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Prologue


MAX FELDMAN’S FIERCE EXPRESSION AND laser-like glare left no doubt that he expected me to do right by him. After spending so many years watching my father, studying him, learning from him, and being verbally abused by him, I stared back in a sense of wonder. How odd, my father waiting for my decision, after all the years of me waiting for him.


Finally breaking eye contact, I turned my attention to my mother, who had assiduously avoided meeting my eyes or those of my brother.


I shifted my attention to the iconic St. Louis Arch, the Gateway to the West. We were in the fifteenth-floor law office conference room, and the view was spectacular, with the afternoon sun giving a jewel-like luster to the stainless steel structure. The Arch had been much ridiculed at the time of its construction. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch had published a cartoon depicting it as a giant croquet hoop with the mallet and ball on the Illinois side of the Mississippi. But to the surprise of many, the city’s signature monument had succeeded beyond anybody’s expectation.


I took a moment of comfort in this visual diversion. Few had foreseen the impact of the Arch. And no one gathered around me at the table in this conference room could foresee the consequences of our ballots on the crucial and divisive issue facing us. The only certainty was that the verdict would have profound repercussions for the family business and for the Feldman family itself.


In the days leading up to this meeting, tensions had run high. There was no mystery about my father’s and mother’s wishes. The two were diametrically opposed and totally irreconcilable. The ultimate verdict would rest, it would seem, on how my brother and I voted. All the shares of Fratelli Massimo Inc. were divided among us four family members.


Joining us at the table were a high-priced local attorney and my mother’s father, my grandfather Gunther Harris Berg. He was a high-powered New York attorney who had cleverly and, in my father’s view, with malice aforethought drawn up the incorporation documents and other legal formalities when my father opened his first Fratelli Massimo high-fashion women’s shoe store. Now several hundred units existed nationwide.


The fact that my mom and dad were on opposite sides, and were barely speaking to each other, put me, Joshua Feldman, in a mind-numbing bind. I loved my mother from the bottom of my heart and wanted her to be happy, but I worked for the family company, and my professional future was in my father’s hands. He was founder and CEO, and he was grooming me to one day succeed him.


Disappointing either parent was unthinkable. But the unthinkable was also inevitable.










Chapter 1


I’VE SPENT MY ENTIRE LIFE in retail, as did my father, Max, before me, and his father before him.


My daughter, Allison, will not carry on the tradition, though it’s not because she doesn’t care or lacks the talent for it. A look in her closet would confirm her fashion passion and intimate relationship with Anthro to Zara. No, it’s not a lack of interest or aptitude. It’s that she understands how the turmoil in modern retailing crushed our family’s business—and threatened to crush our family as well.


“Too much blood in the streets,” is what she concluded. “If your mom or my mom hadn’t been so strong, God knows what would have happened to the family, or to you, Dad.”


She’s right about my mother and my wife. Without them, who knows what might have happened?


My father was a retailing superstar. With the financial assistance of my mother, Maddy, he founded and developed the Fratelli Massimo brand chain of stores—at one time, seven hundred of them, from coast to coast. When I was a kid, I worshipped him. It didn’t happen often, but when he had the time, he would sit me down and go on about the business. Stories of triumph poured out of him: spotting a hot shoe before the competition, negotiating a below-market rent, outsmarting an annoying supplier, and so on. His punchline to each story was predictable: “Not bad for a sodbuster from Omaha!”


I would listen with rapt attention, and at the end, he would pick me up with his giant hands around my tiny chest and tickle me until I squealed, “I’m going to wet my pants!” Finally, he’d release me into a bounce on the sofa and plop down next to me.


“One day, Josh, you will have an office next to mine and we will be business partners and run Fratelli Massimo together.”


This became my dream.


When I was around ten years old, Dad would sometimes take me to his office on Saturday if he was not doing any store visits. My little brother, Rand, was two years younger than me and usually declined the invitation so he could stay at home to read, play, or go shopping with Mom. But I was eager to be with Dad.


He would show me the top-selling shoes and samples of what was coming in the next season. I began to pick up the lingo: high heel, mid-heel, needle toe, mule, stripling sandals, and sport shoes, to name a few. He would sometimes test me to see if I remembered what was hot and what was not. Afterwards, Dad would head to his office to catch up on paperwork and sales reports.


I always enjoyed the minor tasks he would have me do. I made copies, collated, and stapled. The office had a brand-new copier, and I remember hearing him say, “I don’t want to see a picture of your hand or your behind, Buster!” It was as if Dad could read my mind. When he was finished with his work, he’d take me to Steak ’n Shake for a hamburger and shake. We’d talk about the business, the Cardinals baseball team, and what I was doing in school. On those Saturdays, he was like a pal or maybe like an older brother. I couldn’t help but feel secretly glad that Rand wasn’t along. Just me and Dad.


Occasionally, when I had finished my clerical tasks at the office, he would show me the boxes of newspaper clippings that his assistant, Carly, maintained. Many of the periodical stories featured Fratelli Massimo and how successful the company was. The headlines talked of store-opening records, high sales, and soaring profits. Others focused on my father. I remember seeing “Feldman’s Forecast for Fall Footwear” or “Feldman: Sky’s the Limit for Fratelli Massimo.” I especially liked the article titled, “When Max Speaks, Seventh Avenue Listens.”


The earliest stories were in a scrapbook that Mom had kept. The more recent ones were neatly filed by Dad’s assistant. “Your wife found it boring,” Carly told my dad.


Digging through the files one time, I came across a story where a reporter from the St. Louis Post-Dispatch had interviewed Dad. After a few details on Fratelli Massimo’s latest success, he asked my dad how he had gotten into the business.


“I hated school. Honestly. It was boring. As soon as the bell rang, I would dash to my parents’ small grocery store on North Twenty-Fourth Street in Omaha. That was my classroom!


“There were dozens of little lessons and bits of information that I soaked up, walking up and down the four aisles of the store. It was like retail radar. I’d spot something, like we were running low on Campbell’s tomato soup but had too much cream of mushroom.


“Well, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what to do. Mark down the cream of mushroom, order more tomato soup, and raise the price by a few cents.”


Reporter: “What other lessons did you learn?”


“Too many to tell. Take a $2.00 item and mark it down a penny to $1.99, and sales improve. Put high-profit items at eye level, smack in the customer’s face. That same customer will search for the low-margin necessities like milk and eggs, but it’s the impulse-item buys that pay the bills. Raise prices on paydays. Talk to customers. Ask them why they bought this and not that.


“But the route men were the best—these were the guys who refilled snacks and beverages for all the local stores. They had great info on what was happening. And they loved to talk. They’d let you in on what was selling and what wasn’t. They’d tell you about new items, discuss competitor price points and displays—stuff like that. Of course, I had to bribe them with a free Coke or sandwich from the deli counter, but it was always well worth it.”


Reporter: “Your dad must have been proud.”


“Yeah, when Sy wasn’t yakking with the ladies.”


When I came to that last sentence, I went into Dad’s office.


“Dad, Gramps was proud of you, wasn’t he?”


“Long story for another time, Champ. Let’s grab a burger.”


Dad never did tell me the story, but Gramps did—years later. Even then, I was too young and naïve to understand what it meant. Nor could I understand what it foreshadowed.


When the school calendar permitted, we would spend Passover with Sy and my Grammy Rose in Hallendale, Florida. The most memorable of those trips occurred around the time I read the article with the reporter asking Dad about his father. Carly was supposed to reserve a four-door sedan, but all they had left by the time we got there was a Chevy coupe. We managed to shoehorn the luggage into the tiny trunk of the car, then all squeezed in. Off we went for the half-hour drive.


I loved Gramps Sy. He was loving and gentle. He would take Rand and me outside and show us how to weave palm fronds into whips. Then he would toss us around, play catch with an old tennis ball, and share stories about the old country and Omaha days. He seldom mentioned Dad.


That particular year, I remember that the sun was setting when Rose summoned the three of us inside after playing. We girded ourselves for a three-hour seder, which was a far cry from the slapdash version we had at home when we couldn’t make it down to Florida. In our St. Louis version, Mom would rustle up a seder plate with the customary horseradish, lamb bone, egg, saltwater, matzah, bitter herbs, and charoset. Dad would lumber in with four dog-eared, anglicized Haggadahs and shout, “Play ball!” We would tear through the highly edited Haggadah in about twenty minutes and tuck into a celebratory meal, prepared by a local gourmet grocery store, which was heated up and served by our housekeeper, Nora. Total time at table: sixty minutes, maximum.


No such luck in Florida. No, it was a seder with major-league Haggadahs. If the seder was to commemorate our people’s exit from Egypt, the end of the seder was our exit from this torture of boredom. Hallelujah!


That year, with Sy and Rose, we took turns reading from the Haggadah—even the weird stuff in italics! Dad was clowning around, making faces and rolling his eyes, trying to make us laugh. When we got to the part about the plagues, Dad started shaking his head and in a stage whisper declared that he, for one, thought Moses was a loser.


Everybody sat in stunned silence. Except Sy.


“Our most heroic figure and you, the biblical scholar, think he’s a loser?”


“Yeah, imagine going on bended knee and pleading with Pharaoh time after time to let our people go, and getting your ass kicked every time.”


“Until the last time, Max, when Pharaoh himself lost his firstborn son and we left for Israel.”


“Yeah, yeah, that’s the story, but that journey took forty goddamn years and ‘our most heroic figure’ didn’t even get there.”


Silence reigned at the table. Dad, relishing his role as provocateur, added, “At least Pharaoh died like a man, in battle, not wobbling on his staff and peeking at the Promised Land. Some hero!”


All hell broke loose, Sy yelling that Max had to leave the table. Then came Mom, begging Max to apologize. This led to Rose sobbing. Rand and I sat before our plates, mouths agape.


Why did Dad have to ruin the seder? Calling Moses a loser was like saying Albert Einstein was a dope, or Jonas Salk a faith healer. He couldn’t be serious. It was Dad just being Dad.


“If you want me to leave, I’ll leave.” And with that, Dad went to the living room and turned on the TV.


Mom went after him, but Sy asked her to return to the table.


Rose pleaded for peace, and Sy muttered, “He’s lost to us.” He apologized for the disruption and then moaned, “I used to go to shul to thank God that he spared the firstborn sons of the Jews. I was thinking of Max, of course. What a curse!”


I said, “You can’t be serious, Gramps!”


“You’ll understand, Josh—when you get a little older.”


In the years following that Passover’s unpleasantness, my father’s icy relationship with his dad manifested itself in subtler ways. One of them would leave the room when the other entered. At the dinner table, they hardly conversed, and if they did, there were only terse, cryptic, or sly responses. On the three-minute long-distance phone calls between our two households, Dad and Gramps were never on the line at the same time. It was as if there were an agreement, tacit or explicit, that we boys would never again witness their mutual antipathy. Mom certainly never addressed the issue with me, and I was afraid to bring it up with Dad.


But I never forgot that seder and didn’t understand what had prompted Dad to utter such heresy. He had to have known it would disrupt the family seder and cause utter acrimony. The exchange that stuck with me was Sy’s reminder that Pharaoh had lost his son, and Dad’s response, “Yeah, yeah.” Like it was nothing! Whatever had happened between Gramps and Dad back in Omaha must have been catastrophic.










Chapter 2


AFTER GRADUATING FROM HIGH SCHOOL, I worked for Dad. I had moved from the distribution center to the office and was tasked with auditing some stores, which was a euphemism for checking up on them and reporting back to Dad. One day, he decided to dispatch me to Miami to audit the store at 163rd Street. This was located on the north side of town in what was then a largely Jewish neighborhood. The center was anchored by the two big department stores in the area, Burdines and Jordan Marsh. Dad suspected that the manager of our store, Sam Goodman, was up to no good. He claimed that Goodman was “dipping his pen in company ink by either creating phony refunds and/or screwing the cashier.” What was I, a house detective?


The fact that it was July and 110 degrees in Miami made the prospect of the visit grim, but it demonstrated to the home office personnel that the boss’s son was not “on a boondoggle.”


It also provided me with an opportunity to visit with Gramps Sy, who was living in what they used to call a rest home, operated by one of the Jewish agencies in Miami. Grammy Rose had died a few years before that and Sy, while mentally sharp and physically OK, was, according to Dad, “better off in that facility rather than trying to live by himself in Hallendale.” Somehow Gramps had agreed to the wisdom of the move.


During the southbound two-hour flight, I gave some thought to what life would be like in the fall as a freshman at Washington U. But most of the time, I fantasized about climbing the corporate ladder and ultimately partnering with my dad.


After arriving at the Miami airport around four in the afternoon, I rented a car and drove to suburban Kendall to the Ida and Milton Silverstein Home for the Aged in order to visit with Sy. The store audit would take place the next day.


Palm trees, particularly to a northerner, signal rest and relaxation. You’re at a resort—enjoy yourself! But the ones that dotted the lawn in front of the home elicited a different reaction. There were depressing brown fronds with metal sheaths near the tops to discourage rats from nesting; several of them were listing dangerously to the windward side. The gray asphalt road leading up to the entrance was rutted and in some spots even bubbling in the sweltering heat. A giant dumpster occupied two of the ten parking spaces reserved for guests.


The home itself had originally been a private residence, built in the plantation style against the sun and the weather. A large front porch with some (unoccupied and in need of repair) Adirondack chairs gave the place a welcoming appearance, though its colonnaded façade was in serious need of a whitewash, and the broken brick stairway begged for a lawsuit.


I entered the foyer and asked the receptionist where I could find Sy. She directed me toward a large public space where Sy and several alter cockers were seated watching the television news hour. Sy greeted me warmly, rising from his chair and giving me a squeeze. Then he backed up a couple of steps, put his hands on my shoulders, and gave me the once-over.


“You’re big and handsome, Josh, just like your dad was at your age.”


“Thanks, Gramps, you look pretty good yourself.”


“I want to believe you, Josh, but the doc doesn’t agree. But we’ll pretend you’re right. Let’s get out of here before dinner.”


“Sure, where would you like to go?”


“Wolfie’s in Miami Beach.” Predictable. He loved that place. After a bathroom visit, we made our way to the car and headed for the Arthur Godfrey causeway and Miami Beach. Perched near Collins Avenue, the very popular deli founded by a Catskills busboy was close to the grand resorts, such as the Fontainebleau, Roney Plaza, and Castaways—but none of them had the overstuffed sandwiches like you got at Wolfie’s. It was off-season, so we didn’t have to wait for a table, and we were shown to a booth in a quiet corner of the restaurant.


As was his ritual, Sy schmoozed with the waiter in Yiddish. Evidently, he told him a joke, because both broke out laughing. We each ordered a sandwich, and Sy begged me not to tell my mother or his doctor that he had committed the horror of having a tongue sandwich and a bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer—a favorite from his Omaha days.


I didn’t want to darken this time together, but I did want to ask about his feud with Dad. I knew I would never find out about it from my parents.


Sy was the one to crack the ice. “So what do you think of the Ida and Milton Silverstein Home for the Aged?”


“It seems OK. Maybe a bit worn out, and it could use some work…”


“Unlikely to happen. It’s partially funded by the state, and getting those goyim in Tallahassee to ante up some bucks for a bunch of old Jews in Miami is a long shot.”


“But, Gramps, certainly there must be better places.”


“There are. And your father offered to pick up the tab, though I suspect it was Maddy’s idea.”


“That’s not fair. Maybe it was Dad’s idea. Fratelli Massimo is gushing cash.”


“You might be right, Josh, maybe it was your father’s idea—but I doubt it.”


“Gramps, what is it with you and Dad?” There, I had asked the question.


Silence ensued as each of us weighed the merits of a revealing and candid conversation. The waiter interrupted the silence when he arrived with our order and asked if everything looked OK. Sy nodded and we continued staring at one another.


Finally, he said, “Josh, it’s a long story, and it happened a long time ago.”


“You mean what happened at Passover back in Hallendale?”


“No, it’s not that—though I’ve always felt bad about that day. You boys witnessed something you should have been sheltered from. No, what happened between your father and me took place decades ago in Omaha and changed forever the way we feel about one another. Sure you want to hear about it? I’m not very comfortable with this.”


The ball had been returned to my court. If I said no and changed the topic, the rest of the dinner would simply be a memorable interlude of a time when Gramps and I palled around in Miami Beach. But it might be my last chance to discover what blew up the relationship. Was that selfish? There was my dear Gramps, getting a brief leave of absence from the home, and there I was on the cusp of ruining the moment.


“I know what you’re thinking, Josh. We’re on the edge of something really unpleasant. I promised dear Rose I would never tell you what happened in Omaha. But I don’t know that I will have another chance. This tongue sandwich may finish me off! Still, I think I owe you the story, even though you might end up hating me or, even worse, hating your father. I think you’re old enough to understand what happened and mature enough to deal with it and learn from it. OK?”


“Yes.” I focused on his every word.


“We lived on North Twenty-Fourth Street in Omaha,” he began. “In those days, it was a largely Jewish neighborhood. Most of us had come from Poland or Russia or somewhere in Eastern Europe in the 1920s. We were the lucky ones. We got out before Hitler and Stalin took over. We worked hard, cobbled together a living, bought little houses, and raised our families. But the war changed everything.


“During the war years we were united in our misery and fear. The shul was our meeting place; the rabbi was our leader. Most of us kept kosher and walked to shul for Friday and Saturday services. The neighborhood was a shtetl. Everybody knew everybody else and everybody’s business. I was a peddler before I bought the grocery store. Grammy did needlework for some of the richer folks.


“The grocery store was on a good corner, but it was on the small side. I bought it from a German man in 1938. I think he knew that his days were numbered in that Jewish neighborhood when stories about the Nazis made it to the Omaha World-Herald and local radio stations. I felt sorry for him because he was a good guy, and he offered it to me at a bargain price. And, yes, it may have been a bargain price, but I wasn’t exactly a Rockefeller. I had to borrow and pledge everything to raise the money. My brother Saul owned a service station that was doing well, and he loaned me some money and cosigned a note from the bank to help me.


“I knew I would have to depend on Rose and your dad to help me in the store. Rose ran the register, kept the store tidy, and paid the bills. I bought the merchandise, worked with our suppliers, took deliveries, and plucked the chickens.” He paused and shook his head with a little laugh, perhaps seeing visions of those poor de-feathered chickens.


“And your dad stocked the shelves, stamped the canned goods with a blue marker, did odd jobs around the store on Saturdays and after school, and made some deliveries. He was in high school during the war, and—thank God—too young to be drafted. He could have joined up near the end as many of his friends did, but we felt blessed and maybe a little guilty that he stayed at home.


“He was a good worker, I’ll give him that. He was tireless when it came to displays and thinking of promotions.” Gramps paused again, but there was no laugh this time. His eyes narrowed.


Was this it? I wondered. What was he holding back?


“Max wasn’t above putting his thumb on the scale when Rose was elsewhere. He knew how to add a penny here and a penny there to the cash register tape. No, it wasn’t grand larceny, and I yelled at him for doing it, but I couldn’t be there to keep an eye on him all the time.”


That I could imagine. My dad liked to play fast and loose with the rules. What Mom told me when I was a kid about how Dad leached off vendors was sort of the same thing.


“But he always had his eye out for ways to do more business. When sales were slow, he would ride his bike ten blocks south toward Dodge Street to see what our competitor, Nathan Marcus, was up to. Nathan had a bigger store and a different clientele. His shoppers were Jews, Irish, Italians, and even some Blacks. It was also well known that he did a credit business with some folks, mostly Blacks, and squeezed a pretty penny from them. I, like a dumb schmuck, carried my customers’ debts for nothing and even tore up the paper now and then if the customer was in a bind.


“It was in Nathan’s store that your dad got the idea to stock liquor. But your dad would also check their prices and brands and compare them to ours. Nathan belonged to our shul, where he and his family had their own pew up front near the pulpit, while we Feldmans sat in the bleachers. We nodded to one another and chatted from time to time about business. We weren’t what you would call friends, but we certainly were not enemies—until much later.


“I was content to run the store and gossip with my customers. They were like family to me. We joined them on their simchas, comforted them when their sons went off to war, and sat shiva with them.


“The war in Europe was going well until President Roosevelt died. We all felt we’d lost our favorite uncle. Finally, the war in Europe came to an end, and that shtarker Hitler was dead. What a day! But then the news about the camps came trickling in. Josh, we were all in pain. To see the newsreels at the movie theatre was a shock. And then we started finding out about family members who had died in the camps. The poor refugees who had survived, some of them settled right near us in Omaha. It was a sad time for us on North Twenty-Fourth. But we all rejoiced when the Japanese surrendered, and nobody second-guessed President Truman’s decision to use the A-bombs. We wanted that war to end! When it was officially over, we closed our stores and gathered in the shul, and the rabbi led us in prayers of thanksgiving. You could hardly look at our neighbors who had lost sons in the war. For them, the war would never be over.


“When the boys came home, we all made a big fuss over them. They had all changed so much. They hadn’t just grown older in years, but in emotions—they had witnessed horrible things. All of them wanted to begin a new life. Your dad understood what that desire meant, and would mean, for our store and our way of life.


“He came to me one evening after dinner. We were living above the store, so we had a normal family life together. We closed the store at six, cleaned, and went upstairs. It wasn’t unusual for Max to want to talk business; in fact, he talked business nonstop. And what he said that night made perfect sense.


“ ‘Pops, these guys who are coming home aren’t going to stay on North Twenty-Fourth. Maybe for a few weeks or months, but they’re going to either move out of town, go to college on the GI Bill, or move west in Omaha.’


“He was friends with some of these returning servicemen, and it was no secret that they were anxious to get a good job, buy a car, start a family, and purchase a home. But they all longed for a home that wasn’t in our neighborhood.”


“ ‘When that happens, Pops, our store is kaput. The only reason it’s survived this long is because all the Jews have stayed in the neighborhood and been loyal. That won’t last.’


“Of course, he was right—as he often was about those kinds of things. But I was stubborn just like him, and I continued to believe we could survive as we had for so many years.


“Little by little sales started to dip. One by one the families in the shtetl moved west, and their homes were purchased by Blacks who were moving north after the war. We sold more pork and more beer. Liquor sales helped keep us afloat, but the handwriting was on the wall. Only I was too stubborn or too stupid, or both, to realize the obvious.


“It was a day in early 1947 when Max showed up in front of the store in a car he had borrowed from Uncle Saul. He opened the door and called out to me. ‘Pops, please come with me. One hour is all it will take. Take a break from gossiping with the ladies.’


“Such disrespect, and in front of my customers. But I was curious as to what was on his mind. So I took off my apron and asked Rose to mind the store. The car sputtered south and then headed west on Dodge Street. When he got to Fortieth Street and Dodge, he turned right and parked the car in front of a vacant hardware store. We both got out of the car and your dad pointed to the vacant store.


“ ‘That, Pops, is the future! I’ve been scouting real estate, and I think we can rent this store at a bargain. It wouldn’t take much to convert it to a grocery store.’ I was growing irritated that he had wasted his time—and mine. I told him we didn’t need a second store. We could barely keep the first one alive. And then he told me his big idea: ‘Agreed! We don’t need a second store. We need just one store and it needs to be here, not on North Twenty-Fourth.’


“I told him that Rose and I were not throwing away our lives and leaving our friends due to a few months of soft sales. He said our grocery store was doomed to go under in a year. I should sell right away, or I’d get bupkis for it. I asked him when God had made him the newest prophet.”


“ ‘I’m not talking about prophecy,’ he said. ‘You just have to open your eyes and stop being a stubborn schmuck.’ ”


I gasped. Calling your dad a schmuck? Unthinkable. If I did that to my dad, holy shit…


“Josh, I smacked him across the face. Never, ever had he spoken to me like that. And never before had I struck him. We stood staring at each other, neither of us willing to give an inch.


“Finally, he continued in that somber tone your dad has when he isn’t getting his way: ‘Are you telling me you’re willing to throw away the equity you have in your grocery store because you put a higher value on your friends and neighbors, being walking distance from the shul?’ His voice had gotten louder in a nasty combination of anger and self-righteousness. I told him yes, I put a higher value on people and my faith than I did on ringing the cash register.


“We got back in the car and, without saying another word, made our way back to the store.


“Your dad, as I said, was living upstairs with us. The most we could manage was a silent truce after that, but he moved out when he was nineteen. I wasn’t surprised, but I was depressed. I was sad that we had fought, unhappy with the way I had handled myself, but still hopeful we could mend fences.


“That hope withered when I opened the store a few weeks later. In the mail slot was a letter from your dad. He started out with ‘Sy.’ He had never called me that before. I saved a copy of the letter but never read it again. If I ever want to have a heart attack, I’ll pull it out and read it.


“The basic message was that he told my competitor Nathan Marcus about the location. Nathan signed the lease the very next day and hired your father as assistant manager in charge of the old store. So now Max and I would be direct competitors. His choice.


“My business went downhill fast; your dad was undercutting me on prices and extending credit at high interest rates to anyone that had a tuchus. Eventually, we were forced to sell the store at a distressed price to one of the Blacks who had moved into the neighborhood. It’s funny. I had bought the store at a bargain price from a German who was nervous about the Jews in the area, and I sold it to a Black man who was part of the next wave of immigrants, so to speak.


“Nathan did well and opened up a chain of grocery stores in Omaha and Council Bluffs across the river. Your father got promoted and eventually managed one of the new stores, until he was drafted during the war in Korea.”


By the time he had finished his story, the restaurant was nearly empty, our waiter gabbing with his coworkers and looking over at our table every two minutes. We got up. I paid the check, and we drove back to the home.


Grandpa was all talked out, and I didn’t feel like talking either. We hugged tightly when I dropped him off. He ran his hand through my hair and muttered something about “being fifty years younger.”


I had a lot to think about now that I knew what had happened, at least from Gramps’ perspective. I didn’t doubt him. I had witnessed Dad bully his employees, the gardener, the newspaper boy, and even Rand. He also pulled stuff with vendors, which violated FM’s policy. He talked his way into Super Bowl tickets, a week’s stay at a supplier’s condo in Miami, and large cash gifts to me and Rand when we had our bar mitzvahs. “When you’re boss, the rules don’t always apply to you, Josh. Results are the only things that count.” I couldn’t wait to be boss!


I also knew that Sy was a softy and not much of a businessman. I loved Gramps a lot and sympathized with what he’d had to endure from his son, but I still, God help me, believed in Dad. He grew up poor, never went to college, and succeeded because of his grit and talent. He wasn’t perfect, but I admired him. Dad had his eye on the prize and never wavered in his quest for that prize. To hell with those who got in his way!


I returned to St. Louis a couple of days later and went straight to the Fratelli Massimo office on Washington Avenue. Immediately, I saw a message on my desk indicating that Dad wanted to see me. My desk was one of twenty located in the basement of the building in what was called the bullpen. Most of the clerical staff worked there grinding out their comptometers with sales information or transcribing tapes recorded by the executives. It was a constant clatter that sapped your energy and drained your brain. Why was I given that desk? Dad wanted me to start at the bottom. Literally.


I took the elevator to the executive floor, where Carly, his secretary, greeted me, checked with Dad, and ushered me into his office. There, behind a desk the size of a pool table, sat Dad, rocking back and forth.


“So, boychik,” he inquired, “how was Miami?”


“Like an oven.”


“And Sam Goodman. What about him? Screwing the cashier?”


“Couldn’t figure out a way to find that out. They were fully clothed during my entire visit.”


“Very funny. Did you ask the hosiery girls? They know all the dirt.”


“No, didn’t want to get them involved.”


Dad sighed. “And the refunds, were they legit?”


“Well, they appeared to be. I checked the refund book and all the numbers looked good, though there were about $540 in refunds during the last two weeks. Seems high.”


“Right, Sherlock! Did you call any of the recipients of Sam’s largesse?”


“Most of them were out-of-state addresses. Sam said lots of tourists visit the store.”


“He did, did he? And you bought the story? Lots of tourists in the fucking middle of July visited the store, found the shoes they purchased not to their liking, and took time from their holiday to go back to the store and ask for a cash refund? Am I on the right track here?”


I stammered, “That’s what he said. Seems strange, I admit.”


“You realize that Sam just stole $540 from our family, Josh? How does that make you feel?”


“Resentful.”


“Resentful? Hmmm… how about angry and seeking revenge? That’s how you are going to feel tonight when you fly down there and fire him with no severance!”


“Wait a minute, Dad. First of all, I am a summer employee.”


“You’re a Feldman, kiddo!”


“OK, but Sam Goodman has trained and promoted almost every store manager and assistant manager in Dade County.”


“And trained them to be thieves, you think? Big lesson here, Josh. Stealing from the company is a death-penalty offense. I don’t care how many managers he’s trained.”


“How about probation?”


“How about you grow some balls? If you ever expect to run this place…”


Somehow the rules were strictly applied to Sam Goodman, but not with Dad. His anger seemed justified; after all, Sam was stealing from us. But the revenge part? What was he getting into? Maybe it was like what Dad had done to Gramps. He hadn’t been content to leave the family business. Hadn’t been content to go to work for a competitor. No, Dad had to drive Sy out of business by cutting prices and extending credit. It was a dirty game to play. What could possibly induce a son to do that to his father? It took me twenty years to answer that question.


Dad fingered through a stack of papers and looked downward.


“Don’t let the door hit your butt on your way out.… Oh, and by the way, did you happen to see your grandfather while you were down there? The way you handled Sam reminds me of how Sy handled the customers who welched on him in the old days.”


“Yes, I picked him up and we went to Wolfie’s. Boy, that’s some crappy place he’s living in.”


“Did he tell you I tried to get him to move to a nicer place? That I offered to pay the difference?”


“Yes, he told me.”


“Stubborn son of a gun! Did you talk about anything else?”


“Nothing important.” My eyes lowered to the floor.


“Now you’re lying, Josh. I know the old man wouldn’t miss an opportunity to dump on me.”


“No, we talked about the Cards and other stuff,” I told him.


“I’m glad you’re lying. Means we don’t have to dredge that stuff up and talk about the ‘Honorary Mayor of North Twenty-Fourth Street.’ He thought everybody in that ghetto was his friend, and he forgot to mind the business. Chatted up the ladies. A couple stories about Sentimental Sy and Mrs. Marcus. But they both kept their clothes on when I was around.”


“Dad, can we drop it?”


“Josh, fly down to Miami. And this time, take care of business.”


So I returned to Miami to take care of business.










Chapter 3


PICTURE AN AMERICA WITHOUT SHOPPING malls, lifestyle malls, strip malls, outlet centers, category killers, discount stores, big box stores, or the internet. Close your eyes, and travel back to the early 1950s, when there was no interstate highway system, Americans owned .87 cars per family, and only 21 percent of households included a woman who worked full time outside the home. Department stores dominated general merchandise retailing, and the downtown store was where most of the action took place. Customers paid full price for goods except during sale times: post-Christmas and in the month of July. Men regularly wore coats and ties, and women wore dresses and heels to baseball games. That was America in the early 1950s—a country proud and confident in the years following World War II. The postwar retail boom gave way to five decades of nonstop growth. The latter part of America’s retail expansion produced the rapid spread of malls, the explosive growth of superstores, and finally, the emergence of flashy websites.


When my dad took off his army uniform for the last time, after the Korean War in 1952, he set his sights on starting his own business, and the timing couldn’t have been more favorable. That’s not to diminish his hard work. Many other retailers managed to fail during this halcyon period of retailing. But businesses encounter headwinds and tailwinds alike, and Dad benefitted from gale-force tailwinds for almost forty years.


He caught another break as well. The army hadn’t sent him to Korea when he was drafted from the plains of Nebraska. Because he was a shopkeeper, the government assigned him to the Quartermaster’s Corps, the supply chain operated by the military, which saw that troops were clothed and equipped. Yes, it resembled retailing, but the best part for him and his future was that he served in Germany, near Frankfurt am Main. That allowed him to travel throughout Western Europe during its post–World War II rebuilding period instead of slogging through God knows what in Asia.


In his travels, Dad discovered two master shoe stylists and artisans when he befriended Sergio and Enrique Fratelli in Milan.


The story has become a legend at the company, and it famously varies with each telling. It goes like this: Dad is traveling on a crowded train with a ten-day pass from Germany to Florence, Italy. He’s seated facing a woman who is reading an Italian newspaper. Dad can’t help but notice her shoes (and shapely legs). The shoes are a lustrous shade of burgundy in supple calfskin, with a low vamp and hourglass, three-inch heels.


He waits until she lowers the paper and then asks her where she purchased the shoes. She speaks no English and is somewhat taken aback by his approach. One of the other passengers offers to translate, having learned some English from the GIs who occupied his town.


One thing leads to another, and Dad scores not only the address of the Fratelli brothers’ atelier and store in Milan, but also the woman’s address and phone number in the same city. Dad disembarks in Milan instead of continuing to Florence. He’s conflicted, of course, by the two opportunities, but quickly figures out how to have his cake and eat it too. He makes a dinner date with the woman, then hops into a taxi to visit the brothers’ atelier.


Instead of proceeding to the main shopping area surrounding the Rinascente department store, the driver weaves through the narrow, blighted streets of the industrial section of the city still pockmarked by war-inflicted damage.


This can’t be right, Dad thinks. Is he in danger? A hostage? The cabbie is silent and unresponsive to Dad’s nervous questions. Dad is in uniform but unarmed.


Suddenly, the taxi driver stops. Dad peers through the cab’s window and sees a handmade sign on a dilapidated two-story brick building: “Scarpe di Fratelli.” Relieved, he opens the car door, stuffs some lire into the driver’s hand, and surveys the front of the building. It is not what he was expecting.


The door is flanked by large windows. Behind the left window are animal skins, bolts of fabrics, heels, insoles, and other shoemaking material tightly stacked on shelves. The right side is the display window for a sliver of a store. Featured in the center of the window is the exact style the woman was wearing on the train. In addition to burgundy, the shoe is shown in aubergine, moss, and silver blue. All terrific fashion colors.


He opens the door and is greeted by Sergio Fratelli, who holds a shoemaker’s hammer in his left hand. Sergio is wearing a leather apron over his street clothes. Dad introduces himself and they shake hands. He is then presented to Sergio’s brother Enrique, who is wearing a pin-striped suit, stiff white shirt, and narrow striped tie. Both speak a sort of pidgin English and exude the warmth and charm that Italians are known for.


Dad explains that he’s temporarily in the army, but in civilian life he’s a retailer—a merchant with plans to open numerous shoe stores when he returns to the States.


“How did you hear of us, signor?”


Dad fumbles in his pockets. “Signorina Mastrioni.”


“Ahhh, Signorina Mastrioni. No, Signor Feldman, I’m afraid it’s Signora Mastrioni.”


“Ahhh,” says Dad. The three of them glance at each other, sadly.


A tour of the store, workshop, and storeroom ensues. Dad asks to see the styles that Sergio is working on. The brothers glance at each other and shrug. “OK. But is secret.” Dad signals his promise to not share the information, and Sergio opens a curtain in front of some shelving. This is the treasure Dad was searching for. He handles and inspects each model with the loving touch of a true merchant. He can’t believe his luck—these are beautiful styles that would fetch very high prices in the States. He inquires about prices and can hardly believe the answers he is given. Such bargains!


“They are not Gucci, Signor Feldman. They only look like Gucci!”


During la pausa they bond over lunch and a couple bottles of Valtellina Rosso at a neighborhood trattoria.


They return to the store slightly drunk, but happy.


The brothers call a taxi for him, and then each embraces Dad in turn. Sergio, with his face a mask of sadness, tells Dad, “Ah Max, poor Signora Mastrioni still mourns for her husband who was killed in the war.”


The three nod knowingly.


Dad promises to stay in touch.


He honors that promise through the mail and by visiting them annually. He goes even further by honoring them with the store’s name, Fratelli Massimo. He figured Massimo was the Italian version of his name, Max.


The brothers will receive his very first order when he opens his first store..










Chapter 4


DAD HARBORED UNBOUNDED AMBITION AND possessed enormous merchandising talent as he began putting together plans for a new shoe store concept. The only thing he lacked was capital. After his “apprenticeship” at a local department store, he again struck it lucky. He married my mom, Madeline (Maddy) Berg, who happened to be an only child from a wealthy family. His father-in-law was the smartest person I ever knew.


If my grandfather Sy was a sweetheart, Gunther Harris Berg was the opposite. Raised in Boston, he attended MIT where he studied engineering, but math was his passion. No doubt he recognized that wealth and power did not often accrue to mathematicians. In any event, he attended Harvard Law School, was editor of its Law Review, and proceeded to Wall Street where he made his fortune and reputation as a corporate lawyer with an extensive list of blue-chip clients. Mom told me that her dad advised corporate CEOs from IBM, General Motors, and U.S. Steel, as well as the heads of New York’s biggest banks. He counseled power brokers like Robert Moses, who redecorated New York City; New York attorney general Louis Lefkowitz; and governor and presidential aspirant Nelson Rockefeller. They valued his realistic assessment of the situations they faced, his oft-quoted line that they must play “the long game,” and his unvarnished, blunt opinions. But most of all they sought his unfailingly accurate analysis of the state of play, no matter how complex. Gunther Berg could see around corners.


Mom would laugh knowingly when she described her father. “To the unwary, my father seemed affable and engaging. Approachable and charming, ready with the perfect anecdote for any situation, he had mastered the art of being deceptively congenial. He also had the skill of feigning humility.


“For example, he would routinely buy a morning newspaper at the small kiosk in the lobby of his office building. He always took a couple of minutes to banter with the owner, Franco, about the Yankees, Dodgers, Giants, local politics, or some bubbling scandal. He would make small bets with Franco on ball games or election results. These were bets that Dad would frequently lose.


“Whenever Franco saw me, he would tell me how friendly my dad was, like a member of the family. ‘You might want to give him some friendly advice, Miss Berg. Stick to lawyering, and forget about gambling.’


“When I told my dad what Franco said, he chuckled.”


“ ‘As for being “like a member of the family,”’ he said, ‘you realize that Franco’s family is a big cog in the City’s Democratic machine.’


“ ‘Why bother, Dad?’ I asked. ‘Just buy a paper and be gone.’


“ ‘Because I’m playing the long game. I have lots of clients who may one day need a favor in City Hall. You never know.’


“ ‘And is that why you lose your little bets with Franco? You’re a master poker player and a shrewd gambler.’


“ ‘Maddy, those five-dollar losses might just turn into big- dollar payoffs for my clients!’ ”


Mom tapped her cigarette on the ashtray and continued.


“To Franco and many others, he was friendly, a man of the people. But Josh, lurking behind that bonhomie was an icy and calculating genius who mentally strip-searched the lesser beings he engaged with, examining, and silently condemning, their weaknesses, false facades, and self-delusions.


“In the early days your father was completely taken in by my dad’s shtick. ‘Your father and I are simpatico, dear,’ he would proclaim to me.


“In a pig’s eye, I would think to myself.”


I had observed some of their interplay myself.


When we would visit Grandpa Gunther in New York, he and Dad would chatter away about the business, sports, and politics, and Grandpa would play the role of hail-fellow-well-met. Gunther would compare Joe DiMaggio, Ted Williams, and the Cardinals’ Stan Musial, rattling off the stats. He would gently tease Dad about the Cardinals’ lackluster performance during the fifties and boast about the Yankees but concede that rooting for the Yankees was like rooting for U.S. Steel. His patter inflated Dad’s confidence and egged him on to making increasingly grandiose pronouncements, which Gunther would unfailingly honor with just the right utterance or facial expression. “Max, you’ve hit the nail on the head.”


As we’d head to the airport, Dad would gather himself and magnanimously declare that “Gunther wasn’t a bad old bird… for a New York lawyer!”


While I couldn’t see Mom’s face from where I was sitting, I could sense her shaking her head. She was well aware of how contemptuous Gunther was of Dad.


Maddy had always been her father’s daughter but, mercifully, with some important variances. First, she loved my dad for many years. Second, she lacked Gunther’s silent but merciless cynicism. It’s not that she was unaware of her dad’s modus operandi—she just knew what he was up to.


Her mother, Alice, died of breast cancer when Mom was a young teen, and this bonded her and her father. He saw and valued her potential, intellectual heft, incisiveness, and acerbic wit. He gladly coached her in the ways of his cosmopolitan world. Gunther hired tutors to teach her how to play bridge, and she often became his partner at the table; eventually she became a Life Master.


In their time together, he naturally shared his almost universally negative and skeptical judgments of the people he knew. While not outright rejecting his mordancy, she leavened it with a humanity that permitted her to like people—and to love my dad, at least in the early years.


Maybe it was his optimism and self-confidence. Perhaps it was his boldness, or his bluntness. (“He’s as subtle as a sledgehammer,” my mom would say.) It might have been his candor. Or maybe, just maybe, it was because he was a good-looking Jewish boy—tall, barrel-chested, with slicked-back dark hair and nearly black eyes. He would free her from the closed-up genius of a father she lived with. Or perhaps it was the fact that she could read Dad like a book. Even though she had a close relationship with her own father, there might always have been a sliver of doubt as to what he really thought of her. Having been allowed to hear her father’s harsh assessment of others, might she not have inferred that she, too, was one of his silent targets?


She could be herself with Dad.





I remember one Sunday, when I was a freshman in high school, Mom and I were in the den flipping through scrapbooks. Dad was away on a business trip. Rand was practicing hoops out back. Mom and I were seated comfortably on the sofa, with the photo albums open on the cocktail table. Adjacent was Mom’s glass of Chardonnay, a pack of cigarettes, and her ashtray.


We were looking at an old black-and-white photo of a broadly smiling Max sporting an open-collared shirt, an Eisenhower jacket, pleated slacks, and sandals. His left arm is draped around Maddy, who’s smiling with her lips pursed, her head swaddled in a polka-dot scarf against the wind. She has on a shirtwaist, a cardigan sweater, a necklace of seashells, and what look like Capezio ballet slippers.


“Max and I were aboard the Fire Islander ferry boat from Bayshore to Fair Harbor, to visit friends.”


The photo made me curious about how they met. Maybe it was the influence of Mom’s second glass of wine, or that she thought I was now old enough to hear the story.


Before opening the first Fratelli Massimo store, Dad worked for the Famous-Barr department store. It seems that Dad was in New York every six weeks, calling on vendor after vendor, examining their merchandise and negotiating prices. While he was hard-core in his business dealings, his soft skills enabled him to do what few in the industry could: cultivate genuine friendships, as he had with Enrique and Sergio back in Milan. Many of the guys he bested in deals attended his wedding, and some even made their way to St. Louis for my bar mitzvah.


In defiance of Famous-Barr’s rules, Mom confided, Dad took full advantage of their largesse when he was a buyer. He welcomed dinner invitations at fancy New York restaurants, did not decline tickets to Broadway shows or Knicks games, and was not one to reject holiday gifts conveniently delivered to our home, never to his office.


On one of his New York trips, he was invited to join a vendor at the 21 Club restaurant on West Fifty-Second. He arrived early after his trek from the Hotel Abbey, the dump where he stayed at the north end of a then-squalid Times Square. He sat at the bar and found himself seated next to a fairly tall and attractive—but not quite beautiful—brunette, who was to be my mother.


“I was waiting for my roommate with whom I shared an apartment in Murray Hill. We’d both graduated Smith and Horace Mann. I was working as an editorial assistant for a literary magazine and thinking of enrolling at Columbia in their graduate program of Arts and Sciences. I loved the written word and was a voracious reader,” she told me.


Mom would spend many of her later years studying nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American and English literature. Not at Columbia, of course, but at Washington University, in our hometown of St. Louis.


“I was sitting at the bar at the 21 Club when this big, handsome hunk of a guy with a completely garish suit plopped down next to me and started chatting me up. He was waiting for a vendor to join him, but in the twelve minutes we had together he managed to get my phone number. I didn’t quite know what to make of him. He was good-looking, as I said, but it was his confidence and optimism that I found so captivating. Honestly, I sort of liked his Midwest twang and his naïvety. I was definitely interested, and so was he.”


Getting together with Maddy became a regular part of his New York visits—and he knew how to show her a good time. Dad didn’t hesitate to ask his vendor buddies for two tickets for Broadway shows and even two tickets to Knicks games, which my mother-to-be “endured with grace.” They went Dutch treat for dinners, as Dad couldn’t bring himself to scrounge dinner-for-two favors from the boys.


Their relationship blossomed and the inevitable moment arrived when she had to introduce Max to the celebrated Gunther Berg. Plans were made for the three of them to have a quiet lunch at the Harvard Club. (What other kind of lunch is there at the Harvard Club?)


It’s impossible to know what my dad had on his mind as he made his way from 1407 Broadway, where his buying office was located, to the club on Forty-Fourth Street. Was he anxious to meet Maddy’s exalted father? Did he resent having to go to the Harvard Club and be surrounded by all those smug Ivy Leaguers? Was he self-conscious about his appearance or his lack of a college education? Or was he the intrepid and confident winner of Maddy’s heart? My bet is on the last of those.


“Your dad elbowed his way through the swells at the club who were clothed by Brooks Brothers and Rogers Peet, the more daring by Paul Stuart, and the more traditional by J. Press. Dad was clothed by Ripley’s of Times Square! Josh, your father wore a padded-shouldered tan gabardine double-breasted suit. He had on a dark blue spread-collared dress shirt and a wide—well, very wide—floral tie that could have served as a tablecloth in a pinch.”


Gunther, who had traveled to midtown from his offices at 26 Broadway near Wall Street, was well-known at the club. The manager, maître d’, and waiters all greeted him. His friends and associates nodded politely.


“The three of us were seated with me between the two of them,” my mom recalled, taking the final sip of her Chardonnay. “After introductions and an exchange of pleasantries, Gunther served up a couple of gossipy anecdotes on the late-night escapades of Yankee stars Mickey Mantle and Billy Martin. Your father was spellbound. Any nerves he might have had about Gunther evaporated. A man after his own heart. A huge baseball fan, Max couldn’t wait to share these salacious stories with his buddies on Seventh Avenue. Thus emboldened, he opened with the retailer’s ritual question.”


“ ‘So how’s business, Gunther?’


“Josh, dear, never in his fifty years on earth had Gunther been asked that question. How’s business, indeed? He was a lawyer, a renowned lawyer. The law is a profession, not a business. But your father asked this question of everybody he greeted. He’d ask the same of a rabbi.


“But it’s not for nothing that Gunther was revered as a genius. He read the Wall Street Journal daily and knew the lingo: ‘Well, Max, in your vernacular we’re up about 10 percent versus last year.’


“Your father was speechless, his smile wide, his eyes glowing.


“Gunther went on, with a speech I had heard ad nauseum. ‘Yes, business is good. It’s always good. When the economy is booming, stock and bond offerings soar. When the property market collapses, our bankruptcy and distressed loan departments prosper. When the tax law changes, our phones ring off the hook. The trust and estate planning department works well into the night. And the best news is that companies are always filing lawsuits against other companies. Yes, Max, business is good—it’s always good.’


“Max responded, ‘It’s not like that in retail. When chenille sweaters die, they’re as dead as Kelsey’s nuts. And who knows what will replace them? That’s why I’m here pounding the pavement. Looking for something new. Won’t get much inspiration in this place, if you don’t mind me saying.’ ”


Mom smiled. “My dad came back with the perfect reply.”


“ ‘True enough, you’ll find many fine things at the Harvard Club, but the latest in fashion is not among them.’


“The waiter served drinks and hot popovers,” Mom continued. “We chatted about this and that. And then after lunch when coffee was served, the interrogation portion of the event ensued.”


“My dad led off: ‘Madeline tells me that you two are seeing a lot of each other.’ ”


Mom recalled, with another smile, that she and Max had rehearsed likely questions and responses the night before. “So then your father said, ‘Yes, Gunther, we are seeing a lot of each other, and we plan to get married in the spring.’ ”


Mom exhaled. “My dad was taken completely by surprise. Max’s declaration of our intention to marry had been my suggestion at our rehearsal session. I knew Dad would be wrong-footed for a minute or so. I was apprehensive, but knew I held the trump card. Gunther’s many years of courtroom experience had prepared him to deal with surprises. I could see his mind running through scenarios and narratives. He reached the inevitable conclusion.


“I was going to marry this guy, regardless of what Gunther said or did. Forbidding, objecting, protesting, or threatening would not change the outcome. On the contrary, it would only stiffen my resolve and complicate his task going forward. His fatherly goal would be safeguarding my interests in this marriage and maintaining the loving relationship he had with me. Gunther always played the long game.”


She halted for a moment and looked me in the eyes. “You see, Josh, since my mom’s death, at least, your grandfather had sheltered and protected me. And I could always count on that. When he returned to the office that afternoon, Gunther, of course, would do his due diligence on Max. I doubted he would find anything serious enough to convince me to abandon my plans.


“Of course, he still would not bless the marriage. I knew him too well for that. I would expect some expressions of fatherly concern, which we would parry. But all my dad had to do for our father-daughter bond to continue was to follow the implicit, invisible script which I, well-schooled in the ways of Gunther, had composed.


“A long silence ensued, but finally Gunther spoke. He said that he had hoped I would wait awhile to get married. ‘Madeline has been on her own for only a few years since Smith. She’s working her way up in publishing and might even return to school. This talk of marriage seems rather hasty to me.’


“Then he turned to Max and said, ‘I’m not sure what your current or future position pays, but I imagine it won’t permit you two to live as she is accustomed to living.’ ”


“Apologizing for his vulgar Yiddish, Max made it clear he was ‘not the kind of schmuck who’s going to wait around to be promoted.’ He told Gunther he would open his own store. ‘I have the location picked out,’ he said.”


Mom told me that Gunther offered him an alternative. He would talk to his good friend, Sidney Solomon, a senior executive at Abraham & Straus—at that time, the keenest competitor of Macy’s. Perhaps a phone call could pave the way for Max.


“But your father would have none of it,” Mom said. “He stood his ground. Said, ‘I want to be my own boss. I’m set to go.’ ”


“Gunther countered that this plan would require significant capital. He continued, ‘Madeline has led me to believe that you’re not a man of means. Not that I mind. In fact, I rather admire the way you’ve made your way in the world. You worked at your parents’ grocery store during your school years, you served in the military, and you’ve climbed the ladder rather quickly at Famous-Barr. All are admirable accomplishments. But surely you haven’t nearly enough capital to open a store, and I doubt many banks would back you!’ ”


Mom leaned in and continued. “Your father actually cocked his head and informed Gunther of my decision to commit a bit of my trust fund money to finance his start-up store.”


“Gunther, putting on his squinty-eyed, reproachful look, said, ‘Madeline and I agreed that she’d leave those funds in blue-chip investments until she was much further along in her career and had met a suitable young man.’ ”


“I asserted that I, in fact, had met a suitable young man, saying, ‘I love Max and want to marry him. And I want him to have his own store. Besides, the store will need only a small percentage of the fund’s assets. Not much risk, really, Father.’


“Gunther, looking every bit like a schoolteacher addressing a rather slow-witted student, berated me for ‘knowing nothing about commerce, nothing about risk.’ ”


“For dramatic effect, I slammed my hand on the table. ‘I love you, Dad! But I am twenty-five years old, and I know my own mind and heart. And I want to do this. I would really like your approval.’ ”


Mom sighed. “Poor Dad was trapped. He knew his role and his lines. He couldn’t bring himself to break what he had with me—a bond that had sustained him after my mom died. Besides, he held a losing hand. He was shrewd enough to know that the marriage was inevitable. It would be best to fold, and fold graciously.


“With his eyes half-hooded he conceded, ‘Well, I was quite stunned by your announcement, but I certainly won’t stand in the way. Hell, you’d probably run me over if I tried.’ He laughed. ‘No, I wish you both the best.’ And with that he stood, shook hands with Max, and embraced me.


“I whispered, ‘Clever, Dad,’ in his ear. Then he excused himself and departed.


“As he waited for a taxi, I said, ‘My dad was already plotting his next steps, I’m sure. He lost this first round, and retreated, but he will not lose sight of his long-term goal of protecting me.’


“Max and I rose from our seats and made our way into the Harvard Club’s foyer. We embraced, and your dad kissed, I mean really kissed, me. Poor Gunther probably got a letter of reprimand from the club manager, who witnessed our indiscretion.”


Saying these words, Mom’s eyes glazed over.


Six months later, Maddy and Max got married in a small private ceremony at Gunther’s apartment overlooking the Metropolitan Museum. The rabbi from Temple Emanu-El officiated. Maddy’s close friends and some of Max’s from Seventh Avenue attended. His parents took the train up from Miami and gathered at the wedding with their New York family from Brooklyn and the Bronx. Gunther invited no one, but he did give the bride away.


Mom slept in her childhood bedroom the night before the wedding. It was planned that she would have breakfast with her father in the morning. “I think we were both eager to reclaim the warm relationship that had been wounded at the Harvard Club lunch. I was a bit teary-eyed as I made coffee, toasted bagels, and retrieved my personal jar of peanut butter from the butler’s pantry, the one with my name on the lid. I moved around quietly.


“For his part, Dad put down his copy of the Times and gazed at me while I was repeating for perhaps the last time my morning rituals in the family kitchen. Dad embraced me, which evoked from me a full-on sob. My beloved father’s eyes watered as well. Finally, he managed to say that he loved me and would miss me.


“I snuggled closer. ‘Oh, Dad, I will miss you too. You’ve been my hero since I was a little girl. Promise me you’ll give Max a chance. I know he’ll be trying hard to please you because he knows how much you mean to me.’


“ ‘I will, my dear,’ he said. ‘Nothing would please me more than to get to know him. I will try my best.’


“ ‘I know you will, Dad.’


“With that, Gunther excused himself for a moment and returned with a beautifully wrapped jewelry box.”


Mom sighed. “I opened it. It was the pearl necklace that my father had given my mother on their tenth wedding anniversary. He asked me to wear it that afternoon for my wedding, as an eternal symbol of our mutual devotion.


“I asked him to help me put it on. He fumbled with the clasp, and then stepped back to see how it looked.


“He beamed. ‘It’s gorgeous, Maddy. Your mother would be so proud and delighted.’


“ ‘Even with these ratty flannel pj’s I’m wearing?’


“ ‘Yes, even with those ratty pj’s!’ ”
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