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 Shepard, Putney & Cox

(formerly Shepard & Howland)

 


Announce the removal of their law office

from

65 Wall Street

to

One New Orange Plaza

 


January 1971




 


From The New York Times Sunday Real Estate Section:

 


“The single note of the past in the great glass cube that Joseph Lazarus, Jr., has constructed on the Battery is its address. A few readers may recall that our city was briefly known as ‘New Orange’ after the Dutch reoccupation of 1673.”


 I. A Kingly Crown

BEEKMAN, or “Beeky” Ehninger, had always known that his rise from clerk to partner in Shepard, Putney & Cox had not been wholly due to his legal aptitude. He was aware that he was a competent lawyer and comfortably conscious of his popularity with partners and associates alike, but he was also very much aware of the large and devoted family of sisters and cousins and aunts who, through the years, had faithfully made up a large part of his clientele. Such clan loyalty is not characteristic of New York, but it is sometimes found among the issue of “robber barons.” Money can be thicker than blood, and the hundred-odd surviving descendants of Augustus Means, railroad magnate of the 1870s, contained several dozen still well-to-do individuals who remembered the common origin of their good fortunes and were glad enough to help each other out. Only a small number of the males had gone into law, and Beeky was the beneficiary of this statistic. It had helped to keep him youthful, right up to the age of fifty-six. Being “Young Beeky” to aging and aged clients seemed appropriate to his vivid check suits and bow ties, to his large, staring, lemurish eyes, to his diminutive, agile, “smart kid” figure. Beeky liked to think of himself as the naive young hero who always outsmarted the villain in the silent film comedies of his boyhood.


 He was modest about his position but by no means humble. If he was not the administrative head of the firm, like Hubert Cox, or its great litigating light, like Ed Toland, or even a recognized expert in a particular field of jurisprudence, like many of his other partners, he had still a sound, round, general knowledge of law, and he kept comfortably abreast of every new statute or regulation affecting his clients. Beeky might have come to those by family ties, but he had nonetheless hung on to them. He never allowed any of them, no matter how specialized their problems, to fall under the jurisdiction of another partner. He always saw that the problem—a merger, a divorce, a will, a bankruptcy, a tax audit—was assigned to the proper technician, but that technician then worked under Beeky. Though his own work was largely supervisory, the combination of his attentiveness to detail with a certain shrewd common sense, not always characteristic of the legal expert, had given him a reputation for wisdom among his partners and clients. Beeky knew that life had dealt him a good hand. He also knew that he had played it well.

But his roster of clients was not what Beeky regarded, with an inner pride amounting at times to exhilaration, as his greatest contribution to the firm. No, this had been rendered twenty-five years before, in 1946, when he had saved the fading old firm of Shepard & Howland by converting it into its dynamic successor, Shepard, Putney & Cox. The memory of this success was the mainstay of Beeky’s emotional life, the constant, comforting source of a timid assurance that he was, to himself anyway if not to the public or even to his friends—and that despite the disadvantages of his small size, his limited renown and his funny marriage—a leader of men.

What did it matter that hardly anyone now remembered or cared that it was he who had pulled it off? Had he not read somewhere that any man who was known as a great diplomat could not have been one? He had been so quiet and unobtrusive—with authority from no one, certainly not from poor old Judge Howland—in luring his classmates, Hubert Cox and Horace Putney, over from Sloane & Sidell that they had come in time to think that it must have been their own idea to remold the crumbling remnants of Shepard & Howland into a great modern firm. But if the cause was obscure, all downtown knew the result.

 And now it looked as if the job was going to have to be done all over again. Beeky had had to recognize that he could no longer rest on even anonymous laurels. The crisis of the old firm, after a quarter of a century, had become the crisis of its successor. Hubert Cox was preoccupied with tax work, Horace Putney was always angling for another government job. The administrative center of the firm had weakened. Inconsistency was everywhere: in salaries, in raises, in vacations, in hours of work. The partners were forming cliques; the clerks felt exploited. For “Young Beeky,” with his sixtieth year now a pale shape on the horizon of the only too visible future, there remained, as for Ulysses, a “work of noble note” yet to be done.

“What’s new today in the office, Mrs. Bing?”

“They say Mr. Van Winkle is leaving. He’s going over to Johnson and Knapp. At a salary hike of thirty-five hundred dollars and a promise of partnership.”

Every morning, while opening his mail, Beeky discussed the problems of the day and the world with his secretary. So much of his work consisted of reading memoranda prepared for him by associates that Mrs. Bing had little to do. Never, however, did she take advantage of this circumstance to join the girls in the ladies’ room or even to read magazines. A breathless, excitable, popeyed little bird of a woman, she kept busy, a tense acolyte, in constant readiness for a task from her worshiped boss. Mrs. Bing, Beeky knew, had a Mr. Bing somewhere in Plandome, and even a married daughter, but the circles of her professional and private lives never intersected. Beeky even suspected that she talked as little of him to her husband as of her husband to him. Before she had been Beeky’s secretary she had been briefly secretary to the late Judge Howland to whom she had shown the same exclusive devotion. She was like a poodle, a well-clipped, well-disciplined, sleek and glossy black poodle, totally loyal to one master—at a time. In their morning dialogue she sat opposite him, smiling, like a client.

 “Now how do you girls know that already?” Beeky demanded. “Van Winkle told Mr. Cox only yesterday.”

Mrs. Bing’s unaltered smile seemed to take this as an accustomed tribute. “And that will cause a rumble in the tax department. Mr. Cummings will think now he’ll be the next partner, whereas really it will be Mr. Carroll. Only Mr. Carroll won’t know that, so he may leave, too.”

Beeky threw up his hands. “What are we coming to, Mrs. Bing? We used to be a firm. Now it’s dog eat dog. And even when somebody does want to treat the young men decently, it’s no good because he won’t tell them in time.” Beeky slapped his hand on the desk and rose to roam the office. “We need a leader. We need a leader desperately.”

Mrs. Bing’s eyes followed him admiringly. “I’ve always said that’s what you should be. You’re the only partner with the authority and the vision. The only one whom everyone in the firm respects. From Mr. Cox right down to the lowest office boy!”

Mrs. Bing was an enthusiast for law and order. She had a photograph of the late Senator Joseph McCarthy lovingly pasted to the inside cover of her office diary. Beeky was a Democrat, but Mrs. Bing refused to take his now old-fashioned New Deal liberalism as anything but the amiable, rather lovable eccentricity of a prince.

 “You think I should be a dictator, Mrs. Bing?” he asked with a self-depreciating smile.

“So long as you take the first position, Mr. Ehninger, I don’t care what the label is.”

“So long, then, as I’m a despot, it doesn’t matter if I’m a benevolent one?”

“Oh, you’d always be benevolent. Too much so, I’m afraid.”

Beeky remembered with a little pang that it was the same phrase that his wife had used the Sunday before when he had refused to reprimand their old gardener for spilling water on her card table in the conservatory. Annabel Ehninger and Mrs. Bing understood each other. The difference was that Annabel did not share the secretary’s admiration of her husband. She left Beeky to Mrs. Bing, recognizing with a breezy scorn that that was all he really wanted from a woman. Oh, yes, Beeky had had it all out on the analytical couch, had faced it hundreds of times! He and Doctor Fellowes had jointly recognized that he had married Annabel when he had been an innocent bachelor of forty and she a buxom, raven-haired, flashing-eyed, loudly laughing, triple divorcée of fifty-three, with grown children of different last names, only to prove to his dying and infinitely disapproving old mother, with whom he had always lived, that he was, after all, a man. Now Annabel was sixty-eight and golden blond, and spent her days and nights at the bridge table, a huge, rouged, laughing, terrible, gorgeous old thing.

“I can’t change my spots at my age, Mrs. Bing,” he protested. “And for that matter I never had many spots to change. If I could be anything, it would be a kind of gray eminence. I like power for what it can accomplish, not power itself.” Here he had a momentary vision of what Doctor Fellowes might retort to that, and he made a mental face at his mental image. “Some people can’t believe in disinterested action,” he continued in a sharper tone, as if rebutting the absent psychiatrist. “They are quite wrong. Even pathetically wrong, I’d say. What is it to me personally that the firm be saved? My clients are looked after. My little fortune is securely invested. What I earn here mostly goes in taxes.”

 “Oh, Mr. Ehninger, do you think anyone doubts that? Nobody is less selfish than you. That’s true. It really is. You have no idea how you’re looked up to in this office.”

Beeky was a bit ashamed of his pleasure in Mrs. Bing’s indiscriminate laudations. It was not a very keen pleasure—he knew too well that the woman was a goose—but it was like the misty spray of a high-powered fountain on a hot day. It cooled without really wetting. Beeky reflected ruefully how different his life might be if Annabel ever spoke to him in that tone.

“I thought we had found our leader in Hubert Cox,” he went on. “He seemed to have all the qualities I thought we needed: he was liked as well as admired, and he cared about everybody, not just his partners, not even just the clerks—everybody. But he’s too reasonable. Maybe too soft. He sees too many sides to every picture. Cox hates to say ‘no.’”

“Who doesn’t?”

“I have one partner who doesn’t.”

“Which?”

“Now why don’t you tell me?”

Mrs. Bing’s eyes sparkled. She loved a game. For a moment, turning her head sideways, she seemed to reflect. “Mr. Putney?”

“He’d like to say no. But he’s not capable of so simple a conclusion. There’d have to be a qualification.”

“Mr. Toland?”


 “He’d say: ‘Hell, no.’ Or worse.”

“Mr. Purdy?”

“Home run.”

“But he’s so unpopular, Mr. Ehninger!”

“From you that’s unworthy. Why should a great leader care about popularity?”

“But still there are degrees!”

“I grant you, there are degrees. But Dan Purdy is not a dragon. There’s some paper in him. The point is that he’s the ablest corporation lawyer in the firm. At the age of only forty-one he controls more business than any other two partners. The administrator of a law firm has got to be its biggest man. Otherwise he won’t be respected. He won’t be obeyed.”

“But...”

“Wait!” Beeky had his speech ready, and he had to get it all out in order to persuade himself. “Purdy’s second qualification is that he wants the job. Everyone else, including Cox himself, loathes administrative detail. They’re even proud of it. A great lawyer, they think, should be above such things. What rot! And Dan’s third and final qualification is that he’s ambitious. Once he is well shackled to the firm, he can be trusted to take us all up the ladder of fame with him. And for a guide and philosopher to tone him down, he’ll always have me.”

“I see.” But there was a disturbing note of doubt in Mrs. Bing’s usually trusting tone. “Of course, he’ll have you.”

“Precisely. He’ll mind me because I put him there.”

“Hmm. But if I may quote you, Mr. Ehninger, haven’t you always told me that Mr. Purdy has created his own little group of henchmen inside of Shepard, Putney and Cox? Haven’t you described it as a firm within a firm?” She paused to gather her courage. “Haven’t you even described it as a... as a cancer?”

“Perhaps,” Beeky conceded with a blush. “But that’s just the beauty of my plan. The very boldness of it. I simply turn my cancer into a cure! By giving Purdy more than he could possibly expect, I render him at once harmless and useful. Because it will be to his advantage then, as well as ours, to have a great, well-organized firm. And he’ll see it, too. He’s not dumb, after all.”

 “I see.” Perhaps there was a shade less doubt in her tone. “Well, it may be a brilliant idea. But I still think you should be number one and let Mr. Purdy be your gray eminence, if you have to have one. He even looks like a monk.”

“You see that, do you? You’re very keen. He’s just the type to have been a political cleric in French or Spanish history. A Father Joseph or a Ximenes. Once he sees his way... well, wait till I show him!” He sat down, having made his decision. “Mrs. Bing, call Miss Thompson and ask if Mr. Purdy’s free for lunch.”

***

Dan Purdy, as Mrs. Bing said, looked like a monk. Austerity seemed to emanate from his tall spare frame like dry air from the desert. He was not, perhaps, a bad-looking man: his regular features and long, strong face might have been almost attractive but for an air of juicelessness that hung about him, a hard-baked clay quality that made one see his short stiff curly hair as a tonsure. Dan moved rapidly, abruptly, awkwardly. His voice was harsh and loud, and his laugh sounded like gravel on tin. But there was a tough humorousness in his cynicism, a trenchancy in his observations, a naked strength in his observations and actions that made him a leader, if not of men, at least of cliques. He had his following, consisting of two devoted clerks, who even affected his quick, almost running gait when they walked in and out of the office behind him. They hardly bothered to conceal their scorn for their fellow associates and made no secret of their opinion that Mr. Purdy was foolishly generous to support his “freeloading” partners.

 Dan Purdy himself, however, had always professed a particular respect and liking for Beeky Ehninger, and it was on this rock that the latter hoped to raise his church, despite his suspicion that Dan’s respect was based on snobbishness. Dan, the son of a stationery store proprietor in Newark, venerated such relics of old New York as the Beekmans and Ehningers. Beeky understood that the danger to his project was that Dan might see himself as building a new order on the stripped foundations of the old, that he might relish the fantasy of playing Mussolini to Beeky’s Victor Emmanuel, but Beeky counted on his own astuteness to control this. When the new order was fixed, it might be a surprise to all to discover which was the puppet.

At their lunch Beeky opened the conversation diplomatically with a question about Dan’s collection of porcelains. This collection represented what was probably the sole outlet for Dan’s aesthetic nature. The law, only too evidently, provided one for his aggressions. But at home, in his little gilded box of a penthouse on Central Park South, looking north over the zoo, he would run the square tips of his fingers over his glass cabinets of Meissen and Lowestoft and sigh almost like a human being. Dan had a wife, a timid thin woman with a twisted mouth who laughed rather desperately at everything, but she seemed more a caretaker than a spouse. She had never been the same since their only child, a Mongoloid, had been committed.

“You ought to go to London,” Beeky said. “Everything is sold in London today.”

“Everything comes to New York,” Dan retorted. It was notorious in the office that he never left the city, even in the worst heat of summer. “All I have to do is wait. And I can afford to wait a long time.”

 “I see there’s a good auction coming up at Parke-Bernet.”

“French Empire,” Dan said with a scornful sniff. “I refuse to put so much as a toe into the nineteenth century. I think you know my credo: that all beauty expired with the fall of the Bastille. That’s why I admire you and Annabel. You’re old regime.”

“Not that old, I hope.”

“I’m sure your family were Tories in the Revolution.”

“On the contrary. We were at Valley Forge.”

Beeky fully realized that in never discussing legal topics with him, Dan unconsciously implied that Beeky did not know enough about them. But he also realized that the circle of Dan’s contempt formed a comfortably large province, and it amused him, in his own turn, to consider how uneasy Dan would have been with the denizens of his chosen century—with Horace Walpole, for example, or Madame du Deffand.

“I have a plan today, Dan, of a different kind of collection for you. Not a collection, of course, that would be a substitute for yours, but an embellishment. It would be a collection of men. Mortal men.”

“You don’t mean you’ve found a man of flesh and blood who’s finer than one of biscuit de Sèvres!”

“Ah, no. Nor woman neither. But what I’ve found is a group that, put together, might convey a harmony even greater than the loveliest group ever conceived in Meissen.”

“And what, pray, is this group?”

“Shepard, Putney and Cox.”

Dan’s eyes flashed. “You interest me, my dear Beeky. You interest me. What bizarre proposition do you have in mind?”

Beeky proceeded to outline his simple plan. Dan conveyed the intentness of his attention by never once looking at Beeky, by preserving the immobility of his countenance, by shifting the fork and spoon by his plate twenty times. But when he looked up at last, there was a fierce little gleam in his cold stare.

 “I have waited a long time for someone to see this,” he said grimly. “If anyone can save the present situation, it’s you and I, Beeky. We’ll pick up this little old firm and run with it. To the very top of the hill.”

Beeky was taken aback by such instant acquiescence. He had expected at least a few minutes of dozing between his dream and its realization. “Well, I guess we don’t have to start this afternoon.”

“Ah, but we do! I’m not sure we shouldn’t skip dessert. There are inequities that shouldn’t go unredressed another day.”

“Inequities? What inequities are so pressing?”

“The partners’ percentages, to begin with. Do you think it’s equitable that Hal Gavin should receive a larger share of the firm profits than I? Or Burrill Hume? Or Alex West? An accountant friend of mine described our partnership agreement as a mutual fund for the benefit of the retired and disabled.”

“You mean you discussed our partnership agreement with an outside accountant?”

“Certainly.”

Beeky dropped his eyes at such shamelessness. “I suppose you think my percentage is too large,” he muttered. “No doubt it is.”

“On the contrary. If anything, it’s too small. You’re the only partner with any real sense of how to hold a client. You hold ’em, Beeky, and I’ll handle ’em. We’ll be the team of teams!”

Beeky reflected that Dan might not be overestimating himself. He probably could handle every client of Beeky Ehninger’s. He might have lacked charm, and masculinity in the ordinary American sense of the word, but he still gave the appearance of being able to cut through to the ultimate reality of business: to the lowest cost and the highest sale. Dan, without ever putting a hand to a golf club or telling a dirty joke, Dan, who used first names with obvious constraint and never loosened his tie on the hottest summer day, could dominate a conference table of corporate executives as a priest might dominate a posse of Mexican bandits. They shared a basic faith.

 “I thought one of the luxuries of our affluence was that we could afford to pay a good income to a man like Hal Gavin,” Beeky suggested. “You don’t remember, but Hal used to be responsible for half our bond business. It’s not his fault that he has Parkinson’s disease. I think it’s heroic the way he makes it into the office every day.”

“He doesn’t do anything when he gets there. I’m surprised, Beeky, that you should fall for a grandstand play like that.”

Beeky stared with astonishment at the yellow irises of his now frankly sneering companion.

“Dan,” he protested softly, “the man’s dying.”

“Oh, there’s a new miracle drug. He’s no more dying than you or I. Now don’t look at me as if I were some kind of a fiend, Beeky. I have no objection to pensions. What I object to is the ladling out of seventy thousand dollars a year to an old man who’s pretending to be still practicing law. The day I get Parkinson’s disease will be the last day you’ll see me downtown. I hope I’ll have the dignity to submit my resignation and accept gracefully whatever remittance my partners elect to send me. I think I can promise you I won’t make a spectacle of myself as the grand old man dying in harness—while he picks the pockets of his foolishly admiring audience.”

Beeky was beginning to feel the effects of his cocktail. He had broken his rule of never drinking before lunch because Dan always drank two martinis at noon.

 “Well, I guess it will work out somehow,” he responded bleakly, turning his attention to the chef’s salad. It occurred to him that his tone was depressingly similar to Mrs. Bing’s.

***

That afternoon Beeky had an appointment with Doctor Fellowes. The psychiatrist had been his friend and doctor for twenty years. At first, while Beeky had been in intense analysis, their relationship had been strictly professional, but after Beeky’s marriage and the completion of his formal therapy, it had continued on a more relaxed and personal basis. Doctor Fellowes and his wife dined with the Ehningers two or three times a winter and visited them each summer in Northeast Harbor. Beeky was a trustee of Saint Bartholomew’s Hospital, whose staff the doctor dominated, and Fellowes had his will in Beeky’s vault. Occasionally Beeky was happy to pay fifty dollars for an hour of Fellowes’ time to discuss the further emotional progress or deterioration of Beeky Ehninger. Fellowes, a large, bald, grinning man of splendid health and giant aptitudes, was inclined to treat these sessions as pleasant smokers. It was painfully evident to Beeky that he believed that all that could be done for his patient had already been done.

That afternoon, however, as soon as Beeky had disclosed his plan for the reorganization of his firm, he felt Fellowes’ immediate interest. Beeky sat, not on a couch, but in an armchair faced away from the psychiatrist. Only thus could he resist the full thrust of the latter’s personality.

“Am I getting this straight?” Fellowes demanded. “You want to impose this man Purdy on your partners? Didn’t I meet him at your house last year? Very snotty and uptight?”


 Beeky had forgotten this. “Yes, that was he. But he’s brilliant, Alan.”

“Since when did brilliance qualify anyone for an administrative position?”

“What would you suggest instead?”

“Humanity, man! Something that tall drink of water obviously knows nothing about.”

“How can you say that about Dan Purdy?” Beeky was almost hoarse with exasperation. “Really, Alan, it seems to me that for a psychiatrist you allow yourself some very flip judgments. What can you possibly know about Purdy after seeing him once?”

“Quite a lot. But that’s not the point. Your firm is big enough to survive a little rough management. The real point is you. What’s this ego act on your part? Why do you suddenly have to prove to a hundred souls at One New Orange Plaza that you’re a man? They know it, Beeky.”

“Has it ever occurred to you, Alan, that you might be wrong?” Beeky was now actually shrill. “Just plain wrong? Ever since I first came to you, you’ve been thoroughly convinced that my every breath, my every gesture, was to convince the world that I had balls. You were against my marrying Annabel because you said she was my idea of what the world considered a hot female. That she was a sex symbol to me, pure and simple. And you decided that I was making a fool of myself because the world saw her as you saw her. You never paused to consider that I might love Annabel.”

“Go ahead. Get it off your chest.”

“And now you won’t believe that in trying to save my firm from the internal discord that threatens its very life I am doing anything but brandishing my arms like a petty King Kong. You can’t see that I might want to act, for once in my life. To cease being an heir, a caretaker. To give back a part of all that’s been given me. You can’t see me, or any man for that matter, as capable of a disinterested act.”

 “All acts may be interested. But some may be interested and sound. They don’t have to be interested and nutty.”

“What about you? Why do you sit back at that desk and play God except to show what big balls you have?”

“At least I’m getting fun out of it.”

“Oh, go to hell.”

***

Beeky’s interview with Hubert Cox proved astonishingly easy. The acting senior partner, who cared much more for his tax practice than for the daily headaches of office administration, was a tall, gray, soft, smiling man of constant charm and infinite reasonableness. He saw too many sides to every question, and his tolerance just escaped being weakness. But it did escape it. Cox was afraid of nothing in the world, including any experiment. In his laughter there was occasionally what struck Beeky as a Mephistophelean ring.

“We can consider this a formal meeting of the Governing Committee,” he said at once, right after Beeky had stated his proposal. “Horace is in Washington, and two out of the three members have power to call an emergency session. We also have power to appoint a fourth member, subject to ratification at a regular firm meeting. Therefore you and I can appoint Dan Purdy to the committee as of now.”

“But what do you think of it?”

“I’m aware that you’ve been thinking of it. Miss Vann and Mrs. Bing, you know, are office buddies. And I’m perfectly willing to admit that Dan is entitled to a shot at firm management. The move will be unpopular, but I think it had better be tried. If only to convince you and Dan that it won’t work.”

“You think it won’t?”


 “I think it won’t,” replied the always exasperating Hubert. “But then I’ve learned I’m not always right. I’ve served under some strange leaders in my time. Don’t forget I was with Patton in Africa: You never can be sure how much the mob will swallow.”

Beeky felt his little plan drying up under the bleak sun of his partner’s impartiality.

“You make me feel a bit of an ass.”

“Not so, my dear fellow, not so. The whole pimple has been coming to a head. You may have picked just the right needle.”

For the next week Beeky said little about the office and kept his ears open. Mrs. Bing reported to him the reactions of the clerks and staff. They were uniformly unfavorable and uniformly unsurprised. That Dan Purdy should take a seat on the Governing Committee seemed inevitable to most. That he should be backed by Mr. Ehninger, who was generally popular, was grasped at by an optimistic few as evidence that he might not be as bad as he seemed. Dan himself was totally occupied with a registration statement, and Beeky began to wonder if the inertia that had always seemed to invade the mental joints of each new member of the Governing Committee might not have already marked out even Dan Purdy for its victim. But he soon found it had not.

When he arrived in his office one morning and discovered that Mrs. Bing had placed his mail on the side of his desk so that nothing should distract his attention from the particular memorandum that she had placed in the center of his uncluttered blotter, he knew that he was in for trouble. Something in his secretary’s arrangement of the document, placed so its sides were precisely parallel with the sides of the blotter, seemed to cry out: “I told you so!” He glanced about for her. She was not there, but he felt sure that she was lurking.

He picked up the memorandum. “To all partners, from Mr. Purdy: Proposed changes in the partnership agreement.” Yet it had not even been sealed in an envelope. It was unabashed, naked, visible to the mocking eye of every office boy.

 And it was far worse than Beeky could have imagined. He sank into his chair as he read on. An immediate firm meeting was summoned to adopt (not even to consider!) the following resolutions:

1) That Messrs. Gavin, Hume and West be forthwith retired;

2) That Mr. Purdy’s two principal assistants, Messrs. Prentice and Finley, be forthwith made partners;

3) That an accounting system be promptly devised whereby credit for every dollar of the firm’s gross income be attributed to the particular partner or partners deemed responsible for earning it;

4) That the partners’ percentages of the firm’s net profits be revised annually to accord with this new credit system.

Beeky, crumpling the memorandum angrily in his fist, hurried down the corridor to Hubert Cox’s office. He found the senior partner reading it. And he was actually smiling!

“Is it out then?” Beeky gasped.

“Didn’t you get your copy?”

“I thought it might have been submitted for approval of the Governing Committee.”

“Oh, no. It’s been placed on every partner’s desk. Including the unhappy three whose heads are so summarily demanded.”

“I can’t believe it. You mean he issues fiats like this without consulting his committee members?”

“Fiats? Let’s be accurate, Beeky. This is a proposal.”

“But the man must be mad!” Beeky cried, stamping his foot. “Here I am, stuffing the administration of the firm into his greedy jaws, and he can’t even wait till I get my fingers out before he starts chewing.”


 “It is wonderful, I admit.”

“It beats everything! It’s not enough for him to be the big frog of the puddle. He has to rub our noses in the mud.”

“Maybe that’s the point of being the big frog.”

“And I’m dining with him tonight.” Beeky slapped his forehead in despair. “What a prospect!”

“That should give you the perfect opportunity for a cozy little chat. Because, let me tell you something, Beeky.” Hubert’s face became suddenly grave, although his eyes still smiled. “You got us into this. I’m going to count on you to get us out.”

***

The dinner party, in Dan’s apartment, consisted of six: the Purdys, the Ehningers, and the Prentices. Ned Prentice was one of Dan’s apostles. He was a big, beefy, handsome blond man, without a trace of humor or mental lightness, and his wife Doris, very pretty, was also blond, but dry, ambitious, midget-souled. She was impressed by Annabel, and scared of her.

Annabel always enjoyed her success with the office juniors, although she admitted once that she felt like a toreador in a dairy farm. It had never seemed more so to Beeky than that night, as she sat between the innocent Ann Purdy and the naive Doris, large and chuckling, placing her empty glass on her round golden plate as the constant signal to her solicitous host that it needed replenishment. Annabel had always insisted that Dan Purdy was a “pushover.” “He’s terrified of women,” she had theorized to Beeky, “but as soon as one of them pays him the least attention, he gets wildly excited. If he thinks she’s seriously trying to seduce him, he may panic. But if he suspects it’s only a game... well, that’s just heaven! With me he’s pretty sure it’s only a game. After all, I could be his mother. But he’s not absolutely sure... not quite. He can be safe and still dream of cuckolding Beeky Ehninger.”

 “What would you do if he made a pass at you?” Beeky had inquired.

“Sing my Nunc Dimittis!”

That night she was particularly noisy, and Dan seemed to be trying to match her boisterous mood. They even made a bit of fun together of Ned and Doris Prentice, both of whom were very ill at ease.

“I heard all about your coup d’état, Dan,” Annabel said, raising her glass in a toast. “I drink to Purdy, Cox and Ehninger. A great triumvirate! Of course, Purdy must be Caesar.” She giggled and shot a wicked glance at Beeky. “Caesar has crossed the Rubicon and is marching on Rome! When will the ravishing begin?”

“The ravishing, Annabel?” Dan inquired with a leer. “What does the ravishing Mrs. Ehninger need to know about that participle?”

Annabel squealed with delight. “Why, Caesar is actually gallant! But now that we have a leader, we cannot expect that to last. We girls must shiver in our slips. When our husbands are shipped off to fight the barbarians, we may look to a nocturnal summons to the palace. Ours not to reason why! Our consolation must be that Caesar’s bed bears no disgrace. Even our husbands, averting their eyes, will calculate the profits in obliging Caesar.”

Dan hurried to refill Annabel’s glass. “The ladies need have no fear,” he said with a chuckle. “Only superannuated consuls who have been feeding in the public coffers need apprehend Caesar’s wrath.”

“I don’t know if I quite like that, do you, Doris?” Annabel protested. “Caesar had better not neglect matrons who seek a little maltreatment.” She winked at Ann Purdy. “Saving your reverence, Calpurnia.”

 “My name’s not Calpurnia, Mrs. Ehninger,” Ann Purdy murmured in bewilderment.

“Really, Mrs. Ehninger, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Doris Prentice protested, blushing uncomfortably. “I’m sure I have no need of anyone but my husband.”

“Oh, blessed virtue!” cried Annabel. “You make me feel like some shabby old Neronian tart who has survived into the reign of Marcus Aurelius. Handsome Ned Prentice, tell me I am not universally despised. Tell me you do not share all the severe principles of your admirable spouse!”

“When Caesar and Counsul Beeky are away in Gallia,” Ned ventured now, with heavy playfulness, “Consul Prentice may come to call.”

Annabel clapped her hands in triumph. Beeky could stand it no longer. He knew that under his wife’s showy bravura there were deep resentments: resentment of his own higher ideals, resentment of his passion for his law firm, resentment—oh, yes, most of all—of the patient good manners with which he charitably faced the long disillusionment of their ridiculous marriage. If she had thought him a callow fool for placing her originally on a pedestal, she still preferred the fool to the man she had educated. And yet he loved her. That was the dim candle in the darkness for both of them.

He went over to where Dan was standing by the bar table so that they could talk without being heard by the others.

“You might have shown me that memo before you circulated it,” he said in a tight voice.

“Was there anything wrong with it?” Dan demanded, instantly aggressive. “Isn’t it what I told you that day at lunch I meant to do?”

“Perhaps. But you should still have cleared it with Hubert and me first. We might have devised a way of presenting it to the firm that would have spared some peoples’ feelings.”

 “You mean Gavin, Hume and West? You can’t get rid of freeloaders by subtlety. You’ve got to hit and hit hard.”

“You still shouldn’t have acted alone.”

“We must agree to disagree about that.”

“Very well. But let me make it perfectly clear that I have no intention of playing Lepidus to your Caesar.”

“We’re certainly very Roman tonight. I think, Beeky, you had better talk this whole thing over with Annabel. She has a wonderful comprehension of the ways of the world. She sees things you and I could never see.”

Going home in the taxi Beeky was grimly silent, and Annabel was wise enough to leave him alone. She always recognized the rare moods in which something besides herself totally pre-empted his thoughts. She could cope with any defense that he set up against her, but she was powerless at those times when he had forgotten that she was the rival. Beeky, knowing this, had even learned on occasion to simulate the mood that she recognized as having nothing to do with herself. But that night this was not necessary.

Yet he was not unconscious of her. He knew that he had to be fair. Oh yes, even at the worst he had to be fair to Annabel. What, after all, was his firm to her but the thing men did downtown? In her great days that had not been the thing about men that had interested her. And he had to be fair, too, to Dan. What was the firm to Dan but a means of filling his pocketbook? His heart lay elsewhere, in his cabinets of Meissen or possibly even in the asylum where his idiot son spun out his useless days. What did Dan care about the free association of a group of civilized men dedicated to the practice of a noble profession and supported by the daily interchange of their ideas and philosophies? And by their devotion, too, their devotion to each other! Yes, why not? Why shrink from the word? There was money to be made, of course, but only incidentally. Oh, how Annabel would laugh at that. Well, let her laugh!

 The next day, at the partners’ lunch, Beeky requested Hubert Cox’s permission to lay the matter of Dan’s office memorandum before the firm. Dan sat at the far end of the table, aloof, silent, yet betraying by his very thunderous solitude how tensely he awaited the outcome of the discussion. Discussion, however, was just what Beeky had decided there would not be. Without any expression he read aloud the memorandum. Then, after a grave pause, in a voice that just hinted the suppression of tears, he continued:

“Mr. Purdy’s appointment to the Governing Committee was at my suggestion and motion. I thought we needed a centralizing force in the management of our affairs. But I now see what others all along have seen: that one may pay too dearly for efficiency. I think I speak for all but one of us when I say that I want my partners to be my friends and not simply money machines. Gentlemen, I move that Mr. Purdy’s suggestions be rejected in toto.”

Dan Purdy rose without a word and left the room. The motion was passed unanimously, without discussion, and Beeky excused himself. In the corridor he found Dan waiting for him, like a warning ghost.

“It’s only because of Annabel that I’m really sorry for what’s happened, Beeky. Please tell her that I shall always regard her as a friend. It would have been the same with you, had you not been taken in by Hubert Cox and his gang. Poor Beeky. You’ll never know who your real friends are. You’re too desperately anxious to be on the right side.”

Beeky simply stared at him without saying a word, and Dan strode off.


 A week later Mrs. Bing came into Beeky’s office to tell him that Mr. Cox had summoned a special meeting of the partners in the main conference room. Almost all were there by the time Beeky arrived. When the door was closing, Hubert Cox, after flashing on the group his small, wavering, sarcastic smile, made this





























OPS/toc.xhtml

    
      Table of Contents


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Shepard, Putney &amp; Cox
        


        		
          I. A Kingly Crown
        


        		
          II. The Love Death of Ronny Simmonds
        


        		
          III. The Peacemakers
        


        		
          IV. Agreement to Disagree
        


        		
          V. The Diner Out
        


        		
          VI. Beeky’s Conversion
        


        		
          VII. The Marriage Contract
        


        		
          VIII. Shepard & Howland
        


        		
          IX. The Novelist of Manners
        


        		
          X. The Last of the Barons
        


        		
          XI. Oberon and Titania
        


        		
          XII. The Foundation Grant
        


        		
          XIII. The Merger – I
        


        		
          XIV. The Merger - II
        


        		
          About the Author
        


      


    
  

OPS/images/cover.jpg
LOUIS AUCHINCLOSS

The
Partners

AJO
HMH





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
THIC
PARTNERS

Louis Auchincloss

-

HOUGHTON MIFFLIN COMPANY BOSTON

1974





