. Sometimes, when I look at you and think that here’s the man who’s actually going to take away my Evadne, I have a kind of shock. But don’t worry. I’ll come around. God bless you, my boy.”

I talked with the men at the bar, but I could talk to them and think of the other thing. I could talk to them and speculate that I might at last be losing my mind. Three hundred and fifty thousand! My stock of Georgia Phosphates, the principal security for my loan, had been dropping badly all winter, and I had been tossing everything I could lay my hands on, including some of the America City bonds, on the pile at de Grasse to prevent a sale, but I had not dreamed that it had reached even a fraction of such a total. If what George said were true—and could one doubt it?—more than half the Club’s bonds were hypothecated for my loan.

“Coming to lunch, Guy? It’s nearly two.”

“No, go ahead, fellows. I’ll join you later.”

I would go to Karl Vender in the morning. He would give me the money quickly enough. But I would have to watch myself in the future. I was alone now in the bar, for Pierre had gone to the pantry, and I surveyed the desolate pink face that loomed over the sport coat in the mirror facing me. Was that Guy Prime? That scared rabbit? That fat phony? Slowly, carefully, almost solemnly, I raised my empty glass until it was high above my head and then hurled it with all my force at that fatuously staring image. The shocking smash brought instant ease to my troubled soul as it brought Pierre, unblinking, back to the bar.

“There’s been an accident, Pierre,” I said impassively. “I seem to have broken my glass.”

“Yes, sir. Shall I fix you another drink, Mr. Prime?”

“No, that will be quite enough. I’m going in to lunch now.”

If the rest of the world would only be as sensible as Pierre, I reflected, I might still come out all right. But Pierre was part of the club I had created. I had not created the world that I faced each Monday.


3.

WHAT WAS the background? Well, what is a family? Is it anything more, as I have already suggested, than the predominance of male issue over female? We speak of families “dying out,” simply because the direct male line from father to son has been snapped. The hundreds of descendants of Lewis Prime, who came from Liverpool to New York in 1740 to establish an auction business, include some of the most distinguished merchants and lawyers of Manhattan’s history, but few of them were Primes. All of our renown, such as it is, rests on the simple fact that my grandfather, the Reverend Chauncey Prime, Rector of Trinity Church and later Bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of New York, had seven sons who made almost as many famous matches. Puck’s Weekly in 1881 ran a cartoon that showed railroad and steel magnates desperately piling up their bags of gold before a group of tall, indolent, blond young men in sports clothes, with tennis rackets under their arms, who barely condescend to glance at the bait thrust under their languid eyes. It was entitled: “What Your Money Will Buy, or The Quest of the Primes.” A decade later, in the ‘nineties, the same bait was sent over the Atlantic in search of coronets, but by that time my uncles were all comfortably settled.

How did they do it? What did they have? Certainly not brains, nor business acumen, nor imagination, nor wit, nor even great looks. They were tall, slim and very straight, and had long, rather wooden, oblong faces that bore age well. Their resemblance to each other, which was of great assistance to the younger ones, was almost comic, for the father of an heiress, seeing that his neighbor in Newport had done well with one Prime, was pleased to find another available. The new rich always copy each other, and once the Prime fashion had started my uncles had only to bow to it. They had only, in short, to believe in themselves and in the world that constituted their immediate environment.

That may have been the answer, that they never questioned anything. They were too serene ever to suffer from the acidulous suspicion that is the bane of the conservative; they smiled with a sniff at the future, just as they smiled with a shrug at the mention of a name that they did not know socially. They did everything one had to do well but not too well; excessive expertise in the saddle, at the card table, even on the golf course, might have seemed “showy.” Only in clothes did they really let themselves go, as if from some deep consciousness that their true function was to decorate the stage of society and persuade the observer that it was real. When I think of them now, I think of grays and whites and blacks, of striped trousers never wrinkled, of maroon gleaming shoe leather, of pearl studs and gray spats and gloves, of canes and tall gray hats, of gray against emerald garden parties, of gray against the glittering blue of a Newport sea and under a bright sun. My uncles at least made measured sense out of a life that was notoriously a source of discontent to the many who lead it.

Oh, they were bargains, all right, cheap for the relatively little they cost. They were faithful husbands, unlike the peers who followed them, and conscientious stewards of the money they had married. Like figures in Saint-Simon, they had implicit confidence in the validity of the social game as it was played from day to day. They grasped it by instinct, which was the only way to grasp a game without logic or even a set of rules, sensing intuitively which parvenu would make the grade and which divorcée would be forgiven, covering up the inconsistencies, like good priests of Mammon, with a mellifluous roll of generalities in which they at times almost believed. It is not surprising that their descendants should have totally lacked their style, for the later Primes inherited caution and thick skins with the maternal wealth, and concentrated more on the keeping of dollars than the making of friends. Indeed, by the time I grew up, the money of Fisks and Goulds and Villards had become so associated with my relatives that people began to believe there must have been a great Prime fortune. It was this legend, perpetuated in the social columns of a thousand evening journals, that created the particular problem of my youth.

For my father, Percy Prime, had married for love. He was the brightest and the most attractive of the brothers and had been expected to make the greatest match. There was even, uniquely among Primes, something of the artist in his make-up, for he saw the world of parties as something that could be made as beautiful as one aspired. To him the organization of a cotillion or picnic, the seating of a dinner table, the selection of wines and music, were matters quite as important as the making or merger of corporations. There could be no point to the latter without the former, he always insisted, as there could be no point to splendid moneymaking without splendid expenditure. What saved him, as it saved his brothers, from the ridicule of his male contemporaries, was that in the role of social arbiter and adviser to hostesses, a role usually associated with the effeminate, or at least the epicene, he was uncompromisingly strict and masculine. Father was just as happy among the gentlemen after dinner as with the ladies at lunch. I see him now, with his chair pushed back, his long legs carefully crossed, leaning forward to place his brandy glass on the edge of the table and turning, with the easy deference of a trusted staff officer, to ask the richest man present his opinion of the last government intrusion upon industry. He knew little of such matters, but he knew how to ask a good question.

It may have been precisely Father’s trouble that he had too much imagination. It may have been why, in the short run as well as the long, his brothers did so much better. Bellevue Avenue and Fifth must have been at times the least bit nervous at what their images might be in Percy Prime’s bright, blank, serenely gazing, sky-blue eyes. Society people, at least in that day, like to glaze their materialism under the icing of religiosity and the spun sugar of a late Victorian sentimentality. But Father refused to apologize for his own materialism; he reveled in it, boldly baring the very facts the others sought to hide. He conceded with a blatant cheerfulness the sisterhood of the Colonel’s lady and Rosie O’Grady and deduced without a qualm that only a bank account separated the New York top from the New York bottom. What then, he would conclude, was more glorious, more worshipful than money? New York worshiped money, to be sure, but not in public or on Sunday, and Father caused uneasiness with his vigorous genuflections to the golden calf.

Why then did this paragon of the age of elegance, who could have dipped his beaker in those fulvescent waters on whose surface his words were always skipping, bear it instead to the stagnant shallow pools of old New York? My maternal grandfather, Jonas Fearing, had been accounted a merchant of substance; he had a Swiss chalet at Bailey’s Beach and a chaste red brick town house on Washington Square; he was a charter member of the Century Association and a friend of William Cullen Bryant. But what was all this in the dawn of Standard Oil? What was so fascinating about my mother, of faded prettiness and gentle ways, dowdy of dress, utterly unaware that it was not still a world of Fearings, already thirty-six years old and distinguished solely for having once won the ladies’ archery contest at Mrs. Julia Ward Howe’s?

Perhaps it was her very unawareness of the times. Perhaps it was Father’s nostalgia, born of the bitterness that must have lurked beneath his flamboyant philosophy, for that simpler society which Eunice Fearing represented to him, the New York of quiet afternoon calls in brownstone streets, of a mild rubbing of elbows with landscape painters and even Shakespearean actors, of long midday meals with Madeira to which the men came home, of insularity and integrity, of small minds and high principles. I have always treasured my Grandfather Fearing’s scrapbooks and still spend an occasional evening, with a pleasure that Carmela can never fathom, turning the pages of old hotel menus and calling cards, of photographs of gabled houses and crowded porches, of huge engraved wedding announcements and diminutive Times obituaries. Mrs. Wharton knew what she was doing when she called this era the “age of innocence.” It may have been its evocation that Father in a sentimental moment, surfeited with Mammon, considered his salvation. He should have reflected that sentiment is short and salvation long.

They were married, at any rate, Percy Prime and Eunice Fearing, the exquisite forty-year-old bachelor and the stately, demure virgin, and all Newport went to the wedding in the summer and gathered afterwards on the lawn around the chalet and drank the couple’s health by a shimmering sea. It was a question of their starting at the top, for thereafter everything seemed to slide, inevitably if almost imperceptibly, down the long gentle velvet incline of a life in which there was never quite enough to do but just enough to keep one from doing more.

From my beginning, all Father’s hopes centered in me. My sister Bertha, Mother herself, being women, could not help. He made it clear that everything he had was mine: all of his little money and his greater ambition and all of his peculiar brand of love—peculiar in that I shared it with no one else. He never hurried me, never pushed me, rarely complained that I made no higher grades or grander friends. I could take all the time in the world and have all the fun in the world, but when I was ready, he wanted to know. That was all.

And when I was ready, he set me up; he established me in the firm which thereafter bore my name. He bought my seat on the Exchange and put up the capital. He did it by using all the money, in a single magnificent gesture, that he had not borrowed from his rich brothers in all the long hard years of his married life. Never once, even when mother was at her most ailing, did he take a single penny for her doctors or for her pleasures. On the contrary, he poured out sums that he could ill afford in presents for his wealthy sisters-in-law and nephews and nieces, on birthdays and on Christmases, and nearly bankrupted himself paying tips to their servants and buying outfits for their sporty weekends. It was bitter tea, keeping up with his rich relations, but he did it all with a view in mind of the day when he would be able to go to his brothers and say: “Never have I dunned you before. What will you do now for my only son?” And when that day came, the money was forthcoming as readily and as willingly as he had foreseen. My uncles were not imaginative, but even they could appreciate so perfect a father’s love.

In all the wreckage of my career there remains one thing for which I continue to be grateful to the dark deities who presided over my collapse: that Father never lived to see it. He died, at ninety, in his room at the Glenville Club, which I always reserved for his spring visit, after attending a great dinner that I had given in honor of the visiting King of Siam. He had
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