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 To Walter

Now more than ever

To my parents

Adventurous, passionate, supportive
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 Prologue: Trial by Tabloid

WHEN GOD CREATED TABLOIDS, that Tuesday after Thanksgiving was surely the kind of day he had in mind. On the morning of November 27, 2007, New York City's two leading practitioners of that irreverent style of newspapering were thirsty for blue blood. Though the New York Times maintained judicious restraint, both the Post and the Daily News bannered the latest twist in the most talked-about high-society scandal in years, the saga of the late Brooke Astor and her only child, Anthony Marshall. She was, of course, the glamorous socialite and philanthropist who had transformed herself, thanks to cranky Vincent Astor's charming fortune, into a beloved philanthropist and influential American icon.

Her son, a clubbable war hero, former ambassador, and award-winning Broadway producer, had been transformed at age eighty-three from the epitome of WASP rectitude to a handcuffed suspect facing an eighteen-count indictment. Tony Marshall's fall from grace was abetted by his mother, his son, his attorney (who was charged in the same indictment), and the tabloids (which were just doing their thing). Charged with grand larceny, falsifying business records, conspiracy, and possession of stolen property, Marshall was looking at the specter of a quarter-century behind bars. "BAD BOY," scolded the News. "CROOK ASTOR," snarled the Post.


 The headlines referred to his alleged scheme to swindle his mother's millions from her favored cultural institutions (including the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the New York Public Library) into his own accounts. But the case was always as much about family as it was about money. It began sixteen months earlier with the seismic jolt from charges by Tony Marshall's son Philip, a college professor, who alleged that his 104-year-old grandmother had descended from Park Avenue splendor to gentrified squalor (despite eight squabbling servants). Taken up with lynch-mob ferocity by the tabloids were such allegations as Tony's seemingly selfish refusal to allow his mother to visit her country estate, his inexplicable sale of her favorite painting, and the claim that Mrs. Astor (yes, Mrs. Astor) was spending her declining days lying on a dog-urine-stained couch.

So began this upper-crust reality soap opera. Here in a nouveau riche age was America's true aristocracy, the arbiters of society, the twenty-first century's link to the New York of Edith Wharton and Henry James. But in this world of emeralds and Astors, things were not always what they seemed. Resentments seethed just below the surface, and ambition was cloaked in polished manners. The hired help, from the butler to the social secretary to Mrs. Astor's nurses, would be drawn into the fray, testing their loyalty and discretion.

Past and present intertwined during the final reels of the Brooke Astor story, harking back to her failures as a mother and to the girl she had been, a teenage bride married off to a dashing millionaire whose acts of violence would haunt her for more than eighty years. This family drama involved a son whose mother, father, and succession of stepfathers left him with no sense of how a loving parent might behave. And then there was the money, nearly $200 million, a ruthless American fortune built on the lust for fur pelts and Manhattan real estate.

At 7:58 A.M., Tony Marshall arrived at the Manhattan district attorney's office at One Hogan Place to turn himself in. White-haired and courtly, he wore a dark, well-tailored suit with his Marine Corps tie and clasp, clinging defiantly to these symbols of accomplishment and propriety. In the grim squad room on the ninth floor, Marshall was given paperwork to fill out—the business of being arrested. With its fluorescent lights, beat-up furniture, stacked water-cooler bottles, and jail cell with rusted metal bars, this setting must have seemed a harsh rebuke to a man accustomed to antiques, fine art, and regularly freshened floral arrangements.

 In the upper reaches of society, it is not enough to acquire wealth; it must be protected from interlopers, some of whom are family members. As a young man in his twenties, Tony Marshall made his first court appearance, nearby in another Foley Square building, when his biological father unsuccessfully sued him in an effort to wrest away Tony's trust fund. Brooke Astor had been taken to court over money as well, battling to protect her full share of Vincent Astor's millions and fend off claims from one of her husband's aggrieved family members.

But these squabbles had been mere civil matters, quarrels among family members without the involvement of the authorities. Tony Marshall was handcuffed when detectives escorted him downstairs for his mug shot and fingerprinting. The latter proved surprisingly complicated. Modern fingerprinting machines are not calibrated for aging digits, which leave indistinct markings. Several attempts were made before the detectives finally resorted to the ink method. Back in the squad room, Marshall was offered a nutrition bar, orange juice, and a banana, but declined. A member of the Knickerbocker Club, the New York Racquet Club, and the Brook Club, on a normal day he would have been lunching among the city's elite.

By the time he was paraded in full perp-walk fashion across the street to the courthouse at 111 Centre Street, his face was ashen and his hair disheveled. Here was another photo opportunity in the unrehearsed spectacle of New York, seized on by the mobs of cameramen and journalists who had been staking out the building for six hours, eager to capture Tony Marshall's downfall in time for the news at five. A news vendor hawking a stack of newspapers yelled out, "The rich stealing from the rich, find out what happened." Spying the defendant, the vendor cried out, "Mr. Marshall, why did you do it? Do you have anything to say?"

Walking slowly into the courtroom, Tony appeared to have aged dramatically in just a few hours, the portrait of Dorian Gray. His alarmed wife, Charlene, hurried up the aisle and wrapped her arms around him, covering his face with kisses. As she ran her hands through his mussed hair, Tony wiped tears from his eyes. Grasping his arm in support, Charlene walked down the aisle by his side, repeating, "We'll be okay, we'll be okay." Moments later he joined his lawyers at the wooden table and faced Justice A. Kirke Bartley, Jr., a former prosecutor known for trying mob boss John Gotti.

 Rising to her feet as the hearing began, the prosecutor Elizabeth Loewy solemnly told the judge, "Despite his mother's generosity when she was well, he used his position of trust to steal from her." Handed a copy of the indictment accusing him of fraud, conspiracy, and theft, Tony Marshall read through it slowly, as if having trouble comprehending the words. When asked to respond to the charges, he whispered, "Not guilty."





Three months earlier, at the age of 105, Brooke Astor had passed away at her Westchester country home, Holly Hill. For nearly a century she had presented herself to the world as a woman with a good-natured and witty persona, keeping her secrets and sorrows at bay. But as her life began to draw to a close, her dreams grew more vivid and disturbing; imaginary intruders pursued her. In her last year, she was dangerously fragile and afflicted with a Merck Manual of ailments. A voracious reader and the author of four books, she had lost the ability to speak in full sentences but could still communicate using gestures or facial expressions. Each morning the nurses would hold up a choice of outfits (mostly from Eileen Fisher) and Mrs. Astor would point to indicate her preference. "She could make her will known," says her social worker, Lois Orlin. "If she didn't want something or she liked something, you could tell." Even near the end, keeping up appearances still mattered, as she clung to her sense of dignity.

As Brooke drifted through the days, gazing idly out the picture windows at the trees and gardens of her estate, her staff devised ways to remind her of the glory of her life and past good times. A favorite tactic was propping up on a lectern the photo album with pictures from Brooke's one hundredth birthday party. "She really loved them," recalls her physical therapist, Sandra Foschi. "She looked in closely." The staff paged quickly past the photographs of Tony and Charlene, fearful that Mrs. Astor might find the sight upsetting. Sometimes Brooke would smile in recognition of the faces of her friends. Other times, overcome with memories, she would weep. "It was very emotional for her," says Foschi. "She would tear up, she would hang her head down. It brought great joy but also great sadness."

 Perhaps her reaction reflected change and loss. But maybe in some corner of her mind she sensed the troubles that were tearing apart the family that she had come to care about too late.


 1. The Astor 100

THE SMALL WHITE NOTECARD was a whisper of understatement, its simplicity suggesting how unlikely it was that anyone would forget this particular invitation: "Mr. David Rockefeller expects you on Saturday, March 30th for Dinner at 7 P.M. The Playhouse. Black Tie." The New York Times later took the unusual step of printing both a partial list of invitees to this evening at Kykuit, the sprawling Rockefeller estate in Pocantico Hills, New York, and the names of those who had sent their regrets. Those unfortunates who had not made the cut were faced not only with the original humiliation but a second reminder in a very public place.

The luster of the evening stemmed from the honored guest and the occasion. Brooke Astor was celebrating her one hundredth birthday on March 30, 2002. Thanks to Vincent Astor's largesse, she had made herself indispensable in New York's five boroughs, using his foundation's millions to help revive the New York Public Library, create a serene Chinese courtyard at the Metropolitan Museum, underwrite an expansion at the Bronx Zoo, preserve historic Harlem houses, and endow innumerable worthy causes.

She had married well, but her real accomplishment had been taking a storied but fading American name and adding luster to it, rebranding the Astor image with a newfound glamour and respect. "She took on the Astor Foundation and made it something to be proud of," says Viscount William Astor, the head of the British branch of the family and her cousin by marriage. "She did a lot for my family's name and reputation in America."

 The daughter of a Marine Corps general and a status-obsessed southern belle, Roberta Brooke Russell was bred to ascend to the highest ranks of society. Her ambitious mother, Mabel, tutored her in the art of flirtation, pulled her out of Washington's Madeira School for fear that she was becoming too intellectual, and married her off at the age of seventeen to the heir of a New Jersey fortune, John Dryden Kuser. "Mrs. Russell was a very material-minded woman," says Louis Auchincloss, the novelist, who knew both mother and daughter. "She spent her life in the Marine Corps without any money at all. She wanted to set Brooke up, certainly persuaded her to do it."

That early marriage produced, in 1924, Brooke's only child, Tony. But Dryden Kuser turned out to be an alcoholic with a dangerous temper and a penchant for adultery. He left his young family for another woman, and Brooke headed to Reno in 1930 to obtain a divorce. Her second marriage, to Charles "Buddie" Marshall, a socially connected stockbroker with middling financial means, was more successful. The former first lady Nancy Reagan recalls, "Buddie was the love of her life." But at age fifty, Brooke was suddenly widowed and went on to beat her Social Register contemporaries at their own game.

A mere six months after Buddie Marshall's funeral, in November 1952, Brooke received a marriage proposal from Vincent Astor. Whether she chased him or he set out to win her remains a matter of dispute, although Brooke admitted later that her primary motivation for her marriage in 1953 was financial security. "She always said Vincent was difficult. I don't think she ever loved him," says Barbara Walters, a close friend, recalling Brooke's account of the marriage. "But she did respect him and did her best to make him happy."

When the moody and possessive Astor died at age sixty-seven, a mere five and a half years later, Brooke Astor was left with a famous surname, an intense desire for liberation from a claustrophobic existence, and a trust fund of more than $60 million. Luxury was hers for life. Her forty-two-person staff included a social secretary to manage her schedule, a French maid to choose her wardrobe, a chauffeur kept busy day and night, a French chef to create delicacies for her dinner parties, a butler, and seven gardeners, all to attend to her needs on Park Avenue and at her country homes in Northeast Harbor, Maine, and Briarcliff Manor, New York.

 After a lifetime of being an accessory to men, she hungered for meaningful work and the chance to be valued on her own merits. With the well-endowed Astor Foundation, she shrewdly turned herself into a celebrated philanthropist and a sought-after social arbiter. The ability to dispense millions made her popular and powerful, and Mrs. Astor reveled in her long-running starring role, savoring the accolades.

"She always wanted to be in the limelight," says Philippe de Montebello, the director of the Metropolitan Museum, who fondly recalls Mrs. Astor's regal need to be paid her due. "At a cocktail party, if you were paying too little attention to her, she noticed and she let you know. She would regularly arrive one minute late at all our board meetings to make sure that everyone noticed the grand entrance." Brooke Astor was a narcissist, but a beguiling one, admired and admiring, good-hearted in her deeds and her public persona. "She was terrified of boredom," de Montebello adds. "So she arranged not to be bored."

Mrs. Astor—an instantly recognizable lady in white gloves, an ornate hat, pearls, and a diamond pin—became a symbol of aristocratic beneficence over the course of four decades. No stranger to Harlem and Bedford-Stuyvesant before gentrification, she supported programs for summer education for Puerto Rican teenagers, gave money to Catholic Charities to maintain a residence for the elderly, and paid for equipment for the Knickerbocker Drum and Bugle Corps. Instead of just writing checks, she went out to see how her money was being spent and to meet the recipients. Her involvement in a cause was the equivalent of the Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval. "It always really helped to say the Astor Foundation is one of your backers," recalls Peg Breen, the president of the Landmarks Conservancy. "The reaction was, 'If Brooke Astor thinks this is a good idea..." Howard Phipps, the veteran president of the Wildlife Conservancy, adds, "Once Brooke began giving major grants to the zoo, others followed. We named an elephant after her, and when baby Astor died, she was very upset."


 At night Mrs. Astor turned her home into an elite salon where big ideas were discussed and connections were made. Bending the rules with her guest lists, she mixed the school chancellor with a curator, society ladies with an up-and-coming movie producer, an acclaimed writer with a Wall Street upstart or a venerated politician. Vernon Jordan, the civil rights leader and Clinton confidant, recalls meeting her in the early 1970s; soon he was a regular at her table in an era when Park Avenue dinners were not integrated. Mrs. Astor did not require a Mayflower genealogy or an eight-figure bank balance. The ticket to admission was being accomplished, interesting, and fun. "The worst thing she could say about someone was, 'He was a dud,'" recalls Linda Gilles, the executive director of the Astor Foundation, who often got the morning-after report from Mrs. Astor about her dinners. "The best thing was, 'He's got plenty to say.'" Mrs. Astor expected amusement and witty banter with cocktails. Her dutiful son was a quiet fixture at her larger parties. Brooke would sometimes complain that he was "boring," although he was widely perceived as conducting himself with aplomb. As Nancy Kissinger recalls, "Tony was always very nice and polite to me, a good conversationalist."

Mrs. Astor boasted about dropping two or three dull friends every year. She was very loyal to her inner circle, but she did have a habit of moving on, replacing dour faces with young and frisky newcomers. "She didn't like the same people to take her around," recalls Vartan Gregorian, the president of the New York Public Library. "Brooke told me the rule of longevity is 'Don't speak to the same people all the time, otherwise I finish your sentences, you finish mine.'" This attitude created anxiety whenever major events like the hundredth birthday party came around. Freddy Melhado, a money manager who was thirty years her junior and her dance partner for decades, notes, "She was determined to have younger friends because she thought it was life-giving."





In the kingdom of Astor, there was a flurry of pre-one-hundredth-birthday-party activity in the sixteenth-floor aerie at 778 Park Avenue where Mrs. Astor had entertained royalty, a president named Reagan, first ladies from Jacqueline Onassis to Lady Bird Johnson to Nancy Reagan, and a succession of mayors and governors. The fourteen-room apartment had been decorated by Sister Parish with Albert Hadley and updated by Mark Hampton. Visitors often admired the pearl-inlaid black wooden Chinese cabinet in the imposing entrance hall. Off to the right was Mrs. Astor's famous red-lacquered library, which housed Vincent Astor's collection of leather-bound first editions and showcased his widow's favorite and most valuable painting, Childe Hassam's Flags, Fifth Avenue, which hung over the eighteenth-century French marble fireplace.

 The sumptuous central living room, with Louis XVI furniture, overlooked Park Avenue; to the left, the green dining room was decorated with eighteenth-century French scenic panels and billowing curtains designed by Hadley "to look like ballgowns." An eclectic collector, Mrs. Astor scattered valuable jade figurines, dog paintings, and bronze and vermeil animal sculptures around her rooms, along with an inexpensive but eye-pleasing array of teapots. She had recently added a new off-white ceramic version from Swifty's; a mere admiring glance had had the restaurant's owner, Robert Caravaggi, reaching for a gift bag. "She was talking so nicely that I gave her four, for her residences," he recalls. "She seemed so happy." People delighted in giving her presents, for the reward of her radiant smile.

Of course Mrs. Astor needed a new dress for her party, and of course Oscar de la Renta, the designer husband of her best friend, Annette de la Renta, had offered to create a couture gown. "Brooke loved dressing up," recalls Annette. "What else could you get her?"

Brooke and Annette, Annette and Brooke—the two were inseparable, despite a thirty-seven-year age difference. They spoke on the phone every day. They served on the same boards (the Metropolitan Museum, Rockefeller University, the Morgan Library, the New York Public Library) and presided over countless charity galas. The society queen and her protégé were so in sync that observers often remarked that they seemed like mother and daughter. Tom Brokaw says, "It was kind of genetic between them, as if they had the same DNA."

Brooke had initially been close to Annette's mother, Jane Engelhard, a formidable woman known for her beauty and her awesome wealth, which she had gained through her second marriage, to the metals titan Charles Engelhard. An art collector and a Democratic Party power broker, Charlie Engelhard owned a string of racehorses and was said to be the model for the James Bond villain Goldfinger. (Forbes estimated Jane Engelhard's fortune, including trust funds for her five daughters, at more than $365 million in 1986.)

 Annette was the only child from her mother's brief first marriage. Adopted by her stepfather, she had transformed herself from a self-described "huge" adolescent into a slender, much-photographed epitome of style, perfectly dressed and groomed. She met Brooke through her parents when she was a teenager, recalling, "I inherited her." When Annette, at age twenty, married her first husband, Samuel Reed, in 1960, Brooke attended the wedding and began inviting the newlyweds to her dinner parties. As Annette says, "She was incredibly nice to me as a young married woman in New York, when she didn't need to be." Under Brooke's affectionate tutelage, the once-shy Annette became a power player in board rooms, admired and even a bit feared. "Brooke looked upon Annette as the next Brooke Astor," says Philippe de Montebello. "It was a very conscious mentoring process that she was passing the baton on to Annette."

The relationship between the women had gradually altered in the past decade, as the preternaturally energetic Brooke reached her nineties and began showing her age. Annette had become Brooke's defender and protector, attentive and thoughtful, ever eager to please. She always sat next to Brooke at the Metropolitan Museum's board meetings, helping her follow the agenda and even reaching over to turn pages.

As was her custom, Brooke was wintering at a $45,000-per-month rental house by the ocean in Palm Beach when Annette rang to say that Oscar wanted to make her a dress. When Brooke returned to New York, she eagerly met with the tailors, who went to her apartment for several fittings. Even approaching one hundred, she still cared about her looks and worked with a physical trainer to stay fit. "Brooke always felt it was her duty to enchant everybody," says Oscar de la Renta, who adds that for her special day, she was determined to attract admiring eyes. "In her flirtatious way," he goes on, "she used to always tell me that she could wear a deeper neckline than other ladies of her age." De la Renta's elegant gown was nonetheless age-appropriate, with a neckline high enough for the convent. Brooke was absolutely thrilled by the elaborate concoction, with ruffled long sleeves and a bow at her waist. Even the color had a pedigree; it was called Natier blue and was associated with the eighteenth-century painter Jean-Marc Natier.

 Birthdays could be a dilemma, for Brooke Astor loathed acknowledging her age but did love a good party. Vartan Gregorian had orchestrated one celebration for her and instructed the guests not to mention her age. But his warning did not deter Henry Kissinger, who got up and gave a toast, saying, "For an eighty-year-old woman, you look great." Gregorian recalls the upset look on Mrs. Astor's face, saying, "She didn't like that. Because in many ways she was ageless."

Ten years later, on her ninetieth, she had allowed the Citizens Committee for New York City, which she had helped launch with an early donation of $50,000, to hold a fundraiser in her honor. The vast Seventh Regiment Armory was transformed into a rose-covered gazebo and confetti was shot out of a cannon, raining down on the more than 1,500 revelers, including Jacqueline Onassis and Mayor David Dinkins. The entertainment included three musical groups: the Peter Duchin Orchestra, the Marine Corps Band (in honor of her father, the general), and the Illinois Jacquet Big Band. "She had a ball that night," says Oz Elliott, the former Newsweek editor, who was then president of the Citizens Committee. Mrs. Astor loved to foxtrot, and even at ninety she danced nearly all night.

Yet she also let her mask slip that evening, revealing her vulnerability in a five-minute videotaped interview that was broadcast at the event. Speaking about a recent dream, Mrs. Astor described a nighttime vision in which her long-dead grandmother, so gaunt as to be initially unrecognizable, materialized on the street. "I ran back and threw my arms around her," Brooke recalled. "She pushed me off. I said, 'Granny, I didn't recognize you, you were so thin.' She said, 'Do you know why? Because the dead live off the thoughts of the living. And nobody is thinking of me.'" It was an odd story to evoke at this celebration of her life, but at ninety, Brooke was worrying about her legacy and wondering how or if she would be remembered.

The New York Times treated Brooke Astor's birthdays with the civic reverence granted to holidays on which alternate-side-of-the-street parking is suspended. Every year the event was commemorated with a story or a photograph. "I don't feel old. I can walk as fast as anybody. I got a new driving license this year," Brooke told the Times at age ninety. "I don't hear as well as I used to, have to wear a hearing aid, which I hate." She went on to add, "But I can't sit there with an open mouth when people are telling me some dreadfully wonderful story."

 Peter Duchin played at so many parties that Mrs. Astor either gave or attended over four decades that the events had all become a blur. As a teenager, Duchin had known Vincent Astor and his second wife, Minnie Cushing, and recalls a raucous New Year's party at their country home where guests jumped into the pool. Valets stood by to press their sopping clothes. Duchin still remembers the ancient gossip about how Brooke became the third Mrs. Astor. "Vincent was a very difficult, overly possessive man," he says. "Minnie was great, she just got fed up with him. She and Babe Paley and Slim Keith got together and decided that Brooke Marshall would be the perfect bride for Vincent—that's the story I always heard."

Even in gala-fatigued New York, Brooke's ninetieth birthday party was a roaring social success, and it netted $892,741 besides. The Citizens Committee was eager to replicate the evening and celebrate one hundred years of Mrs. Astor's benevolent rule. "I went to Brooke, and she semi-agreed," recalls Elliott. The gossip columnist Liz Smith even ran a save-the-date item in her column on June 12, 2001, promising that a Broadway theater had been booked and Shakespearean actors would perform in honor of Mrs. Astor's centennial. "Then it got more iffy and Brooke backed out," says Elliott. She sent a note to her friend George Trescher, the public relations mastermind who had burnished her reputation and served as her social gatekeeper. Although Trescher died in June 2003 of emphysema, his second-in-command, Vincent Steffan, can still recite parts of Mrs. Astor's candid note from memory: "I'm old and I'm tired. I would like this birthday to be fun for me, instead of being on display for some organization."

Plans for a private celebration were already under way. On New Year's Eve 1999, Brooke had been a guest at a party given by David Rockefeller at the Playhouse at Kykuit, when her host turned to her and asked whether she would let him give her a dinner-dance right there. Of course she accepted. Brooke Astor had been friends with the Rockefeller family since her marriage to Vincent Astor. David Rockefeller, the youngest member of the family and her junior by thirteen years, recalls, "I think the first time I met her was in 1958, on a boat off Providence, Rhode Island. My uncle Winthrop Aldrich, who was the former ambassador to the Court of St. James's, took us out for a day sail on his boat, the Wayfarer."

 Brooke became extended family to David Rockefeller and his brother Nelson. But her true confidant in the family was another brother, Laurance, the conservationist and philanthropist. They were so enamored of each other in public that rumors circulated for decades that Brooke and the long-married Laurance were having an affair. Whether amour or friendship, the feelings were powerful and long-lasting. In the closing hours of her ninety-fifth birthday party at the Carlyle Hotel, a girlish Brooke turned to her date, a prominent younger businessman, and said, "I hope you don't mind, but Laurance has asked to see me home."

Five years later, in 2002, Laurance was ninety-two, a widower, and in frail health, so it fell to the youngest Rockefeller brother, David, then eighty-six and also a recent widower, to host Mrs. Astor's festivities. The retired Chase Manhattan chairman and Brooke had much in common, from philanthropy to overlapping social circles to homes near each other on the Upper East Side, in Westchester County, and in Maine. "Laurance was in many ways the one of us that she saw the most of," says David Rockefell er. "I got to know her really well in the last twenty years, and saw a great deal of her." He took her out for horse-and-carriage rides in Westchester and Maine. When climbing into his carriage became difficult for her because of her advancing age, he bought her a two-step lift. "That made it easier for her," he says, "especially an elderly lady with a tight skirt."





Several months before her birthday, Rockefeller went to Brooke's apartment to discuss the arrangements for the party. The two old friends sat in her corner library, sipping tea in front of the fireplace, contemplating the momentous occasion. The seemingly insurmountable challenge would be to keep the guest list small enough for everyone to fit in the room where the dinner would be served yet allow plenty of space for dancing. Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, Vincent Astor's status-conscious grandmother, had been renowned in the 1890s for entertaining "the Astor 400," the precise number that fit in the ballroom of her grand Fifth Avenue mansion. But Brooke Astor's fete had to be smaller and thus even more exclusive. Since Brooke was turning one hundred, Rockefeller suggested having one hundred guests. Asked whom she would like to invite, she replied, "Ninety-nine men would be nice."

 She loved to flirt, to be provocative and even naughty, and it did not matter whether the men were straight, gay, married, or many decades younger. "There were rotating men in her life, which made it work," says the movie producer John Hart, who was fifty years her junior. He had joked with her one evening: "'The reason I have you at Café Daniel is I'm going to propose to you.' She looked at me and said, 'Why? Do you need money?'"

In the end, there were surprising omissions from the guest list. When the historian Barbara Goldsmith called Mrs. Astor's home to RSVP, she got an earful from the social secretary, who confided, "You can't believe what's going on. All these people are calling and saying, 'Of course I'm included on the list, and I have to say, 'I don't know.'" As Goldsmith puts it, "People were lobbying to get in."

For twenty-three years, Linda Gillies had accompanied Brooke Astor to libraries in the South Bronx and renovated historic row houses in Harlem. As a child, Gillies had been visiting her grandparents in Paris when the famous Mrs. Astor showed up at a Sunday lunch wearing bracelets encrusted with diamonds, sapphires, and rubies. They had met again in New York when Gillies was working at the Metropolitan Museum, and Brooke had hired this granddaughter of friends to run the Astor Foundation, where she served from 1974 until Brooke decided to give away its assets and dissolve the foundation, in 1997. Brooke had often praised Gillies, telling an interviewer that her deputy had transformed the place: "When I got Linda to come here, we had a marvelous time." But Gillies was not on the guest list. Several friends attempted to intervene on Gillies's behalf to wangle an invitation. John Dobkin, then the head of Historic Hudson Valley, says, "Brooke was human and she was jealous. Linda was her sidekick and confidante for all those years. Linda was fifty-five, Brooke was one hundred—I think she was jealous and peeved. It was a huge mistake." But once the foundation closed its doors, the axis of their relationship shifted. "Once something was over, it was over for her," Gillies says. "There were several friends of the heart who died while I knew her, and once that happened, you never heard about that person again. I think for her I represented something that was over."

 The developer Marshall Rose, who had been a guest at Brooke's ninety-fifth birthday celebration at the Carlyle Hotel, had been banished too. He and Brooke had bonded as fellow board members of the New York Public Library. Rose and his wife, Jill, were guests at Brooke's home in Maine, and after Jill died, Brooke tried to cheer him up by including him at dinners in her home and asking him to escort her to her nightly round of parties. Their friendship ended when Marshall began dating the actress Candice Bergen, whom he married in 2000. Eager for Brooke to meet his new love, he arranged for them to have tea at the Astor apartment. "We walked in, and the conversation was decidedly cold. Ice cold," remembers Rose. The couple made their excuses after a tense forty-five minutes. Brooke called him the next morning at 9 A.M., uncharacteristically early for her, to inquire, "Are you going to marry that woman?" Rose thought the phone call revealed a touching display of jealousy. "I laughed, because isn't it wonderful that that could enter her mind as an issue?"

Tom and Meredith Brokaw had been seated at the head table at the ninetieth birthday celebration but were among those passed over a decade later. "Brooke was a big flirt," says Nancy Reagan, whose mother introduced her to Mrs. Astor more than a half-century ago. "I remember when she had this huge crush on Tom Brokaw. She was so cute in her flirtations." Did she have a crush on President Reagan? "Not that I know of," the former first lady replied, laughing. Brokaw was succeeded by his professional competitor, the ABC News anchor Peter Jennings. "She had an infatuation at the time for Peter as well," recalls Brokaw, who says that Mrs. Astor tried to create a rivalry between them. "Peter and I talked about it. Brooke would say to me, 'Peter works in this homeless shelter.' I'd say, 'I know he does, Brooke.'" But Brokaw relished her company, saying, "She had this great spirited cackle." (Peter Jennings was among the guests who had every reason to believe they would outlive their hostess. Jennings died of lung cancer in August 2005 at the age of sixty-seven; nine other partygoers, all younger than the honoree, would pass away in the next five years while Brooke, remarkably, lived on.)

 At an age when few people are healthy or even ambulatory, Brooke Astor was still in the thick of high society and had just hired a new social secretary, Naomi Dunn Packard-Koot, a blond and lithe Princeton graduate then in her early thirties. She was charged with sorting through the dozens of invitations that continued to arrive each month and to organize Mrs. Astor's appointments. "She could have kept every single minute occupied," marveled Packard-Koot. "She was still doing a lot." But the nonagenarian's memory was fading, and her friends were graciously trying to find ways to help her out.

"We had a little game," says Gregory Long, the president of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, who had known Brooke Astor for thirty years, dating back to his first job at the Metropolitan Museum. "She'd say, 'I went to see these people last night—you wouldn't believe what happened.' I'd say, 'What people?' She'd say, 'Oh, you know,' and I'd say, 'No, you have to tell me.' So she'd say, 'Jewelry designer.' I'd come up with a list of designers whom she might know, and she'd tell me when I hit the right one." Several days before Brooke's hundredth birthday, she and Long had lunch at her favorite spot, the Knickerbocker Club, an exclusive private men's club founded in 1871, where she retained widow's rights after Vincent Astor died. "She was very excited about the party, thrilled that David was doing it," says Long, but he worried about whether she was up to the event. "She didn't say she was nervous, but I wondered. Things seemed hard for her."

Mrs. Astor had a lifelong ability to rise to the occasion, however, and appeared in perfect command that week in an interview conducted over afternoon tea at her apartment with Alex Kuczynski of the New York Times. Although she came from a genteel generation that shied away from seeing their names in the newspapers, she was a master of public relations and used the press to publicize her causes, consistently providing great copy for generations of journalists. She recalled playing tennis with Ezra Pound (he was "terrible to the ball boys" she told USA Today), viewing Mussolini at a reception held at a grand Italian palazzo on the eve of World War II, and even meeting Henry Adams. Once again she did not disappoint, giving a performance that seemed to promise many more years of perfect bons mots. She slyly pointed out a statue of a young nude and claimed that it was her younger self. "Darn, I can't lie about my age any longer," she joked about her birthday.

 Mrs. Astor ended the interview with a favorite conversational gambit, bringing up the topic of plastic surgery. "I have never had any work done," she said, and then asked, with the perfect timing of a honed punch line, "Tell me honestly. Could I use some?" Even at one hundred, she delivered the goods. In truth, she had made a similar remark a few years earlier to Marian Heiskell, a member of the Sulzberger family, who had reacted with a skeptical smile. Brooke had then admitted, "Well, maybe just a little around the eyes."

Kuczynski walked away impressed at Brooke Astor's stamina and well-maintained lifestyle. "She was pretty much all there—she was compos mentis. The apartment had a sweet smell, the smell you find in well-run homes. It has something to do with fine cotton and high-grade linen." (A few years earlier, a journalist from the Toronto Globe and Mail had described the odor as "that fine smell of beeswax and money.") But contemplating the aroma of old money can get a reporter only so far. Kuczynski needed another voice for her story, so she turned to Brooke Astor's son, Tony Marshall, for the expected filial quote.


 2. A Little Night Music

TONY MARSHALL had a secret, and it was a secret that appeared to be nagging at him in the weeks prior to his mother's one hundredth birthday. Brooke Astor had begun behaving erratically in recent years, from getting lost on her property in Westchester to lashing out with displays of temper and frustration that were out of character. Her staff members had quietly confided their concerns about her behavior to Tony and repeatedly asked for his guidance. A little more than a year earlier, he had arranged for his mother to see a neurologist in December 2000. She was so furious at her son's effort to intrude and fearful of what might be learned that she delayed getting dressed on the day of the appointment, in order to be deliberately late. Tony accompanied her to the physician's office and subsequently received the dreaded diagnosis: Alzheimer's disease.

Protective of his mother and her image, he did not want her friends or the public to know that her occasional slips masked a serious condition. But he and his third wife, Charlene, could not carry this burden alone. Tony informed his twin sons, Alec, a freelance photographer who lived just a mile from Brooke's country house, and Philip, a professor of historic preservation at Roger Williams University in Rhode Island. While the brothers had seen their grandmother only intermittently as children, now, in their forties, they had developed a genuinely warm relationship and a determination to bask in the time they had left with her.

 "It was obvious that she was having problems," says Alec Marshall. "There were gray areas. I'd have tea with her; she'd repeat herself and get confused." Nonetheless, Philip Marshall remembers that his father was adamant about keeping the news confidential. Philip got the word during a weekend family visit to Holly Hill. "My father took me into the library and said, 'I have something important to talk about. Your grandmother has Alzheimer's. This is hush-hush, a big secret.' I thought to myself, what else is new?"

In the early stages of the disease, people can often carry on, albeit with moments of disorientation. Brooke was still able to finesse most situations with her well-practiced charm and a century's worth of favorite anecdotes. She had handled herself quite well with the Times. But interviews offered the potential for danger. When Newsday called Tony to comment for a story on his mother's hundredth birthday, his careful facade cracked slightly, as if he could not help referring to the truth, even if obliquely. "Her health is pretty good, but with age comes the aging process," he told the newspaper. "She does have a little problem with her memory. She knows she's having the problem and it irritates the hell out of her when she can't remember someone's name." Tony acknowledged that his mother was unsteady, noting that she had recently lost her balance, fallen, and cut her leg, so she now needed a cane.

Brooke had always been extremely independent and was used to ruling her fiefdom of servants. She resented any interference from her son. But as Mrs. Astor's only child, Tony felt obligated to become more involved in supervising her household. At least it was convenient. He lived only a few blocks from his mother, in a second-floor duplex at Seventy-ninth and Lexington Avenue which was modest compared to his mother's apartment. Decorated with chintz-covered furniture, a spinet piano, an antique globe, and objects such as a carved giraffe and elephant, his apartment was a testament to his well-traveled life. Brooke Astor bought her son this co-op after he married his third wife, Charlene, and in 1999, his mother gave him $3.9 million to allow him to buy the apartment from her, a sum that also covered the gift tax. Tony had lived off his mother's financial generosity virtually all his life.

 His last name often confused people, since he was the product of his mother's first marriage, to Dryden Kuser, but took the last name of her second husband, Buddie Marshall.

Tony had been managing his mother's money as a full-time job since 1980, after an action-filled early career. Enlisting in the Marines during World War II, he led his unit in the assault on Iwo Jima and was wounded in the leg and arms by shrapnel and was awarded a Purple Heart. He joined the CIA during the height of the cold war, spent a few years on Wall Street, and then, apparently thanks in large part to generous family donations to Richard Nixon, landed ambassadorships to Madagascar, Trinidad and Tobago, and Kenya during the Watergate years. Brooke was so committed to helping her son's career that she was willing to be cynical about her politics. She met Nixon shortly after he left office, at the California home of the media tycoon Walter Annenberg. Ashton Hawkins, the counsel for the Metropolitan Museum and her escort that evening, recalls, "Nixon didn't know who Tony was, or who she was. Afterwards, she told me, 'I supported Nixon not because I believed in him but because Tony got appointments.'"

Over the years, from time to time Brooke lamented to friends—and even made indiscreet remarks to her staff—that her son always seemed to need a helping hand. Leaving Maine for a quick trip to Manhattan one summer weekend in the late 1970s, she told her veteran gardener, Steve Hamor, "I've got to go get my son a new job."

Tony was indeed at loose ends after his government career ended with the Democratic takeover of the White House in the 1976 election. His mother's financial portfolio was stagnating, so she offered him a chance to manage it. His record as an investment adviser appears to have been decidedly mixed in the view of financial experts. Tony would later boast that he increased his mother's assets from $19 million to $82 million between 1980 and 2006, which works out to a compound growth rate of 5.9 percent a year. During the same period, the Standard & Poor's 500 grew by 11 percent per year.

This new life, in which his annual compensation for managing his mother's money reached $450,000 by 2004, left Tony with ample time for leisure pursuits. He wrote a guidebook to American zoos and aquariums and in 2001 he self-published a novel, Dash, about financial hijinks. Tony also served on numerous boards, including those of the Wildlife Conservancy, the public television station WNET, and the Metropolitan Museum, where he assumed his mother's seat.

 Despite his comfortable livelihood, Tony was dependent on his mother's good will. He had hoped to succeed her in running the Astor Foundation, and she dangled that as a possibility but then decided to spend down the assets. She loved her son but often acted as if she did not like him. As hard as he tried to please her and earn her affection, she did not make it easy. It is difficult for any child of a famous parent to establish a separate identity, and in the eyes of New York, he was known by all as Brooke Astor's son.

On the day in 2002 that the Times contacted him, Tony may have been tired of talking about Brooke Astor or nervous about letting his secret slip. Reporters never inquired about his own accomplishments, and sometimes his frustration showed. "He was cool in a frigid way, very unlike his mother," says Alex Kuczynski, the Times reporter, adding that he appeared annoyed by the mere fact of her call. Failing to elicit useful anecdotes, the reporter asked what Tony planned to say in his toast at his mother's birthday party, and the Times printed his solemn reply: "I think I'll talk about how I have loved and admired my mother for more than three-quarters of a century."





The television and radio news reports on the morning of the party, March 30, 2002, highlighted the sad changing of the guard across the Atlantic: the Queen Mother, aged 101, had died. Brooke Astor had been befriended by the royal family and had made a tradition of visiting London at least once a year. When Tony Marshall called to break the news to her, she was sleeping in at Holly Hill, so he asked her longtime butler, Christopher Ely, to pass it along. Ely was extremely reliable about Tony's requests, but this time he decided that he would "forget" the message. On Brooke's day, nothing should ruin her pleasure, or remind her of her own mortality. A former footman at Buckingham Palace, Ely, thirty-nine and single, never hesitated to stand up for himself when necessary. He had declined Brooke's request that he wear a uniform, in preference for a professional dark blazer and slacks. A slender, balding Englishman with an impish sense of humor, he had asked to be referred to as Chris rather than by his last name.

 When Mrs. Astor woke up on her birthday, she was in an anticipatory mood. Though the staff advised her to rest, she was too keyed up to take a nap, and besides, company kept arriving. First a beautician made a house call to administer a facial and a manicure. Then Viscount William Astor, a member of the House of Lords, arrived from London. The handsome Astor, then fifty, had often been Brooke's host in England and had known her since he was a child. "I came up at lunchtime," he recalls. "She was very excited—she was looking forward so much to the party." He was shown to the Cardinals' Room, a lemon yellow sanctuary decorated with portraits of cardinals (religious figures, not birds). When Freddy Melhado and his wife, Virginia, arrived, they were given a large chocolate brown bedroom with a red carpet and a water view. When Tony and Charlene arrived, they were directed to a second-tier room at the back of the house. Brooke had made the sleeping arrangements, but Ely carried them out, a job that did not always make him popular.

Philip Marshall and his wife, the artist Nan Starr, who had driven from their home in South Dartmouth, Massachusetts, were housed in a guest cottage. Ferrying the revelers to the party at Kykuit, a fifteen-minute drive, presented a logistical problem. The Marshall brothers and Nan had already arranged to go together, and the Melhados planned to take their own car. Viscount Astor was amused when Brooke asked him to escort her to the party. "Brooke had a mischievous streak," says Astor. "I think she did it to irritate her daughter-in-law, so they'd have to take a separate car. She said, 'Thank God you're here. I don't want to go with them.'"

Brooke had never gushed over either of her son's first two wives—no one would ever be good enough for her boy—but she had particularly taken umbrage over Charlene. "Brooke never liked any of her daughters-in-law," says Vartan Gregorian. "Who she had in mind for Tony, I don't know, but she never became close to any of them." Gregorian felt a certain amount of sympathy for Mrs. Astor's son, saying, "He's a very 
private, reticent, sometimes humorous, earnest man. It's not easy to be Brooke's son, always in the shadow."

 Charlene met the Astor family when she was married to Paul Gilbert, the rector of St. Mary's-by-the-Sea, in Northeast Harbor, Maine. Brooke attended the church, which was just a few blocks from her summer home. The ensuing affair between Charlene and Tony and their decision to leave their spouses for each other had been a village scandal. Brooke complained to friends that she was embarrassed to show her face in church. Even ten years after the couple wed, with Brooke in attendance, the matriarch still opted for the periodic passive-aggressive gesture toward Charlene, as if just for sport.

Her friends had witnessed Brooke's enmity. Shortly before her birthday party, Brooke gave a small dinner at her home, and Annette de la Renta arrived without jewelry. The hostess went into her bedroom and returned with a sparkling gold and diamond necklace and matching earrings, insured at $75,600, for Annette to wear, and later she insisted that Annette take them home as a gift. As Annette left the room in search of a mirror, Brooke turned to Nancy Kissinger and announced, "I don't want Charlene to get it."

Mrs. Astor knew that all eyes would be upon her tonight. How much more advantageous to arrive on the arm of the attractive and aristocratic viscount than on that of her watchful son. Chris Ely drove the pair of Astors over to the party in a forest green Mercedes Benz. David Rockefeller, aware of the butler's devotion, had personally invited him to be one of the hundred guests at tonight's party. But Ely begged off because he did not feel that it was appropriate for him to cross this social boundary.

During the brief ride, Mrs. Astor, eager to make a good impression and fearful of appearing forgetful, worried out loud about the evening. "She was in quite a nervous state," Lord Astor recalls. She instructed him to 'hold my arm, take me in. Every time someone comes up to say hello to me, whisper in my ear who it is, in case I don't recognize them.'"





At dusk the black town cars and limousines crept slowly up the long, twisting drive to Kykuit. The estate, which once belonged to John D. Rockefeller, who founded Standard Oil, is now operated by the National Historic Trust as a tourist site. The gracious stone palace was built in 1906 on 250 acres of pristine land and has an incomparable view of the Palisades. Perfectly situated on the broad expanses of lawn are enormous sculptures by Picasso, Alexander Calder, and Gaston Lachaise collected by Nelson Rockefeller, and visitors can glimpse the artworks through the trees. On the evening of Mrs. Astor's party, the main house, with its oriental rugs and eclectic art collection (a roomful of Ming ceramics, a Rodin sculpture, and paintings by John Singer Sargent, Gilbert Stuart, and Robert Motherwell), was closed for the evening. But just down the hill, the large Playhouse, built to amuse the Rockefeller children with a bowling alley, squash court, and tennis court, was invitingly lit. The swimming pool had been boarded over for dancing. The tuxedoed waiters were on standby; the musicians were in their places. It was a stage set, ready for action to begin.

 And oh, what a famous cast began emerging from the vehicles. There was Kofi Annan, the secretary-general of the United Nations; a trio of TV anchors (Jennings, Walters, Mike Wallace), the former New York Times editor Abe Rosenthal; Henry and Nancy Kissinger; Vartan Gregorian and his successor at the New York Public Library, Paul LeClerc; the political widows Happy Rockefeller and Casey Ribicoff; the writers George Plimpton, John Richardson, and Barbara Goldsmith; the jewelry designer Kenneth Jay Lane; and a full cadre of socialites, philanthropists, and officials from various museums (the Metropolitan, the Frick, the Museum of Natural History). The Duke and Duchess of Devonshire had declined, and the Marquis and Marchioness of Salisbury had sent their regrets, but Annette and Oscar de la Renta had flown back from their getaway in the Dominican Republic.

As Lester Lanin's band played Cole Porter and George Gershwin favorites, songs written as Brooke was just starting her ascension to American royalty, the guests mingled and joked and reminisced. Brooke was a wisp of a woman, but she had been a towering influence on the lives of her friends. She had ignited their careers, introduced them to new worlds, made them laugh, given their lives sparkle. There were so many memories: Brooke flirting with every man in the room, marching energetically up mountains, entertaining on a rented yacht in the Caribbean, helping friends in trouble, reading from The Wild Party to liven up a dull dinner. She sent plane tickets so intimates could visit her in Maine or Palm Beach, lost her emeralds (repeatedly), wrote poetry that was published in The New Yorker, discussed novels in a highbrow book group, and sent elegant thank-you notes, a lifetime of meaningful and memorable gestures.

 For Gregorian, entrusted in 1981 with reviving the moldering New York Public Library, she had opened her home, giving dinners to introduce him to her moneyed world, making calls with him to try to wring donations from tough targets such as Donald Trump, whispering amusing asides. For Emily Harding, she was Aunt Brooke, who had swooped in to help when Emily's mother, Alice Astor—Vincent Astor's sister—suddenly died. Brooke and Vincent offered to adopt Emily, who was then fourteen, and when Emily declined, Brooke toured boarding schools with her. Even after Vincent died, Brooke worked with his two ex-wives to give Emily a coming-out party at the St. Regis, the hotel that Vincent had owned. "The three aunties did it together," Harding recalls. "It showed there were no hard feelings among them."

Henry Kissinger remembers Mrs. Astor's spark when they all spent Christmas holidays together at the de la Rentas' luxurious Dominican Republic vacation home. "We always took a walk at the end of the day, on the golf course—Annette, Brooke, myself, Barbara Walters," Kissinger says with a smile. "We had a rule that on walks you could not talk about any subject, only people, and you could not say a good word about anybody. Brooke lived up to it."

Among the guests at the party were several family retainers who had now become old friends: George Trescher; Dr. Rees Pritchett, who oversaw Brooke's physical care; and Henry "Terry" Christensen III, the third generation of Sullivan & Cromwell partners to handle her legal needs and estate planning. Brooke had been loyal to the white-shoe firm since 1959, when a partner had successfully fended off a challenge to Vincent Astor's will on her behalf. Fond of the debonair Christensen, a Harvard Law School graduate who had taken over her legal affairs in 1991, she had put him on the board of her foundation.

At 778 Park Avenue, Christensen was a familiar face. He often went by to discuss his and Brooke's favorite author, Anthony Trollope, the chronicler of Victorian mores. But literature was a side topic. Brooke relished updating her will, rewarding or downgrading friends and family members via gifts of artwork and jewelry and cash, revising bequests to museums and charities. Considering that she had personal assets of $120 million plus a charitable trust worth more than $60 million, the contents of her will would have made for gripping reading. She often dropped hints about her decisions, but only Christensen, her son, and her daughter-in-law were aware of the details. Just two months before her birthday, on January 30, 2002, Brooke had approved the most recent draft.

 Christensen had established a relationship with Tony as well, having referred him to a lawyer for Tony's second divorce. When Tony turned seventy-five and gave a party for himself in Turkey, Christensen was among the guests. On that occasion Christensen met Tony's new friend Francis X. Morrissey, Jr., a Bostonborn lawyer whose father, a municipal judge, had been one of Joseph Kennedy's cronies. When Morrissey Sr. was nominated to a federal judgeship by Ted Kennedy, the Boston Globe won a Pulitzer Prize for exposing his lack of qualifications.

The younger Morrissey, who summered in Maine, had befriended Charlene back when she had been the rector's wife. A fixture in society, he was the frequent escort of wealthy widows. Although he had been suspended from practicing law for two years over a fee dispute with a client, this inconvenient fact was not well known. Christensen felt confident enough about his relationships with both Mrs. Astor and her son that he did not consider Francis Morrissey, Jr., a potential threat. Besides, he knew Morrissey's younger brother, Richard, a partner in Sullivan & Cromwell's London office; it would have been ungentlemanly for Francis to poach a client from his sibling's firm. But Morrissey had begun to ingratiate himself with Mrs. Astor through visits and flowers. Although he had not been invited to the birthday party, he had joined Tony and Charlene in taking Brooke out for a celebratory lunch a few days earlier.

Several of the birthday guests speculated that Mrs. Astor was already starting to deaccession. Her Childe Hassam painting was no longer hanging in its honored place in the library and had been replaced by a portrait of her father. Brooke had loved the color and patriotism and Manhattan vibrancy of the Hassam, which she had purchased in 1971, and had vowed for years to donate it to the Metropolitan Museum as her legacy. "She lived with that painting," says Florence Irving, a museum trustee. "Whenever she had people over, she had cocktails or coffee in the library so they could see the painting. It was New York City, it was her." But now the artwork was on display in the country home of its new owner, the billionaire George Soros. "I didn't want to sell it," Brooke confided to a friend. "But Tony said I needed the money." This odd comment was taken by her friend as a sign that Brooke must be joining the ranks of elderly widows who worry unnecessarily about their finances.

 As observant social insiders scanned the crowd for amusing indiscretions or faux pas, two men strolled around the party aimlessly, looking out of their depth. Philip and Alec Marshall, then forty-nine, had met a few of these important guests before, but they had not grown up in their grandmother's Upper East Side world. "We hardly knew anyone," says Philip. Only nine years old when their parents divorced, they had left Manhattan with their mother, Elizabeth Cryan, after she married the geneticist Craig Wheaton-Smith and moved to the Boston suburbs and then to Vermont. Their father had presented the twins with two stepmothers: Tony was married to his former secretary, Thelma Hoegnell, known as Tee, for more than twenty-five years before he left her for Charlene. For the twins, weekends and summer vacations with Tony often took them into the company of their grandmother, whom they called Gagi. "We did not grow up in my grandmother's world," says Alec. "We were raised by my mother and stepfather." Since their last name was Marshall, most of their classmates and adult friends were unaware that they had a connection to the Astor family.

"Brooke was fond of them and felt sorry that they had gotten short shrift as children," says Ashton Hawkins. "Alec was a bit of a lost soul, very nice, very well-intentioned." John Hart had a similar take, recalling that "Philip was very nice, but seemed out of place. It was not their world. He was happy to be there."

Some pairs of twins are eerily similar in personality and appearance, but the Marshall twins scarcely seemed to come from the same gene pool, or, as their paternal aunt, Suzanne Kuser, puts it, "They could not be more different." They share deep-set, piercing blue eyes and identical rakish smiles, but there the similarities end.

 Alec, a good-looking man with a full head of dark brown hair, is a photographer who specializes in lifestyle magazine and architectural assignments. "I am more conservative," he says. Quiet and reserved like his father, Alec is listed in the Social Register but does not have the luxurious life of his contemporaries in that aristocratic breeding book. Twice divorced, with a daughter, Hilary Brooke, Alec supports himself as a freelancer, living in a small apartment on the second floor of an aluminum-sided 1915 Sears, Roebuck kit house in Ossining, New York.

Philip, the firstborn, is taller than his brother by several inches, athletically wiry, and has shaved his balding head. Exuberant and outgoing like his grandmother, he has no interest in claiming his place in the Social Register. Philip had been the family rebel, rejecting his Episcopalian background to become a practicing Buddhist. As a teenager he had visited his father in Trinidad, where Tony was serving as ambassador, wearing his long hair in a ponytail, which provoked the predictable reaction. At Brown University, Philip purchased a one-dollar suit at a thrift shop and wore it for formal occasions, including parties given by his grandmother. By the time of the hundredth birthday party, he had settled into a comfortable life as a tenured professor with a free-wheeling, charismatic style. "Philip's courses aren't very structured, but he knows so much and he really cares," says Kevin Clark, who was his student in 2007. "He e-mails us all on our birthdays." Philip and his wife, Nan Starr, a painter from a wealthy Philadelphia family, have two children, Winslow and Sophie, and her inheritance supplements his academic income.

The Marshall twins were not rich, or even close to it, despite their link to one of America's great fortunes. For all her generosity to philanthropic causes, Brooke was not a financially doting grandmother. Her clothes were couture—she spent $25,000 twice a year, fall and spring, at Chez Ninon, a Manhattan dressmaker—but she did not establish trust funds for her grandsons. She provided a $30,000 down payment to help Philip buy his first house, and she underwrote part of Alec's rent during his first years after college and paid for half a used car. Otherwise she restricted her gifts to her grandsons to $10,000 or so per year, most likely less than the sum of her Christmas bonuses to her staff and doorman. Money was not the currency of her relationship with Alec and Philip. She apparently viewed her son's financial dependence on her as crippling and wanted her grandsons to be self-sufficient. But she was happy to use her contacts to help their careers. When Alec left a staff job as a medical photographer at New York's Mt. Sinai Hospital in 1983, Brooke wrote to the editor of Architectural Digest and asked that he be given a chance. As Alec now says, "They have been my steadiest client."

 A handful of Brooke's friends had met the twins over the years. "She wasn't a grandmother who wanted to sit around and chuck babies under the chin, but she wanted to know them," says Gregory Long. "She was proud of her grandsons. They were very attractive. Alec is very quiet, shy, sweet, very handsome." In recent years she had become closer to Philip and Alec, welcoming their visits and afterward even joking with friends, saying, "Now you know I don't like children" and then proudly showing off pictures of her three great-grandchildren.

In the whirl of the birthday celebration, Tony and Charlene greeted guests, acting as unofficial hosts to Brooke's friends. Surrounded by women for whom thinness was a religion and a competition, Charlene stood out for her normal-size figure, closer to a size 12 than a 2. With a playful, earthy, and emotional personality, she was her husband's opposite, all heat and impulse to his cool, starched demeanor. The Marshalls had their own social circle but were familiar with the guests from previous occasions. They extended the occasional invitation to Brooke's friends, who felt obliged to accept. "I liked Tony. I went to a couple of dinners he gave," says Barbara Walters. "I can't say I felt sorry for him, but I felt something like that." Fiercely protective of her husband and sensitive to her mother-in-law's all-too-frequent slights, Charlene was eager to play a central role this evening. "Tony and Charlene seemed very keen on having their pictures taken with Brooke," says one guest, putting his own amused spin on it all. "You could see them hovering."

Brooke radiated happiness, although her friends kept a watchful eye, given her emotional and physical frailty. "She wasn't totally there, but she was there enough," says Henry Kissinger. "David Rockefeller did an extraordinary job of very delicately taking her around." Brooke perched regally on a sofa in her gown, accepting compliments. "Oscar did this phenomenal dress for her, this exquisite blue taffeta, all these ruffles, a work of art. She knew how fabulous it was. She took great pleasure in being attractive," recalls Paul LeClerc. "She put herself forth as an object of pleasure for other people, by virtue of being Mrs. Astor and never abandoning the glamor of that." At dinner she was seated at a table which included Laurance and David Rockefeller, Kofi Annan and his wife, Nan, Viscount Astor, Walters, and the de la Rentas. Tony and Charlene were seated at another table that was near and yet so far—the equivalent of being in Siberia in a Brooke-centric universe.

 The waiters served an appetizer of trout mousse with sauteed spinach and a caviar beurre blanc sauce, followed by poussin, asparagus with hazelnuts, and pureed potatoes and pears. Tony stepped up to the microphone and announced that Charlene would be presenting his mother with an arrangement of flowers that had been sent by Prince Charles. If the crowd had been surveyed at the moment, the collective sentiment would have been taken straight from Bette Davis: "Fasten your seatbelts. It's going to be a bumpy night." Robert Pirie, the former chairman of Rothschild Inc., recalls, "Everybody knew that Brooke did not like Charlene, and Tony did it to try to establish the impression of a relationship." All eyes went to the centenarian, who looked dismayed. As Walters says, "Charlene brought over the flowers to Brooke, who made a terrible face. The pleasure of the flowers coming from Prince Charles was taken away by the fact it was Charlene delivering them."

A wave of discomfort drifted through the room at this obvious rebuff, as guests registered the hurt look on Charlene's face. "Brooke had some kind of altercation with Charlene," says Liz Smith. "She thought Charlene was horning in on her big moment. I was just horrified." Smith's sympathies were with Charlene, who was humiliated in front of her mother-in-law's famous friends. Brooke had always had a reputation as a gracious hostess; she might raise a quizzical eyebrow, but she never revealed exasperation. As Pirie puts it, "This time, her feelings got shown in public."

The moment passed, the champagne flowed, and everyone oohed and ahhed over the desserts, extravaganzas of vanilla cake with plum filling, each one topped with a fantastical marzipan hat, in honor of Brooke's signature accessory. "The cakes were gorgeous," recalls Alec. Chris Ely slipped into the back of the room to listen to the speeches. Summoning her energy and wits, Brooke rose to her feet to speak. She echoed her mother's advice never to get above herself and repeated the line "I guess I can't lie about my age anymore." She sweetly reached out to urge the two Rockefeller brothers to stand up with her, as she wanted to acknowledge their importance in her life. David Rockefeller read aloud a letter sent by President George W. Bush, lauding Brooke as a "trailblazer." Bush wrote, "You have served your community, your friends, and the people of New York in at least one hundred generous ways ... May you continue to bring joy to those around you."

 Tony Marshall had prepared in advance for his turn, crafting a formal speech and memorizing his lines. At his mother's ninety-fifth birthday party, he had started off his toast by saying with a poker face, "I am not my mother's only child. There was Freddy"—and he glanced over at Freddy Melhado—"and Sandy and Daisy and Siegfried," running through the names of all his mother's dogs, to much laughter. His dry wit softened his reserved demeanor. Tonight his mother had exchanged his arm for a viscount's and then behaved hurtfully to his wife. Long skilled at repressing his feelings, he graciously continued as planned with his affectionate toast.

Tony wanted to do something "innovative and pixyish," so he ran through the things that had happened during his mother's lifetime. "My mother was born a year before Orville Wright's ... Kitty Hawk flight. She missed that flight but in recent years has been a passenger on the Concorde at Mac 2 speed," he said. He added that she was born before five states had been admitted to the union, nine years after the invention of the zipper, six years before the Model T Ford. "Fortunately, she was born two years after the invention of the telephone." (Everyone chuckled, but in truth Alexander Graham Bell patented the telephone in 1876, twenty-six years before Brooke Astor's birth.) Next Tony spoke of a recurring childhood memory of taking long walks with his mother. "Her loves have always been books, people, and her dogs, although sometimes I've gotten stuck with the dogs. Once when my mother, Buddie, and I were hiking in Switzerland in September 1939, we went for a walk but were overly ambitious and ended up walking twenty-four miles. I carried an exhausted dachshund named Fafner in my rucksack for the last ten miles. When we returned to the hotel, we were told that the Germans had moved into Poland."

 It was a child's-eye view of Brooke's passage through life and the history that she had personally experienced. But the toast also included the image of a blithe mother oblivious of her stalwart son's discomfort. One guest recalled being struck by the poignancy of his words: "There would be Brooke swinging along and Tony carrying a dog, bringing up the rear, panting and puffing."

After the toasts, guests lingered for dancing, and as the music played on, the spring evening took on a special quality. "It was a magical night, her life in review," says Gregorian. John Dobkin agrees: "You looked around and everyone was there. She was beautiful, and she was engaged. It was a great place for her to say hello—and if things had been different, to say goodbye to everyone." As a keepsake, the evening's guests were given a beautifully bound book of Vincent Astor's love letters to Brooke. The guest of honor was tired and left early; Chris Ely drove her home, with Lord Astor.

Brooke Astor's birthday and the party got the royal treatment in newspapers around the globe. The Hartford Courant effusively called Mrs. Astor a "precious asset"; the New York Times said that "she has had everything to do with making New York a greater city than it would have been without her." In the Times of London, a columnist wrote, "On Saturday, the day that Britain began mourning Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother, her near-equivalent in New York, Brooke Astor, was celebrating her 100 th birthday." Queen Brooke still reigned, in all her dignified glory.

But as she left that evening, many of her friends wondered if they had seen the last of Brooke Astor, the epitome of society, or at least the Brooke Astor they had known and loved. As tenaciously as she clung to the world, her faculties were going. She had been a public person for so long, but now her social circle was shrinking and she belonged to a few devoted friends, her family, and her servants. That night the velvet curtains were starting to quietly close, but her final act would continue—offstage.


 3. Disaster for Mrs. Astor

AT HOLLY HILL the morning after the party, Philip Marshall and Nan Starr felt so queasy that they could scarcely get out of bed in the guest cottage. A roadside stop for food the previous day had been a mistake. By the time the couple made their way to the kitchen in the main house for coffee, Tony and Charlene had already left to drive back to New York. The chef was startled when Philip inquired about his father's whereabouts and blurted out, "I can't believe Mr. Marshall just went off without saying goodbye."

It was typical. Father and son had scarcely spoken the previous evening. Their relationship had been on a downhill slide, and Philip had begun to despair about making things right, as his father seemed committed to turning each encounter into a grudge match.

Philip dated the beginning of the problem to a trip nearly two years earlier, when he and Nan and their children, Winslow and Sophie, had spent five days with Brooke in Maine. Her estate in Northeast Harbor, Cove End, included a large house and a separate two-story cottage by the water, where the Marshalls stayed. Delighted by her great-grandchildren, Brooke offered on the spot to give the cottage to Philip, and she even called Terry Christensen to get the paperwork in order. Tony Marshall had expected to inherit the entire property and was upset to learn that his son would be a partial beneficiary. He urged both his mother and his son to maintain the status quo. The mansion was not winterized, and Tony argued that he wanted to be able to take advantage of the cottage off-season. As Philip recalls, his father told him, "'Philip, you don't want the cottage. It'll be a burden—you'll have to keep it up, you'll have to pay taxes. You can visit anytime and use it.'" Both Brooke and her grandson acceded to Tony's wishes. But ever since then, Tony had appeared wary of his son.

 Open hostilities had erupted five months before Brooke's one hundredth birthday. Philip drove to Brooklyn in late October 2001, just six weeks after the September 11 attacks, for a historic preservation conference at Floyd Bennett Field. He ventured into Manhattan briefly to see the damage at Ground Zero but did not call his father. Heading home, he stopped in Westchester to spend the night with his brother and to visit Brooke at Holly Hill.

His conversation with his grandmother took a strange turn that day, since Brooke was dwelling in the past. The collapse of the Twin Towers had been so wrenching that she preferred to discuss traumatic incidents from her own youth, particularly her 1919 honeymoon with her first husband, Dryden Kuser. Philip was in the awkward position of hearing intimate details of his grandmother's wedding night. "She kept saying that he didn't know anything about sex," Philip remembers, "that it was difficult for her."

A few days later Philip received a call from his father, who had learned of his son's trip from Brooke and was perturbed that Philip had not made time to stop by to see him and Charlene. Tony appeared to be even more annoyed that Philip had spent an afternoon with Brooke without alerting him in advance. "In any other family, it would be, 'Oh, you saw your grandmother, how nice,'" says Philip. Instead, his father made saying, "You visited my mother" sound like an accusation. Philip thought his father's tone was possessive: "He didn't call her 'your grandmother.'" Philip regretted hurting his father's feelings but wondered why he suddenly needed a permission slip and a chaperone to see Brooke. "I thought, maybe I need therapy on this one."

The estrangement deepened several weeks later when Philip, Nan, and Alec attended a New York Public Library gala honoring Brooke as a "Literary Lion." The three of them were standing together in Astor Hall, just inside the library's Fifth Avenue entrance, when Tony and Charlene swept past without a handshake or a nod. "I'll never forget their faces when they saw us and their smiles disappeared," recalls Nan. Philip adds, "They didn't say a word to us, not even to my brother. I thought, 'What's the big deal?'"

 Brooke left the Literary Lions party early, escorted by David Rockefeller, so she was unaware of the family tensions. Nan was so upset that she brooded on the four-hour train ride home the next day, remembering, "I was so hurt and confused." She then wrote Tony a letter asking what she and her husband had done to offend him and Charlene. This caused Tony to become even angrier. He called Philip and asked, "Why is your wife writing me a letter?" Philip explained that Nan was troubled by her in-laws' behavior and hoped for a conversation to air things out. Nan never did get a response from Tony, and she now says of her father-in-law, "It was the beginning of the end of any relationship I had with him. It was brutal." Next Alec got a call from his father apologizing for the cold shoulder. As Alec recalls, "He said he did not intend it towards me."

Tony and Philip were now antagonists. Even though they made sporadic attempts at the rituals of reconciliation, such as exchanging gifts at holidays, beneath these gestures was an Oedipal struggle. But neither of them could have imagined that this family rupture would lead to Tony's being in a holding cell at One Hogan Place.





New York City was engulfed in a heat wave in late July 2006, with sweltering temperatures and humidity. Mrs. Astor's apartment lacked central air-conditioning, so its owner and her nurses, who now worked round the clock, were confined to a few air-conditioned rooms. Tony and Charlene Marshall, however, had decamped to Northeast Harbor to spend the summer at Cove End, with its cooling breezes off the harbor. Vincent Astor had purchased the seven-acre estate in 1953, and for nearly a half-century Mrs. Astor had been in residence during the summer. Now the Marshalls had taken the place over, making changes to fit their tastes. Picture windows had been enlarged, and gardeners had plowed over Mrs. Astor's magnificent flower garden and installed its aesthetic antithesis, a lawn with a series of oversized plastic black and white chess pieces on it.

 In the four years since Brooke Astor's one hundredth birthday, Tony and Charlene had flourished in new careers as Broadway investors, producing two Tony Award-winning plays, A Long Day's Journey into Night and I Am My Own Wife. Mimicking his mother's rotating array of famous houseguests, Tony and Charlene now entertained theater friends, including the actors Frank Langella and Jefferson Mays and the couple's coproducer, David Richenthal. Martha Stewart, who owned a home in nearby Seal Harbor, and the painter Richard Estes were dinner guests. Family members were welcome too: Alec Marshall had visited just a few weeks earlier with his fiancée, Sue Ritchie, and now Charlene's pregnant daughter, Inness Gilbert Hancock, was staying in the large cottage. A weekend at the Marshalls' typically included a sail on the couple's luxurious new 55-foot, $900,000 boat, the General Russell, named after Tony's maternal grandfather. The couple had hired a full-time captain, putting him on Mrs. Astor's payroll along with the gardeners, the housekeeper, and other Maine employees.

On Monday morning, July 24, the serenity of Tony and Charlene's Maine vacation was shattered. First Brooke Astor's doctor, Rees Pritchett, called to say that his 104-year-old patient had been taken by ambulance early that morning to Lenox Hill Hospital, suffering from pneumonia. Then Philip Marshall called. He and his father had not spoken at all for a year or seen each other for two years. "I said, 'Gagi is in the hospital,'" recalls Philip. "My father said, 'I know.' He was livid that I had found out first. I said, 'Well, things have changed.'"

And then Philip made such a startling announcement that his father, who wears a hearing aid, just kept saying, "What?" as if he could not believe Philip's words. Philip had to repeat himself three times to get his message across: he had filed a guardianship petition in court to wrest the control of Brooke Astor's care and, perhaps more important, her fortune away from his father. Twisting the knife, Philip told Tony that he had powerful backers: David Rockefeller, Annette de la Renta, and Henry Kissinger had joined him in this legal action. Tony, furious, told his son, "I can't believe this. I'll never talk to you again." Then he hung up. Charlene, who had been listening on an extension, remained on the line. Philip kept talking, saying, "I am sorry I had to do this." He recalls her sarcastic reply: "I'm sure you are."

 Charlene's tone of voice irked Philip and he let loose, criticizing his stepmother's sense of entitlement to Brooke's money. A staffer in Mrs. Astor's office had confided to him that Charlene had recently demanded $25,000 for a new truck and then complained about the expense of having two of Brooke's nurses overlap on a shift. "I'm sorry you made me have to do this, because of your actions," Philip told his stepmother. He accused her of "trying to deny my grandmother health care while you're buying yourself a truck."

Tony promptly called his other son, Alec, to ask whether he knew about the lawsuit. Alec had sailed and dined with his father and Charlene in Maine recently but had given no hint that anything was amiss. "Yes," said Alec, admitting that his twin had confided in him. Tony followed up by asking, "Do you agree with Philip?" "No," Alec replied. Tony sounded relieved, and wrapped up the brief conversation by saying, "That's all I wanted to know." Alec thought afterward that the conversation had gone as well as it could have under the circumstances. But his father had a different reaction. As Tony brooded over it, he became enraged that Alec had not warned him but had chosen brotherly loyalty over filial obligation.

The phone rang again in Northeast Harbor. This time it was the Marshalls' friend Daniel Billy, Jr. Billy had trained with Charlene to be lay ministers at St. James' Church, an Episcopal bastion on Madison Avenue, and their religious commitment had evolved into friendship. With managerial expertise from running a small foundation, Billy had been hired ten months earlier by the Marshalls to supervise Mrs. Astor's staff, and he was now working out of an office in her apartment. He told Tony that he too had just received a call from Philip, with instructions to take his personal effects, lock up, and leave the keys. Billy recalls, "I offered to barricade myself into the office." But Tony told him to go home—it would all be sorted out.

Next Tony tracked down his friend Francis X. Morrissey, Jr., in Paris to tell him about the lawsuit. Two years after Brooke's hundredth birthday party, Tony had fired his mother's attorney, Terry Christensen, and replaced him with Morrissey, who immediately presided over two codicils to Brooke Astor's will. While Tony needed legal advice to deal with this sudden crisis, Morrissey was not a courtroom litigator. In fact, Morrissey would soon find himself embroiled in the case, with the need to hire his own lawyer.

 Frantic to understand what had happened, Tony summoned Steve Hamor, his mother's gardener, who had been working out in the yard, into the library. Hamor had worked for Mrs. Astor in Maine since 1965; his wife, Pat, laundered her linens, and his two sons were employed as full-time gardeners on her estate in Maine. "Tony asked me, 'Have you been talking to Philip?'" recalls Hamor. "I said, 'I haven't spoken to Philip for two or three years.' Tony said, 'Philip is accusing me of wrongly spending my mother's money.'" Hamor adds, "That afternoon Tony boarded a plane and went to New York. He seemed very upset."

Tony and Charlene left so abruptly that they neglected to alert Sam Peabody, a Manhattan philanthropist who was en route to stay for a week with the couple. "I drove up the driveway, got out and took my bags and rang the bell, and the housekeeper said that Mr. and Mrs. Marshall had been called to New York on an emergency," says Peabody. "I thought, 'Oh, thank goodness, poor Mrs. Astor has finally died.'"





With each phone call that Monday, the news of the lawsuit spread. But the warring parties all believed, naively, that this would remain a private family battle, conducted behind closed doors. Unbeknown to those personally affected, events that would soon make the lawsuit notoriously public had already taken place. Three days earlier, Ira Salzman, Philip's lawyer, had filed a copy of the lawsuit with the Manhattan clerk's office to get a docket number and then walked the original file to Justice John Stackhouse's office. The lawyer requested in writing that the judge seal the papers. "Ira asked us not to talk about it," says a courthouse employee.

Salzman expected to leave Stackhouse's office with the order to seal the lawsuit and take it directly to the clerk's office. But the judge decided to hold on to it temporarily. Salzman called repeatedly to find out when he could pick it up. Late on Friday, Salzman finally took a photocopy of the order to the clerk's office, but the clerk declined to accept it, insisting on having the original. Thus the case, "Index No. 500096/06: PHILIP MARSHALL for the Application of Guardians of the Person and Property of BROOKE ASTOR, an alleged Incapacitated Person," was left in the public record.

 On Monday afternoon, Helen Peterson, a Daily News reporter, received a tip that guardianship papers involving Brooke Astor had been filed. In light of Peterson's six years of covering the legal doings at 60 Centre Street (and twenty-three years at the Daily News), her source was probably a courthouse employee, although all Peterson will say is, "It was not Ira Salzman." While reporters routinely check the records room at 4 P.M. each day for new lawsuits, from slip-and-fall cases to business disputes, guardianship files are not typically requested. By the time Peterson got the tip, the record room was closed for the day.

At 10 A.M. on Tuesday, the reporter went to the musty basement office and asked for the Astor file. The clerk handed it over. "I started reading it and my hands started shaking," Peterson recalled. "I knew it was a huge story." Philip Marshall had charged his father with "elder abuse" of Brooke Astor. According to the document, Mrs. Astor, the city's most beloved philanthropist, was living in squalor amid peeling paint and was being deprived of medical care. Peterson took out a roll of quarters and photocopied the hefty file—constantly looking over her shoulder in fear of rival reporters—and then took the subway to the Daily News headquarters. Her editor, Dean Chang, was in a meeting. "I have to talk to you," she said. He waved her off; she went back twenty minutes later to interrupt again. "You don't understand," she said. "I have to talk to you right now. I have tomorrow's front-page story."

Late in the day she called Tony Marshall at his Upper East Side co-op for a comment prior to publication. He was so thrown by the situation that he did not immediately defend himself. "He sounded sad," she says in retrospect. "Sometimes people start screaming at me. He was well brought up. He wasn't rude—he was very polite." Tony Marshall informed her, "No, I don't want to comment." Peterson told him that she found the allegations shocking. Tony's reply, quoted the next day in the Daily News, was, "You said it is shocking, and I agree. It is a matter that is going to be coming up in a court of law and it should be left to the court."

 That night Philip Marshall, the instigator of it all, stayed in Queens with Tenzing Chadotsang, a Tibetan friend who worked for the Landmarks Preservation Commission. As they were driving back to the Chadotsang family's modest brick home after dinner at a Korean restaurant, Philip's cell phone rang. The Daily News wanted a comment. Philip was startled, since Salzman had assured him of privacy. As Chadotsang says, "I knew that Philip had filed the suit, but he expected it to be a quiet thing. Philip got off the phone and said, 'Oh my going to be in the newspapers.'" Philip contemplated calling Annette de la Renta but decided not to ruin her evening. "At that point," he said, "I didn't know Annette well enough to call her at ten-thirty or eleven at night."

Annette is an early riser, and at 5:30 the next morning she took her three rambunctious dogs for a walk, strolling down quiet Park Avenue, contemplating the day ahead and a visit to Brooke in the hospital. When she got back to her building, the doorman handed her the Daily News, delivered just minutes before. Annette was horrified by the sight of the huge black words on page one: "DISASTER FOR MRS. ASTOR: Son forces society queen to live on peas and porridge in dilapidated Park Avenue duplex."

The story inside—"Battle of N.Y. Blue Bloods"—made for mesmerizing reading for the city's entire five boroughs, with special double-takes all over the Upper East Side. "The sad and deplorable state of my family's affairs has compelled me to bring the guardianship case," Philip had written in his affidavit requesting that his father be removed as Brooke Astor's legal guardian and replaced by Annette de la Renta. "Her bedroom is so cold in the winter that my grandmother is forced to sleep in the TV room in torn nightgowns on a filthy couch that smells, probably from dog urine." Philip charged that his father "has turned a blind eye to her ... while enriching himself with millions of dollars."

Detailed affidavits about the alleged abuse had been signed by three nurses (Minnette Christie, Pearline Noble, and Beverly Thomson) and by Chris Ely, who had been fired by Tony eighteen months earlier.

 "The apartment is shabby and poorly maintained. It always has a foul odor because her two dogs are obliged to live enclosed in the dining room," wrote Annette de la Renta in her affidavit. "Because of the failure of Mrs. Astor's son, Anthony, to spend her money properly, the quality of life of Mrs. Astor has been significantly eroded." David Rockefeller seconded this concern about Brooke's "welfare," and Henry Kissinger attested that Mrs. de la Renta would make an "excellent guardian" for Mrs. Astor.

By the time the Daily News published its story, Justice Stackhouse had already taken action to remedy the situation. The judge named two temporary guardians for Mrs. Astor, Annette de la Renta and JPMorgan Chase, the bank that Rockefeller had headed for decades. With the stroke of a pen, Tony Marshall lost responsibility for his mother's care as well as his hefty salary for managing her money. The judge named a court evaluator, the lawyer Susan Robbins, an outspoken former social worker with expertise in guardianships. All this happened without a hearing, which the judge then scheduled for several weeks in the future. Tony Marshall had been stripped of his powers without the chance to offer his version of events and defend himself.





New York is a city that virtually, under civic charter, requires a summer scandal, and the Astor affair fit the bill. This was not just another family feud but a sprawling saga involving society figures, millions of dollars, appalling charges, and backstage intrigue. A media war erupted. The New York Times assigned a battalion of reporters and ran stories with eight different bylines in the next few days. Television and print reporters staked out the Marshalls' Manhattan apartment as well as Alec's place in Ossining and Philip's forest green shingle-style home on a corner lot in Massachusetts, taking pictures of Winslow mowing the lawn. As Nan recalls, "That's when I knew our lives would never be the same."

At Lenox Hill Hospital, extra security guards were hired to keep interlopers such as reporters pretending to deliver flowers away from Mrs. Astor, who was recovering from a near fatal bout of pneumonia. "Reporters were outside my parents' home," recalls Dr. Sandra Gelbard, who was in charge of her care. "I don't know how they got the address."

 On Northeast Harbor's tiny Main Street, reporters from the Daily News, the New York Post, and the Boston Globe went from door to door, trying to dig up dirt. Bob Pyle, the town's librarian, says, "We felt like we had to pull down our shades at night to escape the paparazzi." Charlene's daughter Inness, staying on at Cove End, was so distraught by the press attention and the gawkers that she called her mother to say she felt ill and was worried that her pregnancy would be endangered. "I thought the New York Post was going to give my daughter a miscarriage," says Charlene Marshall. "But she went to the hospital and they saved the baby."

The unfolding saga was polarizing Brooke Astor's friends and the Marshalls' social circle. People felt forced to take sides. In Washington, D.C., Suzanne Kuser, Tony Marshall's half-sister and a former State Department intelligence analyst, got a call from her nephew Philip explaining the situation. Kuser says, "I thought he had a case." Kuser had a distinct theory about the psychological underpinnings of her half-brother's behavior, saying, "Tony has a lot of problems. Some of them are mommy issues. There's a whole history."

In California, Nancy Reagan was saddened but not entirely surprised to read of the scandal. "I felt terrible, just terrible, that this could happen to Brooke," she told me. "We all knew that something was wrong up there. But nobody knew quite how wrong it was." Mrs. Reagan called Annette de la Renta to inquire about the details. "Annette explained to me that she wasn't supposed to talk." Even to you? "Even to me."

Viscount William Astor was on holiday in Scotland when the story hit the newspapers. He admitted that he had been worried about Brooke in recent years. "I'm just appalled by the way she's been treated," he said. "Annette de la Renta has done the right thing, and we've all been encouraging her to do something for a long time. It's all about money."

Indeed, nearly every day for the following six months Tony and Charlene Marshall were pilloried in the press. They were accused of finagling millions from Mrs. Astor, including diverting money to invest in their theatrical company. They were attacked for firing Mrs. Astor's longtime staff—Chris Ely, her chauffeur, her French chef, her social secretary, and her Maine housekeeper—and denounced for preventing friends from visiting in order to isolate her. There were ominous reports that Tony had shredded eighty boxes of documents. He was criticized for selling the Childe Hassam painting for $10 million and taking a $2 million commission, and there was an uproar when he admitted that he had erred in filing his mother's taxes, resulting in a huge underpayment of capital gains tax on the transaction.

 The Marshalls protested their innocence in quaintly old-fashioned terms. "My mother has always emphasized the importance of good manners," Tony said in a statement that he passed out to the press. "Those who have associated their names with this action taken against me and my wife Charlene have not only exercised bad manners but total disrespect and a lack of decency." He charged that Rockefeller and Kissinger "have given undeserved credence to my son Philip's charges against me and stirred up a massive media campaign."

Tony was stunned by the betrayal of these people he knew—or at least thought he knew. As an ambassador in the Nixon administration, he had reported to Kissinger, then the secretary of state. Through his mother, Tony had known and socialized with the entire Rockefeller family for decades. He and Annette both served on the board of the Metropolitan Museum, and they were often thrown together at Brooke's larger parties. "I thought they were all friends," Tony later told me, and then, without prompting, he conceded, "Of my mother's."

Rockefeller and Kissinger, who have spent their lifetimes in the public eye, serenely took the high road, declining to respond to Tony Marshall's criticisms and authorizing Rockefeller's veteran public relations adviser Fraser Seitel to handle the media. Even more than a year later, when Rockefeller and Kissinger spoke with me, they avoided directly criticizing Tony and pointedly praised Philip. In a lengthy conversation in his art-filled office on the fifty-sixth floor of Rockefeller Center, Rockefeller insisted that he became involved because he was concerned about Brooke's "personal comfort and happiness." He added, "I don't know Philip well, but I felt his motives were totally unselfish and caring for his grandmother. I've been very impressed." Kissinger, speaking at his Park Avenue office several blocks away, explained, "Nobody said, 'Let's get all these names together and really do a job here.' When we were caucusing among ourselves, it was entirely on the issue of how can we make life better for Brooke in her final years?"

 Thanks to the star power arrayed against the Marshalls, only a few of their friends were willing to support them openly. David Richenthal, the lead partner in Delphi Productions, the couple's theatrical venture, was their staunchest vocal defender. He lashed out at Philip, calling him "a disturbed attention-getting young man who is acting irrationally." The CBS newsman Mike Wallace, who had met the Marshalls when he profiled Brooke Astor for 60 Minutes, issued a formal statement saying, "I am perplexed by the attacks leveled against Anthony. I believe they are completely undeserved." Wallace later told me, "When I read about it, I said, 'This is horseshit.' I've spent time with these people. They seemed reasonable and not greedy." At St. James' Church, Rector Brenda Husson was convinced that the Marshalls were innocent of all charges. "I was dumbfounded," she says. "It just did not line up with anything I knew either about them or about their relationship with Brooke. I'm very aware of regular visits and ongoing care."

The controversy dominated conversations and created schisms. Eleanor Elliott, a former Vogue editor who had attended Brooke's hundredth birthday party, wrote a note of support to the Marshalls, declaring that she was not a fair-weather friend. But her brother-in-law Oz Elliott thought the charges were probably credible, saying, "If David Rockefeller got involved, there must have been more fire than smoke."

For a son to take his father to court is a stunning act of familial disloyalty. William F. Buckley, Jr., Brooke's neighbor at 778 Park Avenue, described Philip's lawsuit in his syndicated newspaper column as a "parricidal intervention." Tony told close friends that he could not fathom his sons' behavior. As Daniel Billy, Jr., says, "What they've done is biblical in their betrayal." Alec did not join in the lawsuit, but in his father's eyes he was as culpable as Philip. As Billy adds, "By not taking sides, he's taken sides."

The Marshalls descended into a nightmarish existence in which everything they had ever said or done was scrutinized by the press. They were villains in the tabloid drama, and they confided to friends that strangers called in the middle of the night with death threats. Virtually every newspaper story featured lovely old photos of Mrs. Astor decked out in her finest jewels and hats and smiling benignly, alongside unattractive new photos of an enraged Charlene snarling at the cameras like Cruella de Vil, with a baffled and somber Tony at her side.

 It seemed that the story would rival The Fantasticks as Manhattan's longest-running show, setting off a chain reaction of efforts to capitalize on the explosive charges. In Washington, the U.S. Senate was prompted to hold a hearing on exploitation of seniors, inviting testimony from Philip Marshall's lawyer, Ira Salzman. Oregon's Republican senator Gordon Smith declared, "As we have learned from the highly publicized Brooke Astor case, no matter your age, finances or social status, none of us in this room today are beyond potential abuse." And the television show Law & Order: Criminal Intent filmed a episode called "Privilege" in which an elderly character resembling Brooke Astor, played by the actress Doris Roberts, appears delirious after being denied medical care. She is forced to sign financial documents by her scheming son and his trophy wife. The phrase "urine-stained sheets," which was close to the wording in Philip's affidavit, was worked into the dialogue.

The foibles of the rich have always made for great copy, but Brooke Astor's prominent role in the life of New York City added an underlying note of poignancy to the tale. Adorned with diamonds, sapphires, and emeralds, she had perfected an image of herself as Lady Bountiful with a common touch, ever accessible to the admiring strangers who stopped her on Madison Avenue or shook her hand at a housing project in Queens. "She never went out at night with less than a million dollars around her neck," says Louis Auchincloss. "Someone once said to her, 'You might lose that,' and she said, 'So what? Be in the safe all night? Don't be ridiculous.'" She was unapologetic about her lavish life-style, which is why the charge in the lawsuit that expensive floral arrangements had been replaced by cheap Korean market bouquets seemed like such an insult. Auchincloss adds that Brooke once told him, "I know what people have. I know that Jayne Wrightsman [a wealthy widow and Metropolitan Museum trustee] could buy and sell me several times over, but look at the way she lives. I've got about fifty people in my employ and I know how to spend it. Jayne's got much more money, but she doesn't dare."

Yet Brooke Astor could also be obliviously obtuse about money and social class. In a New York Times Magazine profile in 1984, the reporter Marilyn Berger trailed her to the South Bronx to visit homes being constructed for poor families. During a lunch break, Berger wrote, Mrs. Astor noticed mustard and lumpy Russian dressing for sandwiches in little plastic containers and exclaimed, "Look at the marvelous sauces."

 If her last name had remained Russell or Kuser or Marshall, Brooke would never have been quite so famous, even with a similar fortune. But a few names have held the American public in thrall for two centuries. In 1960 the writer Cleveland Amory published his bestseller Who Killed Society?, about the downfall of the American aristocracy, which highlighted the Astors as the epitome of privilege gone to seed. The Astor history was rife with destructive marriages, scandals, and embarrassing peccadilloes. "The American Astor Family in its fifth generation would have made the original John Jacob turn in his grave," Amory wrote, before concluding that by 1958 the Astors had "proved that by six generations an American family is about ready to start all over again."

Brooke Astor, newly widowed when the book was published, had saved society, rescuing the Astor name from ignominy and making it fashionable again. Mrs. Astor combined her noblesse with oblige, which won the hearts of jaded New Yorkers. At the depth of New York's fiscal crisis in 1975, she flamboyantly stepped up as a leader by doubling her foundation's giving, passing out $6.4 million to keep the doors of libraries and museums open. She loved chatting with museum curators, librarians, and security guards, even making a point of memorizing the doorkeepers' names. At the Metropolitan Museum, she funded a Christmas lunch for all the employees to boost morale, and she proudly showed up every year. "She loved to get to know the people who did the work," recalls Gregory Long. "She was endlessly interested in people. She wanted to know people high and low."

Brooke Astor was hardly a saint. She was mercurial, she made promises that she did not always keep, and her charming public persona vanished at times when she dealt with her family and employees. She could be imperious and hurtful to those near and dear and was a master of the devastating putdown. Caught up in being Mrs. Astor, she brooked no complaint. That said, many, many people shared the view held by Tom Brokaw: "She was irresistible."


 The feud over Brooke Astor laid bare the schisms in a storied Manhattan clan. There is something spellbinding about the sight of a family falling apart in public, and there's a special schadenfreude to be had when tens of millions of dollars are at stake. The public and the press become voyeurs, everyone has an opinion, and the real people at the center of the drama are reduced to caricatures.

Once the headlines faded away, the New Yorkers who thought they knew Brooke Astor—as well as Tony and Charlene Marshall—retained a haunting curiosity about what had actually happened, and why. At Park Avenue dinner parties, guests offered up theories as if playing an adult game of Clue with a lineup of suspects and motives. Had Mrs. Astor somehow brought this all on herself? Was Tony seeking revenge for his mother's lifelong detachment? Did Philip Marshall have ulterior motives, ranging from a simmering hatred for his father to old-fashioned greed? Was the real culprit Charlene Marshall, twenty-one years younger than her husband and acting to protect her own financial future? Was Annette de la Renta trying to displace Brooke Astor as the leader of society, as Tony and his supporters loudly claimed, or was she truly selfless? What if there had been a rush to judgment and the Marshalls had been wrongly accused?

Truth is elusive. But maybe the simplest answer is that it had all begun long before, so long before that Woodrow Wilson was in the White House. Perhaps it had begun with Brooke's marriage to her first husband, John Dryden Kuser.
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