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			Chapter 1

			It is a truth universally acknowledged that a widow in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a husband. Or so all my friends constantly tell me. Being such a widow, however, I’m a little more skeptical. Just as I’m skeptical of those who say that doing something once makes it easier to do a second time. That may be true of such things as skydiving or buying a couture dress. It is not true of murder. Believe me, I know. But let me begin where it all began again for me.

			My name is Jo Slater and I am happy to be back on top of the tiny, privileged world known as New York society—a hallowed, some say hollow place—from which I had been cast out for several years because of the treachery of my late husband (may he rot in hell). I doubt I will ever remarry, despite my friends’ constant hopes and meddling. How could I ever trust a man again? But just because I don’t want to tie a legal knot doesn’t mean I’ve entered a convent. I’m open to trying my luck on the romance market once more, paltry though the pickings are in New York. That is especially true for women like myself, who are what my friend Betty Waterman calls “of an uncertain age.”

			Romance was not the main reason I accepted Betty and Gil Waterman’s kind invitation to stay with them in Barbados for the wedding of their only daughter, Missy. Betty was, after all, one of my very closest friends, and I had known Missy her entire life. Still, the possibility of romance was definitely alluring, and Betty had made a point of letting me know that among those she had invited to join the wedding party was Lord Max Vermilion, whom she termed an international catch. Known as “the Lord of the Rings” because he had been married so many times, Max was available once more, having just been divorced from his sixth or seventh wife—no one could ever keep track, not even Max. Betty thought he would be perfect for me, if not as a husband, then at least as “a juicy walker,” which was how she put it.

			At a little past ten in the morning of the day before the wedding, Betty and I were having breakfast out on the terrace of the lovely, old coralstone villa on the beach the Watermans had rented for the weeklong festivities. We barely said a word to each other because the two of us were so miserably hungover from the night before. Wearing a bathing suit and one of the fluffy white terry cloth robes Betty had thoughtfully provided for me in my guest room, I poured myself a cup of strong, black coffee and gazed out over the pale aquamarine sea. Though fun, the trip so far had not turned out as I’d expected. I’d been to Barbados years ago with my late husband, Lucius Slater, and I was sure that the soft, tropical air and the leisurely rhythm of island life would provide a welcome change of pace from the hectic New York social life. How wrong I was. We hadn’t stopped since I’d arrived. The constant round of lunches and dinners and excursions thus far made Manhattan seem monastic by comparison. Last night’s dinner in a local restaurant had ended somewhere around two in the morning.

			“I may not survive this wedding,” Betty said at last. Taking a sip of her vodka-laced papaya juice, she lapsed into silence.

			“So what’s on the schedule for today?” I asked her.

			“Well, there’s a tour of Cockleshell. I suppose you’ll want to go on that,” she said with a dismal air.

			Cockleshell was the sprawling seaside villa owned by Freddy and Mina Brill, the parents of Woody Brill, Missy Waterman’s fiancé. Missy was getting married there. Mina Brill, an American married to a Brit, was an expert on gardens, and the gardens of Cockleshell were featured in a classic book entitled Paradise Found, Splendors of the Tropical Garden. Betty couldn’t be bothered with gardens, but she knew of my passion for horticulture.

			“I’d love to see them,” I said.

			“Fine. I’ll take you. Call it an errand of mercy. But I warn you, if you and Mina start schmoozing about herbaceous borders, I’m going to deadhead the pair of you.”

			“Don’t worry, I’m too hungover to have any kind of conversation, even about flowers.”

			“Max just arrived. He’ll probably be there. Then tonight’s the bridal dinner on the Cole yacht,” she said with a glimmer of brightness. “And tomorrow, of course, is the wedding. Frankly, I can’t wait for it to be over. Why Missy couldn’t get married in New York and have a party at the Plaza or the St. Regis roof like everyone else is beyond me!”

			With that, Betty got up from her chair and staggered over to one of the blue-and-white-striped chaises facing the ocean, where she lay down and dozed off. Alone, I sat at the table thinking about Max and about romance in general. I wasn’t exactly past my prime; and it would be nice to have a steady companion, someone with whom I could travel and share common interests. In truth, though, I have to say I had less hope for myself and Max than Betty did.

			Max, the eighth Earl Vermilion, was reputedly one of the richest, brightest, and most elegant men in England. The sun had never set on his personal British Empire—nor was it ever going to, if Max had anything to say about it. Taunton Hall, his ancestral home, was famous not only for its priceless Old Master paintings, including two Titians and a disputed Vermeer, but for having the largest collection of Chinese bronzes in the world. Scholars and collectors from around the globe came to sit under the vaulted arches of its sixteenth-century wing and pore over the famous collection assembled by Max’s great-grandfather when he lived in China in the nineteenth century. The “Working Vermilion,” as the fifth earl was called, had replenished the family fortune in the very unaristocratic way of earning money by trade. Having made millions importing tea and silk, the Vermilion family had gone on to distinguish itself as a major social and philanthropic force in England.

			I had actually met Max in London years ago when I was married to Lucius, but I doubted if he would remember me. We’d all been guests at a large party. I remembered Max as a tall, handsome man with a long, thin face, bright blue eyes, thinning gray hair, and the lanky physique of an athlete. He spoke in a deep, drawly voice, which ladies found sexy. Everyone agreed that when Max turned his charm on you, he was very difficult to resist. He was polite to a fault, and brilliant, but he had a streak of mischief in him that made those who knew him wary of his charm. All his wives and mistresses said his naughtiness was both what seduced them at first and alienated them eventually. No, in so many ways he wasn’t my type, and his marital record didn’t bode well, either.

			It was common knowledge that he was a great philanderer. In fact, the speculation was that his second-to-last wife, Henrietta, was actually driven to her grave by Max’s infidelities. Still, in a world where rich, single, heterosexual men are scarcer than ninety-carat diamonds, I knew that there were literally hundreds of women, both married and single and on both sides of the Atlantic, who were now atwitter with the idea that they might become the next Lady Vermilion—especially those with whom Max already had had affairs. Unrealistic though some of those middle-aged hopes undoubtedly were, the contest had begun, and it would be interesting to see who would nab him. Betty was sure that if I stuck my foot in the ring I would get the glass slipper, because Max always married rich, socially prominent women—with one grand exception. It was rumored that Max once had a very brief marriage to a much younger woman no one knew. She was known as “the shady Lady Vermilion.”

			Despite all my misgivings, I had to admit that Max held a certain allure. Most of the men my age were interested in women half my age, as my last walk out with a Chicago billionaire had ultimately proved. After he suggested a threesome with our twenty-year-old female ski instructor in Aspen, I packed my bags, thinking how chivalry was not only dead but dismembered. And since I’d always preferred older men, my horizons were narrowing. My friends were constantly trying to fix me up with that tattered crew of “eligibles” around town. I resisted their efforts because, frankly, I hated wasting even a single evening making polite conversation with some careless Casanova who was only interested in me for my social access or a free ticket to some coveted event. Better to stay home and read or watch a movie. Drawbacks aside, therefore, Max was indeed a possibility. And I confess, I was rather excited about seeing him again.

			Betty finally awoke from her hungover stupor and glanced at her watch.

			“If you want to see those gardens, we’d better get going,” she said, hauling herself up from her chaise. “I’ve just been dreaming that you would marry Max and become the mistress of Taunton Hall.”

			“ ‘The Mistress of Taunton Hall’ sounds like a gothic novel in which a New York socialite garners the title only to be attacked and torn to pieces on the property by a wild pack of English debutantes,” I said.

			“Or by Max,” Betty said, as she loped into the house.

			We arrived at Cockleshell at around noon. The Brills’ sprawling pink stucco villa with two tennis courts, a huge swimming pool, and separate staff quarters was dramatically set under towering palm trees on six acres of prime oceanfront property. It was so big, it looked more like a hotel than a private residence. As we walked through the luscious grounds rife with exotic flowers, plants, and fragrant trees, a high-pitched, stylized laugh rang out over the air, trumping the chirping birds and rustling palms.

			“That’s Mina!” Betty said with irritation. “She’s from Hagerstown, Maryland, but now she even laughs like the Queen of England.” Betty was none too fond of her only daughter’s future mother-in-law.

			We changed direction to follow the rippling sound. Betty led the way through an alley of towering banana palms into a little forest surrounding a man-made pond nestled among large, mossy rocks. Low-slung tree trunks curled out over this miniature lagoon like thick, black snakes. Murky rays of sunlight filtered through the thick foliage gilding patches of the dark water. Mina Brill, a tall, wild-haired woman who was dressed in a pair of khaki safari shorts, which accentuated her skinny legs, and a white T-shirt, which accentuated her large bosom, stood at the edge of the pond. Surrounded by the familiar crowd of well-heeled wedding guests we had seen throughout the week’s events, she was pointing up at the trees. Everyone’s gaze was intently focused on something high above in the tangle of branches.

			“Uh-oh, not that fucking monkey again,” Betty moaned as we approached. She apparently knew the drill.

			When Mina spotted Betty and me out of the corner of her eye, she waved us over to join the group, signaling us with forefinger to lips to be very quiet. The air of expectancy was palpable. Betty and I trod cautiously across the lawn. No one dared move.

			“The green monkey,” Mina said softly as we drew close. “Be very quiet or you’ll scare him away.”

			“With any luck,” Betty muttered under her breath.

			The vigil resumed. Betty scanned the group.

			“I don’t see Max,” she whispered. “Oh, wait! There he is! Right over there!”

			She pointed discreetly—or discreetly for Betty, at any rate—at a tall, attractive man standing off to one side with his arms crossed in front of him, peering up at the trees with a slightly bemused expression on his face. Max had the kind of looks that appear mature in youth and young in maturity. At sixty, he was even more attractive than I remembered him. There was a grand air of detachment about him that I suspect rather appealed to sophisticated women possessed with a slight streak of masochism. I’m not sure why, but in observing him I sensed immediately that he was one of those men who are emotionally unattainable. His aloofness had a soft sheen to it, rather like a well-worn suit of armor.

			“He looks pretty good for an old codger, doesn’t he?” Betty said, nudging me.

			“Betts, if he’s an old codger, what does that make us?” I asked.

			“Old bats,” she replied, and walked on.

			I have to say that the prolonged and earnest viewing of monkeys, however rare and exotic, is not my thing, and it certainly isn’t Betty’s. For the sake of politeness, however, I stared up at the trees like everyone else, although after a while my attention wandered, as I was more interested in looking over the crowd. I saw mainly the same faces I’d seen all week, including Missy, the bride-to-be, who resembled an Afghan hound with her long face and long hair; Woody Brill, her fiancé, a clean-cut stockbroker in his late twenties; and my old pals, Ethan Monk, now the curator of Old Master paintings at the Municipal Museum, and Miranda Somers, the beautiful and ageless chronicler of New York society. Miranda writes the “Daisy” column for Nous magazine, and her presence at any event signals that it is the right place to be. Miranda, Ethan, and I had all sat at the same table the night before, and like myself, they both seemed a little the worse for wear. In fact, seeing their haggard faces made me wish I was meeting Max in light slightly more forgiving than bright, tropical sunshine.

			There were also some new additions to the crowd today, a few more pals, some people I didn’t recognize at all, and one couple whom I hadn’t seen in ages, Russell and Carla Cole. Russell Cole was Missy Waterman’s billionaire godfather, and he and his wife were giving Missy her bridal dinner that night aboard their spectacular two-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot yacht called The Lady C. Carla Cole was Russell’s controversial second wife. I didn’t know her well, but I had always liked her. Theirs had been a famously celebrated and stormy union.

			Anyone familiar with the history of costly breakups in New York knows that Russell Cole paid almost as dearly to get out of his first marriage as did Henry the Eighth. In a road-company version of that historic split, the Cole divorce some years ago caused a major rift in our social circle. Lulu—the first Mrs. Cole—did not only not go gently into the divorcée night, she went raging into it with the fury of a thousand women scorned. I remember Betty joking at the time, “If Russell had known Lulu was capable of that much passion, he might not have left her.”

			I watched the Coles as they stood next to each other, attired in color-coordinated outfits. With their fixed smiles and slightly vacant demeanors, they subtly proclaimed a pampered and privileged existence, a life lived far above the fray. They were both uncannily well groomed, neat and immaculate in chic, razor-pressed linen, with shiny, unwilted hair. Their manicured appearance was miraculously immune to the humidity. It was as if their presentation was in some inexplicable way a great measure of their life together. The accoutrements of wealth—the custom-made resort clothes, the most expensive watches, the latest sunglasses, etc.—were on view, but they were understated, not flashy or obvious, meant only for those who understood them.

			Russell Cole, in his late fifties, was not a prepossessing man. He had a slim build and was only slightly taller than his much younger wife. His boyish face harbored a pair of melancholy gray eyes. He had sand-colored hair, perfectly parted to one side, and the rigid stance of someone who either had once been to military school or had served in the armed forces. He was wearing a pale blue voile shirt, and in a chic, offbeat touch, he had threaded a blue necktie through the loops of the waistband of his cream linen trousers and tied it in a loose knot off to one side. Very Fred Astaire.

			Carla, a striking woman in her late thirties, had asymmetrical features and an exotic aura. She was truly what the French call a jolie laide—a “beautiful ugly.” Her nose was slightly too long, her eyes were set too close together, and her lips were thin, like two slashes. Yet all together, they formed a fascinating face, enhanced by her inner vivacity and the allure of a throaty foreign accent. She had luminous skin, which, despite the fact that she spent most of her time on a boat, was creamy white, as if she never saw the sun.

			“Oh, look! There’s Russell and Carla,” Betty said. “I’ve gotta talk to Carla about tonight. Come with me.”

			As we quietly edged our way closer to the Coles, there was a sudden, faint swishing noise in the branches above. Mina went on high alert.

			“There!” she said, pointing up. “He’s there!”

			Betty and I paused to look. I saw the glint of what could conceivably have been a simian face—or, more likely, the knot of a tree exposed when a gust of wind parted the surrounding leaves. I couldn’t tell which, and I seriously doubted if anyone else could, either. Nor, I might add, did we care.

			“See him there! There!” Mina cried out.

			Betty and I kept our eyes peeled, straining to see what some of the others apparently saw, until finally young Woody Brill threw his hands up in exasperation and stormed off, saying, “Forget it, Mother! That bloody monkey’s a figment of your imagination!”

			The spell effectively broken, everyone began chattering away, obviously filled with relief. Betty and I continued heading over to the Coles and to Max, who was standing nearby.

			“Carla, darling!” Betty shrieked. “You’re here!”

			“Well, of course, we are, darling,” she said in her husky Italian accent. “We could not let you have the bridal dinner in the water, after all.”

			Forced laughter all around.

			“And, of course, you both know Jo Slater,” Betty said.

			“Jo!” Carla cried. “So nice to see you again! We were very excited when Betty told us you were coming.”

			Carla and I air-kissed on both cheeks. I had always preferred the younger woman to Russell’s first wife, Lulu, who had dropped me the second I lost all my money and, indeed, had befriended my late husband’s mistress. But that’s another story.

			“Hello, Carla, it’s so nice to see you again. And Russell. How are you?”

			“Hi, Jo,” Russell said with his usual reserve.

			“We never see you guys around New York,” Betty said. “You’re both so busy gallivanting around the world in that big, beautiful tub of yours.”

			Russell gave her a thin smile. It was well known that Russell adored his yacht The Lady C.

			Betty leaned in and whispered conspiratorially to Carla, “Do you know Max Vermilion?”

			“Well, we have met, of course,” Carla said. “But I cannot say we know him, no.”

			I noticed how Carla referred to herself as “we,” as though she and Russell were one person. Then Betty said something that made me want to kill her.

			“I want to fix Jo up with Max. He’s such a fabulous eligible, and we all know how much he loves attractive, rich, and cultivated women!”

			My teeth clenched as I cringed with embarrassment. “Betteeee ...” I said softly.

			Betty was someone who thought that the love life of all single women was fair game for general conversation—even among relative strangers. It was one of her most annoying traits.

			“Oh, come on, Jo, now don’t be shy,” she went on, irritatingly oblivious to my discomfort. “I’m going to take you over and introduce you to Max this minute.”

			She grabbed my arm, but I demurred.

			“Not just now,” I said, shrugging her off. I couldn’t think of anything worse than having Betty drag me over to Max like some sort of prom wallflower who had asked to meet the most popular boy in senior class.

			It was not long, however, before Max approached us with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. He tapped Betty on the shoulder and said in his very laid-back, upper-crust English accent, “I say, is that the bride or the mother?”

			Betty whirled around.

			“Max!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around him. “How’re ya, kiddo?”

			“It’s the mother! I could hardly tell the difference. Betty, dear, how lovely to see you. Don’t you look marvelous!”

			“You look pretty swell yourself. Divorce obviously agrees with you.”

			“No, but settlements do,” he said dryly.

			“Do you know everyone here? Russell and Carla Cole? My best friend, Jo Slater?”

			Max bowed slightly to the Coles. “We have already greeted one another,” he said. “But I haven’t seen this charming lady in a very long time.” He mock-kissed my hand. “I wonder if you remember me, Jo. We met years ago on a private tour of the Tate.”

			“I remember it well, Max. You love Louis the Sixteenth furniture as much as I do, as I recall.”

			“Indeed. How lovely to see you again after all this time.” His bright blue eyes met mine. Even in a crowd, he made me feel as if I were the only one he was really interested in talking to.

			Max was still an able flirt. What would have seemed rather oily in another man, merely added to Max’s veneer of charm. I think that’s because he had a slightly mocking air about him, as if he didn’t take anything seriously, least of all himself. It was obvious why he was catnip to women.

			“And where is my good friend Gil? Scouring the island for hidden treasure?” Max said, referring to Betty’s art dealer husband.

			“On the golf course, where else? Christ, if you think I could get Gil over to look at gardens and invisible monkeys, you’re crazy.”

			Max smiled somewhat tolerantly at Betty’s brashness. He looked like he was going to say something dismissive like, “You Americans ...” but he resisted.

			Mina then stalked over and looped her arm through Max’s arm and dragged him off to the next point of interest, her orchids. He looked back at me rather soulfully, I thought, as if he’d rather have stayed behind. Betty and Carla followed suit, walking away together, deep in conversation about the upcoming bridal dinner that night. I lagged behind with Russell Cole. I didn’t want to look as if I were chasing after Max. Also, Russell hung back from the crowd, and I sensed he wanted to talk to me.

			“It’s so nice to see you again, Jo,” he said. “A friendly face from the old days.”

			By “the old days,” he meant premillennium New York when Russell was married to Lulu and I was married to my first and only husband, that rat, the late Lucius Slater—a time that now seemed to me as distant and uncomplicated as the Stone Age. We chitchatted about this and that, how time flies, how people change—or don’t, as the case may be. I asked Russell if he was enjoying the peripatetic existence of the perennial yachtsman. He said he “rather liked” traveling the world, “deciding where to go, as we go.” He then described a life of endless options.

			Picking up anchor whenever one felt like it and sailing anywhere in the world on a moment’s notice may sound idyllic, but I knew from observation that that sort of eternal aimlessness can easily wear thin, and eventually lead to only one real destination, boredom. And, indeed, as Russell and I strolled together and he aimlessly brushed some leaves with his hand, I sensed that the old, deep-seated weariness had returned. He had lost his exuberance and seemed a bit the way he was during his final years with Lulu—polite but distant, slightly distracted, a touch melancholy, and shy of crowds.

			“That was an awful thing that Lucius did to you,” he suddenly said to me.

			“Yes, it was,” I said softly, as we continued to stroll.

			“And you had absolutely no idea? No sense that he was betraying you?”

			“Not a clue. I can tell you, it was a quite a shock. But all’s well that ends well, as they say. And here I am.”

			That episode of my life now seemed like a bad dream. Russell was, of course, referring to the fact that my late husband, who had been carrying on an affair for a year behind my back, compounded the outrage of his infidelity by leaving all his money to his mistress when he died. I figured that was the reason Russell had hung back to talk to me, to let me know he empathized with what I’d gone through. But it was over now and I saw no point in dwelling on it.

			“Do you think it’s possible to ever really know another human being?” Russell asked me.

			“Well, based on experience, I’d have to say no,” I replied, half joking, thinking of how profoundly my husband had deceived me.

			“No, I don’t think so, either. Because so few of us really know ourselves, you see. And if we don’t know ourselves, how can we possibly expect someone else to know us?”

			“That’s very true,” I responded, although when I looked at Russell I realized that he was talking more to himself than to me.

			Then he said, “How well do you know yourself, Jo?”

			Rather a heavy question for a casual afternoon stroll, I thought.

			Flashing back on all I’d gone through, I replied, “Well, I believe I’m better acquainted with myself than I once was. How about you?”

			“Me?” He seemed surprised by the question. He thought for a long moment, a pensive look on his face, and finally said, “I’m kind of like that monkey in the tree.”

			His intriguing answer made me smile. “How so?”

			“Well, sometimes I think I get a glimpse of myself. But I can’t be sure if it’s really me or not. And then ...” He stopped suddenly, as if deep in thought.

			“And then ... ?”

			“Then I disappear,” he said with a little shrug.

		

	


	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			“So whaddya think of Max?” Betty said excitedly on the way back home from the Brills’.

			“From the little I saw of him, I thought he was pretty attractive.”

			“He likes you. I can tell.”

			“How on earth can you tell that? We hardly said two words to each other.”

			“Oh, don’t be so coy, Jo. He couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

			“Let’s not exaggerate, Betts. I think that’s more a reflex than true love.”

			“Yeah, well, I’m seating you next to him at the wedding. And I told Carla to be sure and put him next to you tonight at the bridal dinner.”

			“Betty, overkill. Hello!”

			“Listen, sweetie, you know as well as I do that you gotta grab ’em while they’re available! Exposure, that’s the key. Just imagine Max as a stag with a pack of couture dogs on his trail. You’ve gotta be fast and strong and ready to pounce. I remember when Gil and I were courting and I invited him up to see my etchings. Literally. I kid you not. Faint heart ne’er won rich eligible.”

			“Whatever happened to the idea of men pursuing women?” I asked her.

			“Whatever happened to quill pens?!” she said in exasperation. “Listen to me, Jo, just getting these guys to sit still long enough to really get to know you is almost an impossibility nowadays. Here you have not one, but two great shots at one of the world’s most desirable bachelors. I say go for it.”

			Betty had a point. I liked Max, or at least I liked my impression of him, and as I dressed for the bridal dinner that night, I took special care with my appearance as one does when the scent of romance is in the air. The humidity of the tropics is not exactly conducive to good grooming, however, and my short blonde hair was not cooperating as well as it might have. It looked less like a sleek helmet and more like a straw hat. However, after I applied my makeup and put on a form-fitting cream-colored silk sheath and some colorful vintage costume jewelry, I looked in the mirror and thought, Well, not too bad.

			I’d fared pretty well over the years. I’m about five foot, six inches tall and not what you would call a beauty, by any means, but my blue eyes are set far apart and I have small, regular features that seem to complement one another well enough. In my youth I was considered quite pretty. And while age has taken its toll somewhat, I still have a good sense of style, which in the long haul is more important than looks. I favor a simple cut in clothes, and I’m back in shape now, doing exercises with a trainer four times a week and usually sticking to my diet. I occasionally toy with having a face-lift, but I’m holding out for the time when they invent a form of Krazy Glue where you can just go home, hike your face up to where you want it, and cement it in place.

			I think Betty was more nervous about me and Max getting together than she was about her own daughter getting married the next day. When I walked out onto the terrace, she looked me over with a critical eye.

			“Couldn’t you have worn something a little sexier? I mean, you look great, but you look like a column,” she said.

			She was a fine one to talk. Betty, who was famous for her truly terrible taste in clothes, would disappoint none of her detractors that night. She looked like an enormous trellis of bougainvillea, dressed as she was in a long dress studded with tiny fuchsia chiffon flowers. Not only did the color clash with her red hair, the effect of the dress made her look a lot heftier than she actually was.

			“Well, I think Jo looks divine. In fact, I think you both look divine,” Gil said, ever the chivalrous husband.

			“You look pretty spiffy there yourself,” I said to Gil, as he handed me one of his lethal rum punches.

			Gil Waterman was a tall, athletic man in his fifties, with craggy good looks and a jutting jaw. He always wore thick-framed, black glasses and an earnest expression. On this eve of his only daughter’s wedding, he looked particularly dapper in his custom-made tuxedo and black needlepoint pumps embroidered in red with his initials.

			“Well, there she is,” Gil said, pointing out at the sea. “I can’t believe I’m finally going to get to see her.”

			A large white yacht was anchored in the distance, shimmering on the dusky water.

			“Wow,” I said admiringly. “That’s a big boat.”

			“Not that big by today’s standards, but très luxurious. Russell built it for Carla,” Betty said. “It’s their real home.”

			“Don’t they have an apartment in New York?” I inquired.

			“Not in years. Russell hates New York,” Gil said. “He goes there as little as possible.”

			“That’s because Lulu’s there,” Betty said. “The town ain’t big enough for the three of them. The whole continent isn’t.”

			“No,” Gil said thoughtfully. “I think Russell just hates the city. He’s not a big one for social life, you know.”

			“I know, but I don’t see how Carla stands it all the time on that tub. I don’t care how nice it is. Can you imagine spending your life on a boat? I’d go completely nuts,” Betty said.

			I seconded her. “Who was it who said, ‘Boats are prisons on which you can drown’?”

			“Me!” Betty cried.

			Just then, Missy Waterman walked out onto the terrace. The twenty-seven-year-old bride-to-be had eschewed her trademark shaggy grooming and funky clothes for neat hair, an elegant blue silk evening dress, and the heirloom sapphire-and-diamond necklace Betty and Gil had given their beloved only child as a wedding present. A self-styled “video artist,” Missy had lived at home like a teenager for years, keeping odd hours and odder friends, going through the rugged patch of experimenting with drugs and alcohol, which her art dealer father tactfully referred to as Missy’s Blue Period. Gil and Betty were understandably thrilled that their unconventional daughter was finally settling down, and that she had chosen a husband not from the ranks of the tortured, tattooed, body-pierced boyfriends she had favored in the past, but Woodson “Woody” Brill, who was a nice, clean-cut young man and from an eminently respectable family.

			Gil, obviously moved by the sight of his daughter, gave Missy a little hug. His eyes grew moist and then he said, “Well, I guess we’d better get going.”

			“Now have fun tonight, sweetie,” Betty said. “Enjoy your freedom, because tomorrow you’ll be hauling an old ball and chain around like the rest of us.”

			Betty had a tough time with sentimental moments.

			“I can’t wait to see the Cole collection,” Gil said to me as we walked down to the dock.

			“Oh, Gil, all you ever think about is art,” Betty said dismissively.

			“That’s not true. I think about golf ... anyway, you’re all in for a treat.”

			Gil explained to us all that the Cole collection had been started by Russell’s father in the days when some of the greatest Impressionist and post-Impressionist pictures were still on the market. Russell, who loved art, had added significantly to his father’s legacy after his father died. He expanded the collection to include twentieth-century masters like Pollock, Rothko, Jasper Johns, de Kooning, and Lucian Freud, to name but a few. Unlike some collections that are simply a catalog of famous signatures on mediocre works, the Cole collection was truly remarkable for the superb quality of each and every one of its paintings.

			“Russell Cole has the three things an important collector needs, a great eye, a great fortune, and a great dealer—me!” Gil said with a wink.

			Missy, who referred to her godfather as “uncle,” said, “You sold Uncle Russell a lot of his paintings, didn’t you, Dad?”

			“I most certainly did,” Gil said proudly. “The Lady C is a floating museum. I’m hoping Russell will take us on a private tour before dinner. Can you believe I’ve never seen this boat?”

			“That’s because you’re such an old stick in the mud, honey. God knows they’ve invited us to cruise with them. But you won’t go. You won’t go anywhere but Southampton,” Betty said.

			“I go to Lyford,” Gil said defensively.

			“The only way you could get Dad on a boat for any length of time is if they had a golf course on board. Right, Dad?” Missy laughed and gently nudged her father.

			“I see nothing wrong with liking golf,” Gil said.

			“Most boring game ever created, with the possible exception of curling!” Betty groaned. “Plus, there’s gotta be something deeply Freudian about wanting to get a tiny ball in a tiny hole over and over and over again. Don’tchya think?”

			“Frankly, it’s the same thing as wanting to get a little ball across a net all the time,” Gil countered. “I mean, I used to like tennis all right. But then one day I had this overwhelming feeling of futility about the game. I saw the ball coming at me and I thought, ‘Wait a minute, didn’t I just hit that little sucker?’ I put down my racket and I never picked it up again.”

			“Oh, that’s such a big, fat lie!” Betty said irritably. “I played with you twice last summer and I beat you both times.”

			Betty and Gil were like the proverbial Bickersons, but beneath their bantering was real affection.

			We finally reached the dock. A large tender was there, ready to take us out to the yacht. We were helped on board the motorboat one at a time by two crew members wearing white T-shirts on which THE LADY C was discreetly embroidered in red, along with a little crest. The motor revved up and we glided over the darkening water toward the huge, white boat, aglow with a kind of ethereal light. Alone on the sea, set against a purple sky, the massive craft looked like a surreal apartment building. As we approached, the bouncy Latin rhythms of a famous salsa band, flown in from New York just for the occasion, wafted through the air, getting everyone in the mood for an evening of fun and sentiment. Missy squeezed her father’s hand and put her head affectionately on his shoulder as we skimmed along the water.

			There was limited space on The Lady C, which meant that only a hundred guests could be accommodated for the dinner. Once on board, we all trooped up a flight of steps to the main deck where Carla Cole, blazing with turquoise and diamonds, greeted us effusively.

			“Welcome! Welcome to our little home, everyone!” she said.

			“She means her little house on the water prairie,” Betty whispered to me, making fun of Carla’s overly humble description of the magnificent yacht.

			Some of the other guests were already there, including Ethan Monk and Miranda Somers. Ethan sidled up to me and said, “You think we can get a look at the collection?”

			“I don’t know. Ask Gil. He’s dying to see it.”

			Carla was a good hostess, introducing everyone to everyone, and making us all feel welcome. I looked around for Max, but didn’t see him. Stewards wearing the more formal white-and-gold uniform of the yacht passed around silver trays loaded with a sublime concoction made of champagne and fresh mango juice and some other unidentifiable liquor, which Betty and I later figured out must have been absinthe because it was so strong. I had two sips and my head started spinning. Betty was working on her second glass before I could warn her to watch her step.

			“These things are lethal,” I said.

			“Good, I need something lethal to get me through this evening. Where the fuck is Max?” she said.

			More and more guests arrived, ferried out to the yacht in groups of ten. Soon there was a large crowd, including several new faces—lots of young people, who were friends of Missy and Woody’s, plus friends of the Watermans and the Brills who had flown in just for the wedding. Most of the guests were from New York, but several were from England, Europe, and South America, and every so often the hum of the festive atmosphere was pierced by cries of delight from friends who hadn’t clapped eyes on one another in some time.

			I said hello to Russell, who was standing off in a corner by himself. He seemed to be very distant and distracted. He was holding a drink and at one point he raised his glass to me and said, “To green monkeys—human and otherwise.”

			I had no idea what he meant and I thought he might have been a bit drunk.

			Gil came over to us with Carla, who said, “Russell, darling, Gil is dying to see the collection. Can we give him a little tour?”

			Russell looked at her dourly. “I guess.”

			“We will sneak away for a few moments. ... No one will miss us,” Carla said.

			Gil was beside himself with excitement. He particularly wanted us to see Russell’s latest acquisition, a Cézanne portrait of a woman in a red hat, which he had obtained for the Coles from a private collection in France. Believed to have been lost in the war, it was considered to be one of the artist’s greatest pictures. Ethan, Miranda, and I all accompanied the Coles and the Watermans on the speedy private tour. We went inside and walked through the hallways, suites, and cabins of the yacht, marveling at the compact gracefulness of the boat, and at the great pictures. First-rate examples of artists like Monet, Renoir, Matisse, Picasso, plus a scattering of slightly lesser luminaries like de Vlaminck, Van Dongen, and Sisley, hung in immovable frames, all of which, we were quickly told, had alarms attached. Lit by unseen lights, the paintings shone like jewels against the dark mahogany paneling, gracing the interiors with a profound and unexpected beauty. Russell, a shy man who clearly didn’t like showing off his wealth or even the collection of which he was so proud, hurried us along without any commentary, forcing Gil to surreptitiously point out various works, whispering, “I sold them that,” or, “They got that from me.”

			Carla and Russell each had their own unconnected living quarters, large, lavishly appointed suites with walk-in closets, huge marble bathrooms with gold fixtures, and separate dressing and sitting rooms. In order to get from one cabin complex to the other, you had to walk out into a private corridor.

			Russell’s suite was sleekly furnished in shades of beige and gray. Curiously enough, there was almost no art in his cabin—just one picture, a stark gray-and-black Rothko above the bed, which I found depressing, and a miniscule Giacometti bronze sculpture, the skeletal figure of a man with a tormented face. Despite its luxury, the cabin had the impersonal feeling of a hotel room.

			Carla’s quarters were just the opposite. Her suite was decorated like a boudoir in an eighteenth-century hôtel particulier. No dark mahogany for her. The walls of her cabin were paneled with pale blue-and-white wood, distressed to make them look antique. In contrast to her husband, Carla preferred to live with watercolors depicting pretty country scenes and detailed interiors of royal rooms. In her dressing room hung a lovely little study of a woman seated on a chair wearing a flowing white dress and a large straw hat covered with a gauzy veil that partially obscured her face. The picture’s initial charm turned macabre on closer inspection, as the viewer realized that the faint outline beneath the veil was not, in fact, a face, but a skull. Carla stopped in front of the little oddity, explaining that it was an anonymous Dutch vanitas picture of the eighteenth century she had picked up for a pittance in a flea market in Paris.

			“I think it is most amusing, no?” Carla said as we passed it.

			“No,” Betty blurted out. “I mean yes,” she quickly corrected herself, rolling her eyes at me. If Carla heard the slip, she ignored it.

			The tour concluded, we all trooped up to the main deck. There was still no sign of Max. Betty, who was fearless and at this point rather tipsy, said to Carla, “So where the hell is Lord Vermilion?”

			Carla smiled sweetly. “I am afraid that Max could not come tonight.”

			“What?” Betty screeched. “Why the hell not? We talked about the seating this morning! You were supposed to put him next to Jo, remember?”

			“I do not know,” Carla said with a shrug. “He canceled at the last moment.”

			Betty and I looked at each other. I have to admit, I felt somewhat of a letdown. Betty pressed Carla, asking her if Max had given any reason for the cancellation, but Carla was oddly evasive. She walked off saying she had to attend to her other guests. Later on, Miranda Somers, who knew the scoop on everybody, and who had in fact been the one who broke the story that Russell had left his wife of twenty-some years and had run off with Carla, told us the real reason that Max Vermillion wasn’t there that night.

			“The reason Max isn’t here is because Russell disinvited him,” Miranda said. “Russell practically had a conniption fit when he found out Max was coming.”

			“Why?” Betty asked.

			Miranda paused for effect. “Because Max has been dating Lulu,” she said with a knowing air.

			Lulu Cole, of course, was Russell Cole’s vindictive ex-wife.

			Betty’s jaw dropped. “You are fucking kidding me! He’s dating the Chiffon Bulldozer? I don’t fucking well believe it. How did she get her claws into him so fast?”

			Betty always referred to Lulu as “the Chiffon Bulldozer” because of Lulu’s airy determination to control whatever environment she was in. Lulu Cole was just the opposite of her ex-husband. A taut, resolute woman with a strict sense of style, Lulu threw herself into everything she did and at everyone she met—particularly when it was in her best interests. This quality was both her strength and her weakness. Lulu got a lot done, but made many enemies in the process. She had a knack of stepping on other people’s toes and not saying “excuse me.” However, even her detractors—of which there were many—said she was a “capable” woman, brimming with generosity, energy, and organizational talents.

			As Betty and Miranda discussed this new development, my mind drifted back to the days when the billionaire Coles first moved to Manhattan in the early nineties. Russell was then married to Marylou Cole, or Lulu, as she was called. Primed in the ways of social climbing, they bought an expensive apartment in one of the best buildings on Fifth Avenue, hired a chic decorator, donated ostentatiously to “fashionable” charities, and, most importantly, gave grand parties to which everyone yearned to go, if only to see Van Gogh’s Irises, for which Russell Cole had paid a record sixty-five million dollars at auction. Lulu discovered Paris couture and became a great supporter of the Metropolitan Museum’s Costume Institute. She bought signed vintage jewelry from Pearce, the glittery shop on Madison Avenue that was then in its heyday, and she arrived on the Best Dressed List in short order.

			Photographed at chic opening nights and benefit galas, the Coles quickly became stars in Nous magazine, society’s scrapbook. In her “Daisy” column for the magazine, Miranda herself had recoined the phrase “a Lulu of a party,” paying homage to Lulu Cole’s formal dinners. In short, the Coles made all the right moves and soon reached the highest-level social life in the city, in a position to judge newcomers with the same catty eye by which they themselves had once been judged.

			But as anyone who has ever endured the charity ball circuit will tell you, the smiles of social life are often masks for deep unhappiness. And Russell Cole was not happy. His rugged, midwestern good looks were bruised by melancholy. In conversation, his considerable charm was tainted by detachment.

			As Lulu’s interest in social life increased, Russell’s interest waned. It seemed the more he marched, the more he tired of the parade. People who saw the Coles together often remarked on the lack of intimacy between them, and on the fact that Russell looked terminally bored. Betty said to me way back when, “You’d be bored, too, if you were treated like an accessory.”

			Then, six years ago, Russell Cole bolted, with no warning. He left his chic and proper wife to marry Carla, who was then Carla Hernandez, an exotic widow with a murky past, more than twenty years his junior. Rumor had it Russell fell for Carla at a gala benefit when she flirtatiously started a bread fight with him from across the dinner table. He had asked her to dance and that apparently was that.

			But Lulu was a fighter with a lot to fight for. She’d been married to Russell for over twenty-five years and she was the mother of his only child, a daughter named Courtney. When it became clear that Carla was not a passing fancy, Lulu hired a bomber lawyer who sicced a pack of private detectives on the flagrant couple. Lulu’s hatred of Carla, already in full bloom, was fertilized by what she found out about Carla’s background. The divorce dragged on for two gruelling years. Lulu eventually settled out of court for a rumored two hundred and fifty million dollars, plus real estate, plus artwork, on the strict condition she would never speak about the case, the settlement, or the past of the future Mrs. Cole.

			The exact nature of the dirt she’d uncovered on Carla remained a topic of gossip in the social world for years, although people assumed that Carla was simply one more in that long line of courtesans and call girls who quickly launder their pasts once they marry rich men. And no one much cared whether Carla had been a call girl or not—no one except my other best friend, June Kahn, that is, who remained steadfastly loyal to Lulu and who always referred to Carla as “the hookerina.”

			Carla’s wedding to Russell famously divided New York. “To go or not to go—” that was the question. Obviously, those who went would incur Lulu’s wrath. And those who did not go had little hope of joining the charmed circle of the notorious newlyweds. June Kahn had no problem. She boycotted the wedding. June was a foul-weather friend who loved taking up lost causes. She became an even greater friend of Lulu’s after Russell left her. Betty was in a trickier situation because not only was Russell Cole the godfather of her child, he was one of her husband’s biggest clients. Betty and Gil went to the wedding. Lulu never forgave them.

			As for myself, I was invited and I very much appreciated the invitation—particularly because at that period in my life I was down on my luck and invitations to anything other than clearance sales were in short supply. I would have liked to have gone, but it was a period when I was just too depressed to attend social functions. I heard from Betty that it had been quite a shindig. She said that Russell Cole looked years younger, and his entire toast to his bride was a single whoop of joy.

			“Hey, that’s what happens when you finally get laid,” Betty had said at the time.

			And now Lord Max Vermilion was dating the first Mrs. Cole, which supposedly was why Russell was in a bad mood. But why? I wondered. Why would he give a damn?

			The bridal dinner took place two flights up on the sun deck, amid a little topiary forest, the theme of which was Wonderland because Alice in Wonderland was Missy’s favorite childhood book. There were boxwood bushes cut in the shapes of the characters from the Lewis Carroll classic—the White Rabbit, the Cheshire Cat, the Red Queen, the Mad Hatter, Tweedledum and Tweedledee, the Dormouse, the Caterpillar, and Alice herself. It was cozy and spectacular at the same time. A real tour de force.

			Ten round tables seating ten guests each were elegantly set with votive candles, antique silver, cut crystal glasses, and blue-and-white Chinese export vases brimming with fresh tropical flowers. At the place of each guest was a telltale red box tied prettily with white ribbon. One eager person at our table immediately opened the gift, inspiring the rest of us to do likewise. The boxes contained small gold Cartier desk clocks with diamond hands, each one individually engraved with the date of the wedding-to-be.

			Later on, Betty and I figured out the little favors had to have cost a few hundred thousand dollars, probably more, prompting Betty to remark, “I always say there’s nothing like a Cartier clock to count the minutes until the revolution.”

			I was seated across the table from Russell Cole, who was flanked by Betty and Mina Brill. He looked morose throughout the dinner, and when the time came, he gave a tepid toast. He and Carla didn’t look at each other all evening. Something had happened between the two of them, and Betty and I figured it must have had something to do with Max, although I still found it a little hard to believe that Russell would care who was going out with his ex-wife, especially after all these years.

			“They should have told me they didn’t want him in the first place,” Betty said. “Poor old Maxy—all alone at the Sandy Lane Hotel. Although, if I know Max, he’s probably found ample companionship.”

			Visible in the distance, across an expanse of black sea, was King’s Fort, the rented villa where the Watermans and I were staying. The sky was sprinkled with stars. A pale moon hovered just above the horizon. I thought how nice it would have been to get to know Max better under those circumstances, but fate had obviously had other plans for us.

			In any case, no one had any idea what was in store the next day, nor that what happened after that bridal dinner was to become the stuff of legend, as well as one of the great mysteries of the social world of New York.
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