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It is difficult to describe the rapacity with which the American rushes forward to secure the immense booty which fortune proffers to him. Fortune awaits them everywhere, but happiness they can not attain.


—ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE IN DEMOCRACY IN AMERICA.















Prologue: A Stranger in Paradise







I have lived all over the world, from the mountains of Nepal to the provinces of France, a city in southern Peru to a town in Japan, but Palm Beach is as exotic and as hidden a place as I have ever resided. I first visited the island in December 1991. I drove east on Okeechobee Boulevard from West Palm Beach and across the middle bridge onto Royal Palm Way.


The island, off the east coast of South Florida, is faultlessly beautiful, with a sense of solitude and security all its own. There are flowers everywhere and the Atlantic Ocean lies nearby, but the air is so pure and pristine that there is no scent at all. The tall palms lining Royal Palm Way are the descendants of trees born of twenty thousand coconuts from the cargo hold of a ship that smashed against the shore in 1878. The scene could have been Cannes or Nice, except for the fact that there are no shops, no cafés, and no blissful boulevardiers along the street. Instead, imposing vault-like private banks line the street. Welcome, they say silently, to wealth—real wealth.


I drove a few blocks south to Worth Avenue, which, along with Fifth Avenue and Rodeo Drive, is one of the most celebrated luxury shopping streets in America. I got out and walked along its three blocks. Even though this was a few weeks before Christmas, there was only a handful of shoppers. At the eastern end of the street stood a splendid public beach, but there were no restrooms and few parking spots, nowhere to eat, and only a few people scattered on the beach. Everything conspired to tell the visitor he or she was not welcome.


There is no luxury trademark in the world quite like Palm Beach. For over a hundred years, the wealthiest Americans have been coming here for the winter season, living lives of exclusivity and privilege apart from the rest of us. As I drove the length of the thirteen-mile-long island, I tried to see as much as I could, but most of the estates stood behind walls and manicured hedges, and everything seemed shrouded from view.


I wanted to find a place away from the winter gloom where I could write my books in solitude and sunshine. For some unfathomable reason, I kept thinking, why not live here? I cannot quite explain it, even today. It would have been more like me to buy a bungalow in Key West or a cottage in Naples.


In 1994, my wife, Vesna, and I purchased a duplex in a condominium on South Ocean Boulevard, a block north of Worth Avenue. Edward Durrell Stone, architect of the Kennedy Center, designed the elegant, modernist building that is the most architecturally significant apartment building on the island. I found everything about it spectacular, from the way I could lie in bed looking out on the ocean, to my office overlooking the inner courtyard and atrium pool. When I got up early in the morning and sat in my office looking down on people coming in and out of their apartments, I felt like Jimmy Stewart in Rear Window.


We had been there less than a week when there came a knock on the door. A committee from the board presented themselves. I thought they were there to welcome us to the building, but that was not why they stood there in an unsmiling, stolid line. I was told I could not sit in my bathrobe in my office without blinds. I apologized. We were redoing the apartment and our new blinds had not arrived. I had no idea that I had scandalized my neighbors. I found it odd that they felt they needed to show their strength of numbers, when all it would have taken was a phone call from one board member.


A little later, I noticed a wet spot high on the living room wall that, day after day, grew larger. The swimming pool is on the roof, and I assumed that it had leaked. Once the stains dried up, I asked the building to pay a few hundred dollars to have that part of the wall repainted.


The board president came to inspect the purported damage. There is a sartorial progression in Palm Beach. Men of a certain type deal with aging by dressing in wilder and wilder colors. Blue is good for the sixties, green for the seventies, and for the eighties a red so vibrant that these gentlemen look like walking fire hydrants. The board president was old beyond his years. Though barely in his fifties, he wore the reddest of pants. He surveyed our apartment with a face that matched them and refused to sit down, as if that would mean he had accepted some sort of commonality with me.


Our apartment was furnished with art from Peru to Yugoslavia, and rugs from Tibet to Russia. Many of our guests thought that it had been professionally decorated. The president surveyed the room as if under siege.


“It must be like living in a trailer park,” the president sniffed.


“The reason you don’t like me is I don’t wear red pants,” I told him, equally candidly. “My wife’s name isn’t Muffie, and I don’t have paintings of sailboats on my walls.”


I had never met anyone quite like this blustery Tidewater aristocrat, and I was more intrigued than irritated. Little did I know that what I was experiencing was the tip of a submerged world, which when fully explored, would yield as strange and, in some instances, as decadent a culture as one could find on or off this continent…a place of passions and obsessions not even hinted at by its too-perfect exterior. But somehow the anthropologist in my journalistic makeup must have sensed what lay beneath, because I not only stayed, but I began to explore, to poke around and pursue the answers to my questions.


What mysteries lay behind those foreboding walls? Who truly were these people? Why were many of them so hostile to anyone they perceived as different? And, perhaps most of all, where exactly did their restless pursuit of happiness take them?


Getting at the answers turned into as fascinating, in some cases as shocking, and always as unexpected a journey as I have ever taken.
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A Small Dinner Dance






Barbara Wainscott blew out all the candles on the birthday cake except for one and motioned to her dinner companion, Prince Edward Windsor, to do the honors. It was not only Barbara’s fiftieth birthday this evening in March of 1997, but in three days it would be Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip’s youngest son’s thirty-third birthday. The guest of honor doused the candle without puckering his princely lips. It was as if Edward had been practicing all day. The sixty-five other guests applauded as much their good fortune being in the presence of a Windsor as commemoration of the dual anniversaries.


The tall prince had a newborn’s pink skin and a demeanor of almost feminine refinement. His looks set him apart from everyone else at the Palm Beach party, and were another reason why many of the guests were nervous to have a conversation with him.


Barbara and Prince Edward continued whispering tête-à-tête, with her occasionally giving out the throaty laugh that was her verbal signature. Her horsey chortling advertised that the prince had bestowed yet another wry jest on his hostess.


Barbara had blue eyes so large that it was as if she had no eyelids. These eyes saw everything of social consequence, judged all and forgave little. She was five feet ten inches tall, and would have been a strikingly handsome woman had she not weighed over two hundred pounds. She was as shrewd in her dress as in every other element of public life, and despite her heftiness, she projected an image of class and wealth that few women of any size could have equaled. That evening in her gold chiffon gown and multilayered, shimmering diamond necklace borrowed from Van Cleef & Arpels, she had the magisterial presence of a monarch.


Barbara sent out heavy, hand-engraved invitations “for a small dinner dance in honor of His Royal Highness The Prince Edward,” from the society printer, Mrs. John L. Strong, in New York City. That was the first of the exquisitely rendered elements for this dinner dance at Elephant Walk, the estate she shared with eighty-four-year-old David Berger, her longtime lover. She had a fastidious sense of detail, a mosaic of concerns that came together into a seamless whole. Barbara could have hired Bruce Sutka, the leading event planner, but he was too flamboyant.


Barbara and David’s home stood at 109 Jungle Road, on the corner of South County Road, a block away from the ocean, just south of the town center. The house was a Palm Beach regency, a style ubiquitous in parts of the island. There was a marquee tent affixed to the back of the house. This permanently tented pavilion was a discriminating setting for parties, but not quite large enough for the event Barbara was planning. Thus she attached to the marquee two temporary tents for the orchestra and the dance floor.


The hostess ensured that the lighting was gently forgiving to the imprecations of age, yet bright enough to highlight every element. She set out mirrored dinner tables that reflected the richly appointed place settings and the glittering jewels on the ladies. She ordered a nursery’s worth of roses, lilacs, crocuses, and lilies of the valley to festoon every empty space, and the white tent gave off the rich bouquet of Rubrum lilies. She spent over a thousand dollars on the centerpiece floral displays on each table. Barbara garnished every dish with a touch of luxury, such as smoked trout mousse with caviar and beef tournedos with foie gras, all served with superb French wines.


Barbara saw to it that the temporary dance floor would not hobble ladies in high heels. Nor would she have her guests assaulted with the blaring blast of brass, sounds that overwhelmed talk at so many Palm Beach parties. She told band leader Bob Hardwick that she wanted a rich overlay of strings and no microphones or speakers. With the eight violins and gently muted brass, her company conversed without shouting while the shimmering, scintillating music practically lifted people out onto the dance floor. Senator Claiborne Pell, a blueblood Rhode Island politician who had just retired from office, hardly left the dance floor.


 


AS BARBARA SURVEYED THE gathering, she was observing what might appear glorious frivolity but was one of the most important and calculated endeavors of her social career. In fact, Barbara had been preparing most of her life for this. She came from a family that traced its lineage back to the Jamestown, Virginia, colony in the seventeenth century. Her mother’s family, the Buckleys, had lost everything in the Great Depression. Her father, Desmond Simmons, had made a good living as a project manager on major buildings in Manhattan, but Barbara grew up learning that her family had once known rich, advantaged times that seemed forever lost.


In 1965 when Barbara Simmons was attending Mary Baldwin, a Virginia women’s college, former Vice President Richard Nixon introduced her to another college-age Republican, Jeffrey Wainscott. After graduating, the tall, well-born gracious Republican activist married the tall, wealthy, handsome navy lieutenant who flew off to fight for his country in Vietnam. His bride became Pat Nixon’s social secretary during the 1968 presidential campaign and served in the Nixon administration. Barbara perhaps loved the idea of her lieutenant more than the reality, and when he returned, the marriage was soon over. The young divorcée moved to New York City, where she worked in public relations overseeing events for the elite of the city.


Barbara’s aged lover, David Berger, came from the small town of Archbald, Pennsylvania, where his father had been a successful Jewish merchant. David Berger had graduated first in his class from Penn Law School in 1936, eventually becoming one of the first lawyers to pursue federal class action suits, winning colossal settlements in such cases as Exxon Valdez and the Three Mile Island nuclear disaster. His legal achievements were well-known, but what was not widely recognized was that his specialization had netted him a fortune estimated at over $350 million. David flew first class to be met by chauffeured limousines that took him to suites in the finest hotels in the world, but wherever he went, he felt his life lacked a crucial imprimatur that could only be achieved in Palm Beach.


For a hundred years, the social elite of America and those seeking to be part of it had been coming to this island off the coast of South Florida to spend the winter season. During that time, Palm Beach became not only the most exclusive resort community in the world, but the most socially segregated town in America. When David was a young man, there were restricted clubs in many other places, but at the Everglades and Bath and Tennis, the two leading clubs on the island, that policy continued unabated and unchallenged. Even in these years at the B&T, if one of “them” somehow got onto the tennis courts or into the dining room, he might well be asked to leave. For most of his life, David could not have joined two other clubs on the island, the Sailfish Club and the Beach Club, either, but when faced with legal and political challenge, they changed their policies.


David had come down to Palm Beach as a young Philadelphia lawyer and stayed at the Whitehall Hotel. He remembered the Whitehall primarily for its old-fashioned tin bathtubs. At this time in the fifties, David and other visiting Jews were like West Berliners on the Berlin corridor during the Cold War, traveling on a narrow strip that contained the three almost exclusively Jewish institutions on the island: the Whitehall Hotel, the Sun and Surf Beach Club, and the Palm Beach Country Club. As he journeyed the route, the image of a forbidden world of glamour and elegance eternally beyond his reach was imprinted on David Berger’s soul.


Now, four decades later, with a vast fortune at his disposal and with Barbara’s guidance, David had set out to become the first Jew to reach the heights of Palm Beach society. “David saw a chance for social acceptance and importance that he wouldn’t really have to work hard for,” Barbara said. “He’d have to pay. He understood paying. He didn’t trust favors unless they were bought. He didn’t know about kindness because he had never experienced it.”


 


THE IRONY WAS THAT David craved to win acceptance in a town that was about half Jewish. The Whitehall Hotel where David had stayed had long since been torn down. The Sun and Surf was now a largely Jewish condominium, and the Palm Beach Country Club was the leading Jewish club. Although there were Jewish homeowners throughout the island, most lived in a heavily populated strip of condominiums between the ocean and the Intracoastal Waterway at the far southern tip of town. It was so geographically separate that when one drove along a tree-lined section of South Ocean Boulevard and around Sloan’s Curve, it was like entering another town.


Unlike the rest of the island where there were few large residential buildings, both sides of the road were lined with large condominiums. Middle-aged ladies walked their poodles, spouses pedaled along on matching bicycles, joggers put in their five miles, and aging gay couples paced each other for their daily constitutional. Retirees eked out their days on small pensions in modest efficiencies along the Intracoastal Waterway, but there were also superb, oceanfront apartments furnished with discriminating style. It was a vibrantly human scene that could have been any number of places along the South Florida coast.


But just to the north in the estate section practically the only human beings one saw were gardeners blowing leaves, or pool men hurrying out of electronic gates. That was what the WASP gentry considered the ideal of a proper Palm Beach life. They derided the area to the south as the “Gaza Strip,” a nightmarish vision of what would happen to Palm Beach if “they” ever took over, a vulgar Catskills South that would destroy peace and property values.


 


THE ISLAND THAT WAS the focus of Barbara and David’s ambition is America’s first gated community. Its three bridges can be raised in a minute, and are as strong a barrier as the most impregnable of gates. That Palm Beach is the most controlled and exclusionary of towns is signaled in every way, from the toilet-less public beaches and the limited parking to the salesclerks with noses elevated to the sky. And on the highways leading to the island, there are no signs directing the visitor to Palm Beach, a town of thirty thousand in the winter months.


Barbara understood that life in Palm Beach is like an elaborate costume party in which one can wear whatever outfit one wants as long as the mask never falls. For over a century, people have come to the exclusive community to reinvent themselves by cloaking themselves in the illusions of wealth. They often build second acts so unrelated to the first that their biographies are like two different lives mysteriously attached to each other.


The most astute observer of the island’s early years was none other than the novelist Henry James, who traveled back to America after years of living as an expatriate in England. James arrived in February 1905 by train one evening in this enclave of civilization slashed out of the jungle. There, commanding the skyline, stood the six-story, lemon yellow Royal Poinciana Hotel, at the time not only the largest hotel in the world, but the largest wooden structure ever built. The author was often appalled by the boastful grandiosity of America, but he was astounded by this visage. The Royal Poinciana was “a marvel indeed, proclaiming itself of course, with all the eloquence of an interminable towered and pinnacled and gabled and bannered sky-line. To stand off and see it rear its incoherent crest above its gardens was to remember—and quite with relief—nothing but the processional outline of Windsor Castle that could appear to march with it.”


James was equally enthralled by what he saw once he entered the main portals of the hotel. There were rooms for 1,750 guests, a dining room that sat 1,800, and a veritable street of shops “dealing, naturally, in commodities almost beyond price—not the cheap gimcracks of the usual watering-place barrack.”


American commercial culture was triumphant, resulting in an affluent class with the money and aspirations to vacation at the most desirable winter resort in America. James was initially delighted by the sight of these wealthy Americans attempting to learn and employ the kinds of manners that he considered the essence of European culture, indeed, exaggerating those manners as if only in overcompensating could they be sure they got it right. They had “the inordinate desire for taste, a desire breaking into a greater number of quaint and candid forms, probably, than have ever been known upon earth. And doesn’t the question then become, almost thrillingly, that of the degree to which this pathos of desire may be condemned to remain a mere heart-break to the historic muse? Is that to be, possible, the American future?”


Palm Beach had become a university of taste where the new business elite arrived from all over the eastern half of the United States, often for lengthy stays. They changed their clothes five times a day, took tea at the outdoor palm garden, and attended balls and concerts. Vanderbilts, Whitneys, Cushings, Livingstons, and Winthrops stayed in the hotel, although the more typical guests were commercial gentry from cities such as Pittsburgh, Dayton, or Buffalo. They brushed against the crème de la crème, and in so doing emulated their social betters. The Royal Poinciana represented a democratization of class, the world of Newport brought south and expanded so that anyone with enough money could partake.


The author of Portrait of a Lady and Washington Square was brilliantly attuned to the nuances and subtleties of social life. Yet James was rendered dumbstruck by these hordes of people who were of a size and stature unworthy of these incredible surroundings, and distressingly similar in their demeanor and conduct. “It was the scant diversity of type that left me short, as a storyseeker or picture-maker,” James concluded. “The women in particular failed in an extraordinary degree to engage the imagination, to offer it so to speak, references or openings: it faltered—doubtless respectfully enough—where they for the most part so substantially and prosaically sat, failing of any warrant to go an-inch further.”


This new gentry slavishly copied the American upper class that itself had slavishly copied their European counterparts. They bowed to royalty in a gesture that some of their ancestors found abhorrent, obscuring their backgrounds and pretending to noble ancestors.


This obsession with royalty became so extreme that the Palm Beach Daily News editorialized in February 1898, “It is not a good sign this scouring the earth by Americans to see if they are not descended from someone who was something a hundred or a thousand years ago. Let present-day Americans stand upon their own feet. Not to our ancestors, but to ourselves let us turn for distinction.”


In Palm Beach, people chased after happiness, but like dogs chasing a mechanical rabbit in a greyhound race, no matter how fast they ran, happiness was just a few inches in front of their noses. The things that were most valuable about them, their energy, initiative, and usually modest backgrounds, were covered up or devalued. The things that were ephemeral and trivial—status and social placement—were valued far beyond their worth. It was as if they feared that some untoward gesture, inappropriate dress, a crude word, a gaucherie, would expose them as the pretenders that they knew themselves to be.


 


A CENTURY LATER, WHAT Barbara Wainscott and David Berger were playing was still the great game of Palm Beach. Of all the aspirations that motivate humankind, none is so derided as social ambition. It is often attacked by those who pursue it most assiduously, for if you are caught striving to climb, you lose. Barbara’s haughty sense of superiority did not always endear her to those she sought to impress, but she figured that the only weak card in her deck was David’s Jewish heritage. Given his background, she could hardly sit back and wait for the engraved invitations to start arriving, yet she had to be subtle and shrewd.


Barbara was proud that she was the person on the island chosen to host this dinner dance for Prince Edward. She was neither a bluffer nor an exaggerator when she talked of her connections. She had befriended Prince Charles and Princess Anne when the youthful royals came to Washington during the Nixon years. Barbara’s own grandmother had been friendly with their grandmother, the Queen Mother, and Barbara had met the former Queen Elizabeth on one of her many trips to England, where she stayed at Claridge’s and missed not a single checkmark of the proper. All she had left of her family fortune was her name, her manners, and the promise of her blood. That was where David came in.
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A Royal Ascent






As Barbara sat kibitzing with Prince Edward, what she was really doing was trumping most of the other hostesses on the island as she made an assault on the social heights of Palm Beach. Barbara had waited all these years to seek to develop a closer relationship with the Windsors, and now she did so by applying the lubricant of David’s fortune liberally. By the time of the party, Barbara and David had already given three hundred thousand dollars to the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award, and within the next two years they would give a million dollars more. That was an enormous sum, and without that contribution, Prince Edward would not have been sitting next to Barbara this evening.


Those who saw the Windsors in Palm Beach paid royally, and then boasted about “friendships” that were, for the most part, little more than commercial exchanges. The Windsors had been coming to Palm Beach since 1941, when the abdicated British king and his American-born wife, Wallis Simpson, arrived on a ship from Bermuda, where the duke was governor. While Nazi bombs rained on London, the duchess complained that she had left Europe only with “refugee rags” and planned to go shopping. In the next decades, as the couple made their frequent visits to the island, they rarely indulged in the vulgarity of paying for anything, a tradition continued by the next generations.


In this less leisurely era, the Windsors rarely stayed more than two days on the island. If one wanted to be around the royals, the supplicant contributed to the charities that they used to enhance their status and pay for much of their travel. Even with his enormous contributions to Prince Philip’s charity, David would have gotten nowhere by himself. It was only due to Barbara’s flawless sense of protocol and manners that the couple was able to make a run at the top of the social circuit with a royal event in Palm Beach.


Barbara wended her way among the tables, talking both to her guests from New York, Philadelphia, and Texas, and to those from Palm Beach—especially the women. It is an island of matriarchs. Women commandeer the peaks of society, and Barbara was paying particular attention to those female attendees.


Most of these women either were married or had been married to far older men. A pretty young second/third/fourth wife is the defining relationship in Palm Beach—one of the perks of wealth. But these unblushing brides are of diverse and often hidden backgrounds, their only commonality being their good looks. Their husbands generally die within a few years, leaving wealthy widows with the money, time, and ambition to re-create themselves with grand new personas, sometimes taking their own younger husbands. It is these widows and wives who feed the island’s ruling class of elderly matriarchs—the opposite of the world in which their late husbands had hoped to live.


For a presentable, heterosexual man looking for a rich widow, or a bisexual man capable of occasionally performing, the pickings in Palm Beach are rich indeed. It comes as no surprise that some of the worst of these men prey on the vulnerabilities and romantic dreams of the most susceptible of these aging women, just as some of these women had preyed on the vanity and declining masculinity of the elderly men who had become their husbands.


At Barbara’s dinner dance, it seemed as if every Palm Beach woman was either at least two decades younger than her husband, or the widow of an elderly spouse. As the hostess looked out on the dance floor, she saw the elaborate masquerades, all so impeccably manufactured and performed. The youngest woman in the room was thirty-eight-year-old Angela Koch (pronounced Coke), who wore a plunging décolleté black gown that showed her figure off to stunning effect. The dress may have been a bit too much (or a bit too little), but Prince Edward obviously did not think so, out on the dance floor whirling the beautiful Angela around. Angela’s new husband, fifty-six-year-old William Koch, one of the wealthiest men in America and a renowned yachtsman, sat wearing a very nautical white beard and a benign expression. That look was wildly misleading. He was a fiercely competitive man who in 1992 had sailed America3 to victory in the America’s Cup. He was in a brutal, interminable lawsuit with his twin brother, David, who was about to buy his own oceanfront estate a mile north of his brother’s. William alleged that David and his other sibling had cheated him out of his rightful share of Koch Industries, the privately held company that was far larger than most major corporations.


Barbara could not have reporters scurrying up to Edward to ask impertinent questions about such matters as his brothers’ marital problems, either Charles with Diana or Andrew with Sarah, or to query him about his own live-in companion at Buckingham Palace, Sophie Rhys-Jones. Barbara invited only one reporter, her friend Shannon Donnelly, society editor of the Palm Beach Daily News, who did not have to be told how she must behave.


Shannon was not yet fully aware that she was by far the most powerful reporter in Palm Beach and that within her world, she had authority that few reporters anywhere enjoyed. In this town obsessed with social position, she could anoint someone with a few words and a picture, or by ignoring, she could destroy—and within a few years she would do so with impunity. Almost everyone in town reads the “Shiny Sheet,” the nickname given the daily because it is printed on paper that will not smudge the fingers of its readers. The society pages dazzlingly evoked the elaborate illusion that is the island’s greatest creation. The ladies were thin, the gentlemen elegant, the jewelry real, the days cloudless, the evenings long, the laughter genuine. Those who hoped to join this ersatz aristocracy of wealth and privilege read the pages seeking to learn how they too could one day be portrayed here, or in one of the other purveyors of Palm Beach fantasy.


Shannon was a head shorter than her hostess and just about as overweight. Unlike Barbara, who had attempted to disguise her bulk in a cloaklike garment, Shannon wore a tight-fitting, short cocktail dress and heels so high they seemed less like shoes than stilts. Shannon is a witty and observant reporter who could have savaged this spectacle of Americans fawning over Edward as they awkwardly tried to follow royal protocol. But in all her years in Palm Beach, this was her first time as a guest at such an event, and in her story she would do nothing but celebrate the dinner dance.


 


BARBARA WAINSCOTT WAS ACUTELY aware that behind the richly appointed façade of class and blood, Palm Beach is all about money. The island is full of assayers who think they can grasp a person’s wealth at a glance. It takes major amounts of riches to maintain social prominence in Palm Beach, far more than most people realize even as they begin their ascents. Barbara had spent several million dollars of David’s money on this goal alone, and was still having to pave the roadway with gold. She had only invited those whose mere presence could either enhance her position or in some other measure help the couple advance.


Seated to her left, Barbara placed Daniel Ponton, who owns Club Colette, a private dinner club. Dan may have been thirty-seven years old, but when he romped on the beach, he appeared no older than a teenager. Like most people on the island, Dan is as much an observer as a participant, and even as he talked animatedly to the prince, he was making his own critical judgment on the evening. David was a member of Club Colette, and the previous year Dan had catered Barbara’s luncheon for Edward’s father, Prince Philip. Dan was not a caterer and he had charged what even by his admission was a staggering fee, but the meal had been splendid and so was the conversation, in part, Dan believed, because he had been seated at the table. This evening Barbara had hired a conventional caterer and the results had been conventional food. As for the event itself, it was about as conventional as the beef tournedos, and at the earliest possible moment, Dan said his adieus.


Dan is part of a gay coterie that is the crucial element in creating the extravagant fantasy that is Palm Beach. For the most part, gay men design the houses, decorate the homes, dress the ladies, create the ambience of the balls, advise the aspiring, and escort the widows. Club Colette is one of the few private places on the island where prominent Protestants and Jews sup together without comment or concern, though generally at different tables and often on different evenings.


Dan has a brilliant sense of the social nuances of the ultrawealthy, and is making a fortune serving their most elaborate emotional needs. He is the gatekeeper who stands in the portals turning away all those from membership who do not pass his intense scrutiny. Dan is Shannon’s closest friend, and there is no venue featured more prominently in the Shiny Sheet than Club Colette.


Barbara’s two closest Palm Beach friends, F. Warrington “Warry” Gillet Jr. and Elesabeth “Eles” Gillet, had good dinner seats. Eles, pronounced Liz, is a steel heiress with roots in Birmingham, Alabama. As Barbara saw it, Eles was the very model of a Palm Beach aristocrat. In 1989 the regional daily the Palm Beach Post had listed her among the most prominent candidates to be the new social queen of the island. (“Strong contender. Extremely attractive. Very wealthy.”) Warry, her second husband, was a member of the old Maryland horse set. His wife had most of the money, a happenstance that neither ever forgot. Warry was tall and outrageously handsome. He traded on his blueblood background in the easiest and most efficacious of ways by working in real estate. He had sold David the home in which the party was taking place. Warry was in some measure continuing to broker David’s social advance.


Warry had also sold the house to the previous owner, Marylou Whitney, widow of Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney, bearer of two of the most distinguished names in American society. Marylou was herself one of the most celebrated names in Palm Beach and American society. The stunning septuagenarian continued to visit Palm Beach each season. If she hadn’t been traveling to Alaska to follow her dogsled team in the legendary Iditarod sled race, she might well have attended the dinner dance and been seated next to Prince Edward.


Barbara had shipped David off to purgatory to sit with those she considered the most dismal group of outsiders, including his brother, Harold; his younger son, Daniel; others from David’s law firm; and his accountant. If he insisted on inviting what she considered the unacceptable, she would dump him off to the side with the other rejects. She was not his wife, and not even purely a lover, but also an employee hired to advance him socially, and she felt an undertone of anger toward a man to whom she considered herself overwhelmingly superior.


Three days beforehand, Shannon wrote the lead story on the front page of the Shiny Sheet about the impending occasion. The headline was enough to intrigue anyone on the island (“Prince Edward plans ‘private and personal’ weekend visit”). Barbara had mastered the art of understatement, and her remarks were wickedly disdainful toward the uninvited. “It’s always delightful to be with him and we look forward to him meeting some new people,” Shannon quoted her friend in the bylined story. “It is strictly private.”


The prominent story was a manicured nail in the eye of everyone in the elite circles who had not received an invitation. It was revenge as sweet as Sauternes wine, but it came with a price. An enemy will do you ten times the harm a friend will do you good, and Barbara had most likely made some powerful enemies ready to heave their own private blackballs at the next opportunity.


In the newspaper story Barbara appeared an all-powerful, outgoing figure, but she was incredibly shy, a strange affliction for a woman who made her living in public relations. She was often late to events not because she felt superior, but because it was hard for her to face being in public. She had a certain unpredictable edginess, a hard-edged wit and candor rare in the haute WASP world. For the most part, the ladies in those circles liked both food and people without much spice, and though they tolerated Barbara, they did not embrace her.


The Palm Beach couples Barbara invited were the socially prominent individuals who could be useful to her and David. They attended the parties written about in the Shiny Sheet. They belonged to the Everglades and the B&T. They purchased tables at the most important charity balls and invited their intimates.


Among the socialites and wives of the megawealthy who were now among the ruling elite, there were those who had once been showgirls, hatcheck girls, semi-legitimate minor actresses, one woman who had been a featured player in soft porn films, and another reputed to have been a call girl.


But Barbara was immensely cautious about inviting people into her and David’s world. She was not about to ask someone who might tell an off-color joke to the prince. The island was full of pretenders and frauds, and before she invited a couple to Elephant Walk, she did her due diligence.


To the cognoscenti of Palm Beach social life, those who were not invited were almost as interesting as those who were. Mildred “Brownie” McLean, the exuberant, party-loving widow of the multimillionaire John “Jock” McLean II, was one of Marylou Whitney’s oldest and closest friends. If this had still been Marylou’s house, Brownie would have been high on the guest list. Brownie was a blonde of blondes who in her youth had looked like a voluptuous version of Grace Kelly. She had lived with her late husband in a mansion on the ocean that she had sold to John Lennon and Yoko Ono. She thought that no one would ever cork her bottle of wine, but she was drinking from the dregs now, living in a tiny apartment in West Palm Beach and making the nightly trek over to the island to attend the party of the moment. She was still invited to many of the A-list parties, but it was yet another mark of Barbara’s social savvy that she knew it would add no cachet to have Brownie as her guest.


Also not on the invitation list was Cathleen McFarlane, the emotionally extravagant, flamboyant widow of multimillionaire industrialist Norris McFarlane. Her sister, the late Margaret Hart Ferraro, had been one of the three most famous burlesque queens in America, celebrated in a song sung by Danny Kaye about farmers who “used to utterly utter when Margie Hart churned her butter.” That was hardly an achievement likely to impress the gentlemen on the membership committee of the Everglades Club, but thanks largely to her husband, Cathleen had passed muster. Catholics had once been nearly as outré as Jews in Palm Beach, but they had taken on such restrained Episcopalian coloring that the term WASP should rightfully include them. But not Cathleen. Although she dined and wined among the WASPs, she had the considerable audacity to invite some of her Jewish friends to the Everglades, and had kept enough of her Irish soul to pop out with witty risqué patter that her detractors considered outrageous.


When Barbara put together the invitation list, she did not ask David for his Palm Beach names, for she knew that he would not have them. David had no friends, only business acquaintances. His main sources of male camaraderie were his tennis partners at the Breakers Hotel, where he played several times a week.


Among the other regulars at the Breakers courts was Eddy Louis, a middle-aged Middle Easterner married to an American woman three decades his senior. David and Barbara saw Eddy and Vera Louis often at the most exalted charity balls, where the couple put on their own command performance, dancing with endless panache. Eddy was largely unwelcome unless on the arm of his wife, and it would have been unthinkable to invite the couple.


Another man who played tennis at the Breakers and like Eddy was not a member, was Eric Purcell, a good-looking fortyish man with easy manners and quick patter. David knew little about him. He had been living with one woman in the North End and escorting several old ladies, and he would happily have donned his dinner jacket and been an exemplary escort. But Barbara did not even consider asking him, and for the last few months he had mysteriously disappeared.


I was another one of those tennis acquaintances. Soon after my wife and I arrived in Palm Beach, I joined the Breakers Club so I could play tennis and meet some of the players and pretenders off the court as well. It now costs $150,000 to join, plus $15,000 annual dues, but it was a refundable $5,000 when I signed up, with around $2,000 in dues. It was there at the preeminent resort hotel on the island that I met and played tennis with Eddy Louis, Eric Purcell, and David Berger.


David was an avid tennis player, amazingly physically fit for a man in his early eighties. Like most of the megawealthy, David rarely traveled alone, always with at least one other person, and often with a considerable entourage. The group that arrived a few minutes before David’s game seemed energized and nervous, as if around him everything proceeded in double time.


David had a chess player’s approach to doubles, planning his moves far ahead and making up in finesse what he lacked in power. Playing against him, I could imagine what an opponent he must have been in the courtroom.


After our games, we often sat and had spirited conversations. David had been one of the leading Democratic fund-raisers in America, and was conversant not only about the highest levels of politics, but elite business affairs as well. David told Barbara that I was the only interesting person he had met at the Breakers. It is not quite the compliment it may appear. For the most part, the club members are narrow men who made their fortunes doing things such as building airplane hangars or buying mobile home parks. They have largely retreated into lives that begin and end with personal pleasure. Beyond talking about how they had made their fortunes, they are passionate about nothing except their own wellbeing.


David put me in a different category, but he and Barbara had no intention of getting to know me beyond the tennis courts. I was not part of circles to which they sought entrée. I could do them no good, and I might say or do something that would set them back in their quest for acceptance. David and Barbara were royally dismissive of those who were not part of the rarified social circles. That meant most of the residents including Fred and Rose Keller, whose presence never graced elite events. Fred was a good tennis player but David would never consider playing with him.


Barbara was not thinking about the people she had not invited. The evening had been a triumph, and she was full of an immense sense of satisfaction that she and her lover were on the cusp of achieving their dream. She had good reason to believe that she had lifted David and herself to the upper reaches of Palm Beach society, to which he so strenuously aspired and which she considered her birthright.


As she stood at the doorway gaily chatting with the departing guests, Barbara had no inkling that within a few years David’s and her lives, and the lives of many of those around them, would change in ways she would have considered impossible. The old elite world that she and David were seeking to enter was dying. Weakened by inertia, self-absorption, indulgence, moral myopia, and spiritual inbreeding, it was vulnerable to being overcome by a forceful, often merciless new world of money. As much as David wanted to become part of that old world, he was one of the forces destroying the society that he sought so desperately to enter.


As Barbara said good-bye to her last guests, she had not even the slightest premonition that one of these women would be accused of poisoning her husband; one would accuse her husband of violently assaulting her; and one of her guests would fall grievously ill and miraculously recover. There would be divorces and public shame. Among the outer circle murder, suicide, humiliation, and virtual exile would ensue. As for Barbara’s own fate, it would be both unthinkable and, as she saw the world, unspeakable.
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Palm Beach Millionaire Seeks Playmate






I played tennis most of the time at the Breakers, but I also played at the Seaview Tennis Center, which sits between the private Palm Beach Day School and the public elementary school in the middle of town. When I had a game in the morning, I saw the big yellow buses bringing in brigades of kids from West Palm Beach, while a parade of Bentleys, Rolls, Lexuses, and BMWs dropped off the private school children in their uniforms of blue and white.


The public school students are bused in from across the Intracoastal Waterway. Only a few live on the island, and these are the children of servants and other workers. The two schools share the same playing field, but the children never play together. The public school is a string magnet school with a fine orchestra that sometimes gives concerts at the Palm Beach Day School, but other than that, the two schools have no contact.


The Day School teachers are often excellent, and they try to teach the children about the world beyond Palm Beach, but it is difficult. Ten-year-olds have their hair colored and go in for weekly manicures and pedicures. The private school children learn how to judge another person by his clothes, his car, and his address. Many of them are brought up more by nannies than mothers, and only toddled out occasionally to be displayed to dinner guests like a new bibelot. Many of the children, especially those who are the chil dren of divorce, have their own therapists with whom they discuss their problems.


They live on their own island of children within the island of Palm Beach. If things go according to plan, they go to prep school and then to the Ivy League, and from there perhaps to Wall Street. As long as they live in this pocket of privilege, they are smart and adept, but step across the bridge into what most people call America, and they are confronted with a world about which they know almost nothing.


The Seaview Courts have far more affinity with the public school than with the elite private academy. For two hundred dollars a year, a town resident can play every day on both the excellent clay courts and equally good courts at the Phipps Ocean Park Tennis Center in the South End. It is the best bargain in Palm Beach, but few who play at the restricted B&T or the Everglades would be seen here. The wealthiest islanders either play at their clubs or on their own private courts.


One afternoon Herb Gray and I were having a game at Seaview. Herb is one of the first people I met in Palm Beach, and he is one of my closest friends. He grew up a poor kid in the Dorchester ghetto of Boston, and in 1998 sold his medical supply company for $131 million, out of which he netted $20 million. He had parceled out stock to many employees, a number of whom became millionaires. He is a philanthropist whose gifts the Palm Beach Daily News never acknowledges, and that is the way he wants it. Herb is an art collector with a passionate interest in Boston Expressionists from the twenties. He volunteers twice a week as a pharmacist at Good Samaritan Hospital. His wife, Marylou, a nurse, volunteers as well, and when she is in their Boston home, she runs a weekly soup kitchen. Herb and Marylou do not go to charity balls. His name has almost never been in the Palm Beach paper, except when he won the town senior tennis championship. He lives within an almost totally Jewish social world, yet most of those in the haute Boston Jewish world on the island have no idea who he is.


After our match, Herb and I were having yet another of our intense conversations when Fred Keller pulled up on a rusty, decrepit bicycle. The man and machine were perfectly matched. Six-foot-two Keller wore putrid-colored, threadbare surfing shorts, a ratty T-shirt, a white bonnet, and grungy tennis shoes. The mismatched tennis balls he brought with him he had picked up on the tennis court on a previous outing. The beard that covered his angular, narrow face made him look like one of the siblings on the old Smith Brothers licorice cough drops box, albeit one with a gray beard.


There are a number of impecunious, marginal people who live in the creases and edges of Palm Beach, getting by in tiny cottages or efficiencies, driving bicycles and pretending that they do so by choice. I assumed that Keller was in that group, and since he was playing on the court directly in front of me, I watched him for a while.


One can tell a great deal about a person by the way he plays. From what I saw on that court, I assumed that this was a man who once stood high up in the world. He was in his sixties and was playing a powerful, determined game against an opponent half his age who turned out to be his brother-in-law Wolfgang Keil.


I asked my friend if he knew anything about Keller. Herb said he played against him, and I should play him too. Keller, it turned out, was hardly impecunious. He was a commercial real estate magnate worth tens of millions of dollars who lived in an estate on the Intracoastal Waterway in the North End. “He complains about his young wife a lot and how she nags him,” Herb said. “But you know one day we were playing and these little kids from the Day School came marching by out to the play field, and old Fred just stopped playing and pointed out there and said, ‘That’s my Fredchen. He’s my son. I love him so much. You have to come over and see this beautiful kid.’ It was touching and kind of strange.”


Few people living in Palm Beach go back as far in the area as Keller did. He arrived in West Palm Beach in 1957 with his first wife, Blanch, and his adopted son, Brian, from his wife’s previous relationship.


Keller was born Fred Bohlander on Long Island in 1934, the only son in a family of German immigrants who believed in Aryan racial superiority. His carpenter father taught his only son that “we of northern European heritage have intellectual genetic advantages over other races…[and] that we Germans are superior to others.” His people had come up with an efficient way of dealing with the mentally retarded by “culling the herd,” but that would never be accepted in America. Fred got tired of the constant kvetching of the Jews about the Holocaust when no one talked about how his people had suffered, the firebombing of Dresden, the atrocities in Russia, where German soldiers were held prisoners years after the end of the war.


Fred envisioned himself as the noble patriarch of a Germanic family, with a loyal, obedient wife and a brood of strong, stalwart children, all of whom looked up to the patriarch with deference and respect. He had been working as a surveyor on the St. Lawrence Seaway in upstate New York for the Perini Corporation when he met his first wife. Blanch Witherell was a telephone operator and had a son, Brian, who had been born out of wedlock. She was a tall, healthy, Teutonic-looking woman. “I simply felt that Blanch was good breeding stock for a future family because I had these genetic notions that I was brought up with, and she had produced a son and was physically tall and well-proportioned,” Fred wrote in his unpublished memoir.


Fred liked the fact that he would get a ready-built family. He and Blanch married and moved down to Florida, where he worked for the same company as an assistant project engineer. They lived in a little house in northern West Palm Beach.


Palm Beach residents think of West Palm Beach as their warehouse, a dispirited repository of hospitals, electronics emporiums, funeral homes, antiques stores, fast food, and everything too déclassé or ordinary for their refined precincts. That is an unfair judgment on a town that has its own fascinations, but just a few blocks east of the Intercoastal Waterway lie some of the most desperate slums in the nation. To those who stop their Rolls or Mercedes at the traffic lights a few blocks across Flagler Memorial Bridge, there is always a risk of a holdup; and those who for some bizarre reason turn left into the impoverished community might be stripped of their jewelry and money.


One evening Fred stood looking across the Intracoastal Waterway from his depressing quarters. It was only a few hundred yards to Palm Beach, but it might have been an ocean distant. Another man might have looked across with awe and wonder, accepting that there were those who live so far beyond what he could aspire to or even imagine. Someone else might have looked across at that same line of great homes with anger and dismay, asserting that one day the terrible unfairness of life would end. But Fred looked across, vowing that one day he too would live there. Palm Beach was the yardstick by which he would measure his life. To him the island was the ultimate symbol of success. Three decades later, he was not only living in Palm Beach, but in an estate at precisely the spot where he had gazed with such envy and longing.


Blanch gave birth to a son, Eric, in August 1958 in West Palm Beach. Fred, his wife, and the two children returned to Long Island, where another son, Paul, was born. As the marriage deteriorated, there were several breakups and reconciliations. Keller was a proud, vindictive man who found it unthinkable that his wife would want to leave him. Each time she walked out, he considered the child support and alimony payments nothing but the punitive ranting of an intemperate judge.


Again and again, Fred tried to haul Blanch back into their marriage. When she bailed, he rose up against his wife’s assaults on his family. Fred considered religion little more than adult fairy tales. In one angry moment, he destroyed Blanch’s crucifix, an attack not only on his wife, but on her faith and even on the idea of God. In February 1962, on Brian’s birthday, Blanch reported that Fred “slapped me in the head, stating that it does not leave marks that way.” That action led her to ask for a final divorce and move with the children to Parrishville in upstate New York, to live near her mother.


In June, Fred arrived in Parrishville in his Volkswagen Beetle to visit his boys. Keller had run off with the sons once before, and Blanch refused his request to take the three boys alone. Blanch got into the little car with their sons, and the reconstituted Bohlander family drove to the remote rural Barnhart Island Park adjacent to the St. Lawrence Seaway, on which Fred had once worked. After an afternoon romping in the park, Fred suggested that his two older sons race him to the car. When Brian and Eric were safely ensconced in the backseat and Blanch was putting little Paul in the car, Fred pressed on the accelerator and sped away, leaving his ex-wife alone in the dusk, miles from any help.


With the secret assistance of his parents, Fred flew with the three boys to Germany, where he lived for a number of months before moving to Spain. The little group eventually settled outside Washington, D.C., in the Virginia suburbs.


Brian was the only son old enough to have vivid memories of those years, and they began with his starkly painful recollections of the boys crying in the backseat of the car, wrenched away from their mother, and forced into a new, unknowable world. Fred told his sons that their mother had died in an automobile accident. Even their name was gone—they were no longer “Bohlanders,” but now were “Kellers.”


Fred had no recollections of the sons feeling distraught, and felt that he was right to take the boys. “I was going to lose my kids, and Blanch was an alcoholic,” Fred said. “I could not see my kids growing up in a backwoods area where hunting and logging were the big events. I wanted my kids to have more. Extraordinary circumstances require extraordinary actions. These are boys. Fathers are better bringing up boys. What choice did I have?”


Fred’s parents sold their home on Long Island and moved down to Arlington to live with their son and help bring up the grandchildren. Fred lied about his education to get a good job as an engineer. He began buying cheap properties, the start of his real estate fortune. Brian was not Fred’s biological son, and he treated him unlike his other sons. The boy was deeply troubled, and his stepfather eventually gave him up to a foster home. It was there that Brian’s memories led to his mother. Although Fred caricatured her as little more than a pathetic alcoholic, for eight years she had been on her own single-minded pursuit for her children. She had written hundreds of letters, won thousand of dollars on two television game shows, and used the money to pay for lawyers and investigators. By the time she found her sons, Blanch was a broken woman with few financial or emotional resources, and Fred was able to pay her off with a few thousand dollars and have her leave only with Brian. All he sought were his two biological sons.


In the rapidly developing suburbs, Fred was a merciless businessman. He told with relish the story of how one day in the Washington Post he saw an ad in the classified section for a commercial property for sale for five hundred thousand dollars. The old lady selling the property was clueless, and as soon as Fred bought it, he flipped it for ten times that amount. In one of his apartment houses, the tenants would not leave. He had the front doors torn off and the toilets pulled out.


Brian told me how his adopted father bought a mansion and moved in, using the grand setting as a prop to sell used cars. He purchased old cars for next to nothing. One of his tenants, who ran a garage, turned the odometers back and fixed the vehicles up just enough so they would run for few miles. Fred then sold them through classified ads in the Washington Post as a rich man’s personal once-owned vehicles. Maybe it was not big money, but he thought it was hilarious when the purchasers came back knocking on his door when their car stopped a few miles down the road.


When Fred started coming down to Palm Beach again in 1966, he was remarried, living in a modest rented house in the center of town, and buying commercial properties. When he returned to live full-time in 1984, he was newly divorced and ready for what he considered the life of a Palm Beach millionaire.


Like so many people, when Fred arrived on the island, he jettisoned his past, stripping his life of anything unseemly and unpleasant. By then he had been married four times, but he never talked of that, and especially not of the circumstances of his first marriage.


His two sons grew to be tall like their father, each over six and a half feet tall. They had the brains and the education that could have taken them anywhere. But Eric got involved in drugs and alcohol when he was in high school, and after dropping out of college a few credits before finishing his degree, had made a disaster of his life. Married and divorced twice by the time he was thirty, Eric hardly saw his two kids from his second failed marriage. It was sad, but it wasn’t Fred’s fault.


The same was true with Eric’s younger brother. Paul worked for his dad for close to a decade. Then, against his father’s wishes, Paul ordered an expensive fishing chair for Fred’s seventy-one-foot Hatteras yacht. Nobody pulled a stunt like that on Fred, particularly since this act was in essence Paul’s asserting his own independence. Fred ended up suing Paul to get back properties he had placed in his son’s name. It broke his relationship with his son. It was sad, but it wasn’t Fred’s fault.


 


IT WAS ONLY YEARS later that I got to know Fred and saw how totally I had misread him on the tennis courts. He was disdainful of the Palm Beach world and said that he only lived there because it was safe and beautiful, a rich man’s haven. He remained, however, an exaggerated version of a type of man common on the island.


Fred believed in only one God, and that God was himself. He had no use for what most people called morality, the pathetic homilies around which most men attempt to build their lives. Everyone who surrounded him was in his service: wives, women, his sons, employees. Most of them hungered for the one thing he could not give: his love. He treated them well enough as long as they did not try to subvert his sovereignty, but if they dared to attempt to circumvent him, he struck them down.


It was as if the part of Keller’s brain governing moral concerns had been lobotomized. He laughed at the absurd conventions by which supposedly good people tried to live, and how they wiggled and twisted to adhere to some silly list of rules devised by priests or philosophers.


If Keller needed further proof that he was correct in his disdainful view of humanity, he could have pointed out that he played the same tricks again and again because there was an endlessly gullible audience unable to catch his sleight of hand. And each time his gambits worked, it only reinforced his belief that what most people called trust and morality was only the most pathetic credulity. It was a world of dupes out there, and he was going to play them, exploiting their naiveté and stupidity.


 


YOU CAN EMBELLISH IT with all your pretty words, perfume it anyway you like, dress it up in gowns and jewels, but Palm Beach is a marketplace of flesh. Every man and every woman has his or her value, and the game is to trade up as best you can. Keller understood that as well as anyone. He was a shrewd businessman, whether it was commercial properties or women who took his fancy. He was as brazen and bold in asserting his own value as a man could be. He met nearly all the women in his life through personal ads in various magazines and newspapers, which stated that he was a millionaire—and now a Palm Beach millionaire—seeking young women no older than thirty who were tall, well built, and pretty (“Palm Beach Millionaire seeks slim, attractive playmate to share a lifestyle of the rich and famous”). As he saw it, it wasn’t a bad trade-off. He had the money, they had the youth and the bodies he liked, and anyone who replied understood the deal.


Fred had the cynical view of women and their mercenary ways common among many men in Palm Beach, views that were borne out by the women who approached, drawn by the lure of luxury. Thus it troubled him not in the least that had he crossed the words Palm Beach and millionaire out of his ads, his mailbox would have been empty. He did not worry about them lining up like gold prospectors in front of a rich new vein. He wanted women who appreciated and deferred to his wealth. What he also got were young women with a lack of self-worth and terrible vulnerability.


Keller approached women the way he did commercial property, looking at the comparables, checking out every inch of the asset before making his first low bid. When they were local women, he arranged for blind dates three or four at a time, and had them meet him in different rooms at the enormous Breakers Hotel. That way he could peruse them first, and meet only the one who was the most attractive.


On one of the sheets that he used for keeping track of possible lovers, Fred listed thirty-two women who had contacted him, many of them through his ads in USA Today. They came from as far away as Pennsylvania and Massachusetts, and he did considerable investigation before he invited them to Palm Beach for a visit. Most of them were in their mid-twenties, but they ranged in age from a twenty-year-old to a forty-five-year-old. They had given him their heights and weights and almost all were tall and thin. Only twenty-year-old Heidi had given her bra size, 34C. A D cup would have been better, Fred acknowledged, but it was hardly a deal breaker.


Keller liked one of the women he invited down so much that he asked her to live with him. Her name was Shari, and she flew back to Silver Spring, Maryland, quit her job, and hired a moving company for $1,100 to ship her furniture and other belongings to South Florida. Shari was ecstatic at her change in fortune. She went out and bought expensive new clothes to look great for her Palm Beach millionaire. Then, just as Shari was preparing to fly down to West Palm Beach, Fred called and said that he had met another woman, Fran, and he was going to live with her instead.


“I am hoping that you will take part of the responsibility for my financial ruin,” Shari wrote him. “I am one step away from filing for welfare. I have exactly $74.92 left to my name, without a job, and no place I can go. Please Fred, can you find it in your heart to help me out financially, because had it not been for your decision, I would not be in this awful mess. Please, Fred, help me.”


But Fred was on to his life with Fran, and he could not be bothered with the past. Fran did not last either, and afterward he flew in a woman named Pene Latham, whom he had met in Texas, and who wound up moving in with Fred. He was in his late fifties and Pene was in her mid-thirties, and that was a problem because he had never dated anyone so old. She was more intelligent than many of his previous women with a wry wit and painful sensitivity. She left him once and when she returned, Fred suggested that they play a joke on his masseuse. He took out his pistol and pointedly seemed to remove all the bullets. He handed Pene the gun and said that when the masseuse arrived, she should come bursting in through the door pointing the gun at him, shouting, “You’re not ever going to leave me or treat me badly again!”


It didn’t feel right, and Pene gave him back the gun. He turned around and fired a bullet into the wall. Only several days afterward did it occur to her that if she had gone along with his joke, Fred would have claimed that she was serious, and when the police came, nobody would have believed her.


When Pene was about to turn thirty-five, Fred put an ad in the newspaper. “I’ve never been with anyone over thirty-five, and I’m not going to start with you,” he told her. He soon had somebody new, a blonde in her early twenties. Fred liked young, statuesque women with large breasts and thin waists. If they did not fully meet his standards, he would get rid of them or retrofit them with breast implants. If he could have done it, he would have engineered his perfect woman, taking the breasts of one, the waist of another, the hips of a third, filling out the various body parts before he added a geisha-like personality.


The blonde was perfect except that her breasts were too small. He told her he would pay the four thousand dollars for the implants, but he wanted her to sign a note so he could take it off on his taxes as a bad debt. When he soon grew tired of her and asked her to leave, he sued her for the money—and moved on to somebody new.


The results from the ads in USA Today had started thinning out, and Fred had one of his relatives in Germany place an ad in a newspaper there, hoping to find some worthwhile prospects in his parents’ homeland. Fred did the best he could do to winnow out the undesirables, but it was hard. The first woman who arrived at Miami International Airport was a biochemist. She was nice but a little plump, so he sent her packing. Then there had been a young dental hygienist who wanted to stay, but she cried constantly and was depressed and homesick. That would not do either. Fred had talked to the third prospect for hours on the phone. He had seen her photo, and he thought she might be the best of the lot. Her name was Rosemarie “Rose” Keil, and she said that she worked as a model. She was in her early twenties, from the small town of Dorlar, near Düsseldorf in northwestern Germany.


Although Rose had Fred’s picture in her hand, when she walked into the international arrivals lounge at Miami International Airport, she sailed right past him and out the door to see if her patron was waiting at the curb. Fred told his chauffeur that they should wait and see what she did. Fred studiously observed Rose, concluding that she was the best looking of the German women, with the obligatory thin waist and ample breasts. She was tall and had a fresh, youthful attractiveness. She had paper-thin lips, a long, aquiline nose, small eyes that angled slightly downward, and a quiet, intense voice.


Only after he had checked her as best he could did he follow her out the door and touch her on the arm. “Are you waiting for someone?” he asked in German.


Fred was aggressive in his pursuit of women, but once he met them, he could be chivalrous to the extreme, not caring if it took days before the woman chose to sleep with him. It was an immensely shrewd gesture, for along with his understated demeanor, initially he came across as a man of utmost graciousness. In this instance, Fred did not have to wait long, for he told me that very evening Rose spent the night with him in the master bedroom in his Palm Beach home. His newest paramour—not unwitting in her own right—had her own agenda.







OEBPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
MADNESS
Under the Royal Palms






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





