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During World War II, Frank Lahainer, an Italian count and real-estate tycoon from Trieste, saved the lives of sixty Jews by hiding them from the Nazis in apartments he rented. In 1957 Lahainer married his voluptuous, redheaded seventeen-year-old secretary, Gianna. In 1980 they moved to New York, where they bought an entire floor of the Trump Tower. They held on to their twenty-room estate in Trieste, complete with discotheque and swimming pool, and their one-hundred-foot yacht, along with the Italian chef.


Gianna (pronounced “JAN-na”) loved fine things, and Frank indulged her every whim. He bought her a twenty-five-carat engagement ring from Harry Winston, a white Rolls-Royce Corniche, a thirty-two-carat sapphire, and a twenty-six-carat emerald.


In 1982 they bought a three-thousand-square-foot apartment in the opulent Biltmore in Palm Beach. The apartment overlooks both the Atlantic Ocean and the inland waterway surrounding the 3.75-square-mile island—a sliver of land known throughout the world as the most wealthy glamorous, opulent, decadent, extravagant, self-indulgent, sinful spot on earth.


Frank and Gianna traveled around the world five times, buying for their homes museum-quality eighteenth-century furniture with price tags of as much as $300,000. For their New York apartment, they bought a $1 million Picasso.


In time, Frank contracted leukemia, and he died in Palm Beach on March 9, 1995, at the age of ninety. His fortune was estimated at $300 million. Frank left everything to Gianna, who was then fifty-seven.


It was poor timing. Frank died in the middle of the social season. Gianna decided to postpone the funeral so she wouldn’t miss any of the glittering parties, balls, and receptions that give Palm Beach residents their reason to exist. Instead of having him buried, she had her husband embalmed and stored at the Quattlebaum-Holleman Burse Funeral Home for forty days, until the season was over.


Part of the delay was necessary because Gianna wanted to bury her husband in Trieste, just east of Venice across the Gulf of Venice, and the paperwork would take up to two weeks. During that time, she had some dental work finished and attended to her income tax return. The rest of the delay was so that she could enjoy the season. After all, Gianna explained, she had already bought tickets for the top social events.


“I wanted to go to the parties,” Gianna said. “He was ninety. I am sixty. So why should I wait? I did everything for my husband. I did his injections. I was faithful.” She said, “I went to a party at the Breakers, I went to a party on a yacht with Ivana Trump, I went to a party at Mar-a-Lago,” Donald Trump’s 140-room club in Palm Beach, built by cereal heir Marjorie Merriweather Post and her second husband, E. F. Hutton. In fact, three days after Frank’s death, Gianna threw a party at the Biltmore, complete with beluga caviar and Dom Pérignon champagne.


“My new life was going on,” she said. “Why should I wait? I would miss the season.”
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SUMMER/FALL


PRELUDE




1. Pretenders
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In early June, just as Barton Gubelmann, the grand first lady of Palm Beach’s Old Guard, was explaining how Palm Beach society works, the phone rang.


“Oh, shit. Let the maid take it,” the eighty-year-old scion said in a gravelly voice. Behind her, beyond the lily ponds and the burgeoning sea-grape trees, the Atlantic glistened.


An invitation to one of Gubelmann’s gala dinner parties is coveted more than acceptance by the Everglades Club or the Bath & Tennis Club, the two WASP clubs that dominate Palm Beach social life and conversation. For her last party of the season, on May 9, Gubelmann dressed as a milkmaid. The invitation billed the party “Operation Deep Freeze” and explained: “Barton Is Cleaning Out the Freezer and Wants the Cupboard Bare.” Dress called for “Flip Flops and Aprons.”


The seventy-eight guests, who dined on pheasant pie, ham, and cold beef tenderloin, included Palm Beach mayor Paul R. Ilyinsky and his wife, Angelica; Lesly Smith, the town council president whose late husband, Earl, was ambassador to Cuba; Durie Appleton, a girlfriend of John F. Kennedy who was erroneously said to have been married to him; Prince Michel de Yougoslavie, ousted Yugoslav royalty; Chris Kellogg, an heir to the Wanamaker department-store fortune; Angela Koch (pronounced ‘coke’), wife of near-billionaire William Koch; Princess Maria Pia of Italy; Jane Smith, from Standard Oil Company of New Jersey money; and Cynthia Rupp, an heir to the Chrysler fortune.


Unlike many other Palm Beach socialites, Gubelmann has no publicity agent and no bio to hand out. Why should she? She is Palm Beach society. After social queens Mary Sanford and Sue Whitmore both died in 1993 (Whitmore having succeeded Sanford as queen), the Palm Beach Daily News handicapped Gubelmann eight to one to rule over Palm Beach society. She said she didn’t want the job.


Self-deprecating, irreverent, and publicity-shy, Gubelmann is a contrast to Palm Beach’s plastic shivers. She is the widow of Walter Gubelmann, an America’s Cup financier whose father, William, invented handy gadgets like the bicycle coaster brake and the basic mechanisms used in adding machines, typewriters, and early calculators. If she wasn’t already rich, Gubelmann would make a good CEO. Shrewd and smart, she exercises her authority deftly and like a good boss rarely reveals her true powers.


Like other Palm Beach socialites, she shuttles back and forth among her homes. During the season, she lives in Palm Beach, where she has what she calls her “very small house” on South Ocean Boulevard, just two houses north of the home John Lennon and Yoko Ono owned. Assessed at $2.9 million, Barton’s house is a gray-shingled contemporary with a pagodalike roof. At the entrance is a lily pond with a fountain, and in back is the requisite pool, rarely used. Inside, on an upholstered chair, sits a green pillow embroidered with the words IT AIN’T EASY BEING QUEEN. Outside, the vanity plate on her Mercedes reads GLAMMA.


Now, in off-season, Gubelmann was preparing to make her annual pilgrimage to her palatial home in Newport, Rhode Island. Gubelmann would fly there with one of her maids, her dog, and her cat, having bought tickets for each of the animals. Her assistant, Arthur “Skip” Kelter, a graying man with a perpetually bemused expression, would drive up in her Mercedes. A Chevy van with another driver would haul a twelve-foot trailer containing her clothes and Skip’s computer.


J. Paul Getty said, “If you can actually count your money, then you are not really a rich man.” Asked how much she is worth, Gubelmann responded in kind: “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t sit home and count it. I have no idea. Someone must have it on some piece of paper. We have lawyers and accountants and bookkeepers.” But Gubelmann is said to be worth close to $100 million. When asked about that, she said, “Is that what it is? I’m glad to know it. I’ll spend some money today.”


Palm Beachers hold Gubelmann in awe, and many doubted she would ever meet with me, much less be candid. I first came to Palm Beach four years earlier to conduct research on Joseph P. Kennedy for my book The Sins of the Father. Residents like Dennis E. Spear, the caretaker of the Kennedy estate, and Cynthia Stone Ray, one of Rose Kennedy’s former secretaries, filled me in—not only on the Kennedys, but on the secrets, lore, and rituals of Palm Beach. Spear took me to Au Bar, where Senator Edward M. Kennedy had been on the night that his nephew William Kennedy Smith picked up the woman who would later accuse him of raping her—a charge that a jury found to be without basis. Cynthia gave me a tour of Palm Beach’s mansions.


I was drawn to this bizarre town. Like most people, I hadn’t realized that Palm Beach is located on a fifteen-mile-long subtropical barrier island, of which twelve miles is Palm Beach. On the rest, the southern tip, are the towns of Manalapan and South Palm Beach. The island’s width varies at different points from five hundred feet to three quarters of a mile. Lake Worth, a coastal lagoon that is part of the Intracoastal Waterway, separates the island from the mainland about a half mile away. In 1870 settlers cut a ditch between the northern end of Lake Worth and the Atlantic. The inlet was later enlarged, and another was cut at the southern tip of the barrier strip, turning it into an island.


With only 9,800 residents, Palm Beach is inherently a very small town—only a few times larger than Gilmanton Iron Works, the New Hampshire village where Grace Metalious’s Peyton Place was set. Here, on $5 billion worth of real estate, live some of the richest people in the world. For many tycoons, Palm Beach is a reward, a realization of life’s pleasures in a self-contained paradise. For the heirs of old wealth, Palm Beach offers a synthetic society that reveres lineage and breeding rather than accomplishment. The celebrities who gravitate to Palm Beach ratify the residents’ sense of their own importance.


It was Edmund Burke who said, “It is, generally, in the season of prosperity that men discover their real temper, principles, and designs.” When an unimaginable concentration of wealth combines with unlimited leisure time on an island not quite three times the size of New York’s Central Park, human foibles and desires, lust and greed, passion and avarice become magnified, intensified. Like laboratory rats fed growth hormones, every resident becomes an oversized actor in an exaggerated drama.


With vigilant police, ubiquitous personal security staffs, and screens of tall ficus encircling every mansion, Palm Beachers protect their impossibly rich society from outside scrutiny. Behind the hedges, the games that Palm Beachers play—their affairs, scams, murders, snubs, intrigues, jealousies, pretenses, bigotry, and occasional generosity—make Dynasty and Dallas look like nursery tales. From the steamy divorce of Roxanne Pulitzer to the rape trial of William Kennedy Smith, the beautiful island is celebrated for its scandals. Glitzy as it is, Palm Beach is a town lost in time.


The climax of the rituals that draw characters like Barton Gubelmann to Palm Beach is the season, a frenetic rush of glittering social events. Everyone has his own definition of the season, but most say it begins after Thanksgiving and extends until the end of April. High season—when the most prestigious social events take place—runs from January through March. During these balmy months, when most of the country is suffering through the winter, the black-tie society balls that are Palm Beachers’ raison d’être take place. Tourists descend on the island, and the population swells to more than 25,000. The season is the lens through which everything else is viewed, the standard that measures the rest of the year and, by extension, life itself.


After my research for the Kennedy book, I returned to Palm Beach for a vacation with my wife, Pamela Kessler. Nearly every year after that, we have come back. During the most recent visit, we went to Testa’s, one of Palm Beach’s best restaurants. Having consumed a bottle of Chardonnay during dinner, we walked around the block. I said to Pam, “Wouldn’t it be great to do a book on Palm Beach?”


“That’s the only book I would collaborate with you on,” she said.


As a former Washington Post reporter and author of Undercover Washington, about the spy sites of the capital, Pam brought a professional perspective. Suddenly, the subject of idle chitchat became a serious concept.


Having penetrated the CIA, the FBI, and White House detail of the Secret Service for some of my previous books, I didn’t think unraveling the story of Palm Beach would be too difficult. I wasn’t prepared for some of the unique impediments I would later encounter.


In contrast, Barton Gubelmann turned out to be more than forthcoming. Before we sat down in her living room, she looked me in the eye and asked, “So what is this all about?” I returned her gaze and said I was interested in the wild stories, the colorful tales, the bizarre characters, and how things work.


In a town of pretense, directness is prized. It establishes trust and encourages candor. She responded in kind. When I asked about Palm Beach parties with nude men or women as centerpieces, Gubelmann allowed as how she hadn’t been to one but said, “You got an address?” When asked about gigolos, she said, “How do you define gigolo? I mean, I think every single man around here is a gigolo.” When asked what members of society do, Gubelmann replied, “Most of the people that are my age don’t do a damn thing but play cards, go to art classes, have dinner parties.” As for hidden honeys, she had this to say: “Mistresses have their own houses, or they’re at the Breakers Hotel or have a chic apartment.” In any case, they’re of no interest to her. “Either the men are sleeping with somebody else’s wife or they aren’t,” she said. Gubelmann previously lived next to the Kennedy estate. “Jack was my next-door neighbor,” she said. “I was having a baby, and he was having back trouble, so we did not have a romance, okay?”*


Her shih tzu, Gertie, sauntered past, then came back and turned belly-up to be petted by Pam, who was with me. “You can take him,” Gubelmann said, her enormous blue eyes never blinking.


Gubelmann belongs to both the Everglades Club, which has an eighteen-hole par 71 golf course, and the Bath & Tennis Club, which is on the beach and has a freshwater and a saltwater pool. “They were looking for members,” she said. “They were desperate.” Until a year ago, neither club allowed members to bring Jews even as guests, according to Gubelmann. Now, she said, Jews are allowed in as guests but not as members.


“The one club nobody can get into is the Palm Beach Country Club,” she said, referring to the Jewish club. “I don’t think they have a dozen Christian members. The only person I haven’t seen [at the clubs] is a black person.”


The way to be accepted socially is to organize fund-raisers, Barton explained. “There are two or three new charities each year. New diseases. We have ball tickets and parties to raise money. That seems to be the stepping stone into what they call Palm Beach society. You get tired of running balls. I’m afraid I have run some. The Heart, Hospital, Four Arts balls. I ran one for that unfortunate social disease. What’s it called? AIDS. A good way to start is to give a lot of money to the Preservation Society of Palm Beach. This is the way these girls work it, you see. I know how they do it. I put them on the board.”


The younger women are on the prowl, maneuvering to be accepted by the older ones. Someone is “always on the make. There are pretenders to the throne,” Gubelmann remarked. One example is Celia Lipton Farris, who is worth several hundred million and has chaired key Palm Beach charity events. “Celia Farris is not Old Guard,” said Gubelmann. “She is an amusing lady. But Celia Farris has never had what I would call social standing. But who am I to say?”


Going to the study of her cypress-ceilinged mansion, Gubelmann brought out a black book called The Social Index-Directory and handed it to me. Under each family listing are addresses for as many as five additional homes, in places like Monte Carlo, Paris, London, New York, and Newport, along with the names of their planes and yachts.


“What does it mean to be in the social index?” Gubelmann said. “Not a goddamn thing. It’s just a phone book.”


Having learned from other sources that the directory, known as “the black book,” is now owned by the family of Robert Gordon, who is Jewish, I asked Gubelmann if she knew who owns the publication.


“I’ll be damned if I do know who owns it now,” she said. “Would you like to meet him? I don’t think that would be any trouble at all. I can pick up the phone and call him.


“Skip,” she called to her assistant. “Let’s see who runs this thing.”


A few minutes later Skip reported back.


“Robert Gordon owns the index,” he said.


“Oh, my friend Arlette’s husband?” Gubelmann said. “Well, bless his little cotton heart. I’ll be damned. That’s why it’s gotten bigger.” She was referring to the fact that dozens of Jews have been added. Gordon, who has an advisory board that helps make selections, was already in the black book with gold lettering. But now the Old Guard refers to it as “the Sears catalogue.”


Gubelmann gave me a twelve-by-sixteen-inch card listing some three hundred names. The Fanjuls, a prominent Palm Beach family of sugar growers, send the card out each year as a Christmas greeting. “The hell with the index,” Gubelmann said. “This is what everyone wants to make. This is the enviable list. The new people want to be on that card. It’s perfectly ridiculous, you know.”




*Occasionally, quotes from one event or interview have been shifted to another.







2. The Good Hustler
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A few days after my meeting with Barton Gubelmann, on a bank of Lake Worth, an egret poised languidly on one leg, watching a school of fish coast by. It was too hot to fly, and it was too hot to fish. And for people in Palm Beach, it was too hot to swim—and anyway, the sand fleas were biting. Some days in June it’s even too hot to go outside—a sweltering, tropical miasma, without a breeze. But June is peak blooming time for Florida’s indigenous plants. The stunning poinciana tree, aflame with scarlet flower clusters, is a sight the seasonal visitor never sees. Instead, the plants that bloom in winter in Palm Beach are exotics—such as oleander, imported from the Mediterranean.


In his home on the water four miles north of Gubelmann’s, Kirby Kooluris poured me a praiseworthy Chardonnay as he described his life as a “walker.” Unlike a gigolo—a young man who has sex with older, wealthy women—walkers are often homosexual. In return for free meals and entertainment, they escort wealthy women to society balls and other events. Often the men have adopted phony titles. Sometimes they’re paid.


Kooluris knows fine wines and enough French to impress. He has expressive brown eyes and silver hair. He is enveloping, engaging, and deferential, smiling into his listener’s eyes.


Many people “think that what I’m doing is glamorous,” Kooluris told me. Every night something goes on. He ticked off some of the events he has attended—a ball at Mar-a-Lago, dinner under the stars at the Everglades Club, a reception at Ivana Trump’s, a dinner party at the home of Douglas Fairbanks, Jr. “I went to a birthday party at the home of Betty Swope,” a grande dame of Palm Beach society. “The crunchy driveway, the wonderful old home. A wonderful dinner followed by a musicale. We have dukes, earls. It’s American royalty.”


Kooluris lives in two different worlds. In the rich set of Palm Beach society, he knows practically everyone, along with their pertinent lineage, source of wealth, previous spouses, and lovers.


“Everyone here has a game,” said Kooluris. “Many women play the game of being society hostess. There is a game to look like you’re interested in golf or croquet or horses. Some people want you to believe their stories. It’s part of the camouflage, of not having anything in your life that’s disturbing.” In Palm Beach “there are the charity-ball people and then many club people who are so arrogant and snobbish they wouldn’t give a nickel to a guy on the street,” Kirby said. “They haven’t made the fortunes themselves. They sit in clubs all day and tell themselves how marvelous they are. Privately, they’ll agree that they aren’t.”


If a wealthy woman buys him a ticket to a charity ball, it’s “what justifies the games that people play to be seen,” he said. It’s a victimless crime. “They lead a very indulgent lifestyle when most of the world is in big trouble.” Meanwhile, Kooluris gets to go to all the right parties and meet the right people. Palm Beach is his stage.


Being gay, Kooluris has another set of friends. Lately, the fifty-four-year-old Kooluris has been trying to get help for Bill, a thirty-five-year-old lover who is a former private pilot. At 2:00 A.M., police arrested Bill riding a bicycle on the Lake Trail, which winds for five miles along the western edge of Palm Beach. The police said Bill was drunk and resisted arrest. Moreover, the bike had been stolen. But Kooluris told the judge at the arraignment that he had purchased the bike at a church sale. He couldn’t understand why his word was not enough to get the charges dropped.


“He did resist arrest, but I said to the judge, ‘Wouldn’t you be angry if someone accused you of stealing something?’” Kirby said.


A graduate of the University of Virginia, Kooluris married a woman worth $60 million. They lived in a Palm Beach home designed by Belford Shoumate. Under the divorce settlement, the home—on the north end of the island—is his. The white poured-cement house is Art Deco with nautical allusions. From the outside, it looks just like a beached boat, all its edges rounded off for smooth sailing. From inside, the unrivaled centerpiece of the house is the large porthole over a sofa in the great room. The circular window frames a magnificent magenta bougainvillea sprawling over a fence, like a living painting by Gauguin.


Designated a historic landmark by the town, Kirby’s house won the House of the Future Award at the 1939 New York World’s Fair. It was home to pianist and Polish prime minister Ignace Paderewski when he was exiled by the Nazis. With round windows, gleaming ribbons of woodwork, private terraces, and caramel-colored burl-wood parquet floors overlooking a pool and Lake Worth, it’s now worth $3 million.


Howard Simons, the late managing editor of the Washington Post, used to compare my reporting to peeling an onion, ring by ring. One thing led to another, and eventually I penetrated the center. Finding Kirby wasn’t quite that difficult. Cynthia Stone Ray, Rose Kennedy’s former secretary, introduced me to David Miller, an art appraiser who is a friend of Kirby. Miller, in turn, introduced me to Kirby. James Hunt Barker, another escort whom I called out of the blue, introduced me to Barton.


At first, Kirby was hesitant. He spoke vaguely of being a walker. When I asked if he is gay, he said, “I’ve been around, put it that way.” Eventually, he came to enjoy our meetings and opened up. I would learn about the events in his life as they were happening.


As he poured more Chardonnay into my glass, Kooluris explained that the wine was a gift from the former personal secretary to Princess Grace, who is married to the manager of the Flagler Club, which charges guests an extra $100 a night for special coddling on the top two floors of the Breakers Hotel at 1 South County Road.


Kooluris said the wine came from Russia. But examination of the bottle revealed it was a 1996 Sonoma-Cutrer Estate Bottled Russian River Ranches Chardonnay from Windsor, California. Kooluris later explained: “You might call it fictionalizing to make life more exciting. It’s like glamorizing a story, like telling a story to a child.”


Everyone in Palm Beach does it. The ocean lapping at the beach washes away all traces. In the same way, facts are fungible, stories embellished, everything sugarcoated. The seriously rich live for the moment—for the next wave. Beyond the grand social events that are planned a year in advance, Palm Beachers hate to be tied down. “Call me when you get in” or “call me the night before” they say, always leaving an opening in their schedules for a better invitation. Even mailing a letter requires too much commitment. They would rather drop off material when driving by a home or hotel than make a statement by addressing an envelope. When everything on the island is five or ten minutes away, that makes a certain amount of sense. But there’s also an element of snobbery: If the recipient doesn’t live in Palm Beach, he’s not worth the effort required to mail a letter.


Kooluris’s challenge has been to live the Palm Beach life without working. Even if it has a “negative” sound, being a walker has allowed him to do just that. “Some people think a walker means you need a meal, or are a fag or an opportunist,” Kirby said. “That could be true for most. But I do this because I am invited, and I like the people I go out with. They’re not saying, ‘Here’s two hundred fifty dollars to come with me for the evening.’ They’re inviting me for the evening. If it’s five hundred dollars to go to this ball, that’s what it is, and I don’t hear about it. My responsibility is to be there and make sure they have a lively time, as I would with any friend.”


There are good hustlers and bad hustlers, he told me. “The bad hustler says, ‘What can I get from this?’ The good hustler says, ‘What can I give these people so they’ll want me around for the rest of their lives?’ I consider myself a very lazy man. I haven’t cooked a dinner for a dinner party for ten years. But I’m invited to many of them.” Still, he said, “people don’t think I’m a taker. If they have troubles, I’m happy to hear their story. If they want to go to Savannah to visit their family, I’m game. If I were making three hundred dollars like a lot of these guys who charge, I would be a different person. I wouldn’t be able to move in the echelons I do.”


If Kirby escorts a married woman, he makes sure he is friends with her husband. He’s not about to make enemies with powerful people who are worth hundreds of millions. “If I’m going to get laid, it’s going to be with people whom I’ve known for many years,” he said.


“I have a sensitivity to making other people feel good about themselves. I love that. As a favor, I’m not opposed to pressure-cleaning the roof or washing the car. I can change into black tie the next hour. I try to make it interesting for the person who has invited me and to connect others to that person,” he said. “I’ve been trying to figure this out, because I’ve been doing this forever. I don’t know what it is. It’s more than being a walker. It’s less than being a walker. Maybe it’s being an ambassador for happiness. It might be a little of something I saw in a 1968 movie called Boom! with Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton. It’s about a rich, ill-tempered woman who’s dying on an island. Burton brings a little pleasure to her at the end of her life.”


After an evening out, Kooluris always phones his hostess the next day to thank her. But for all his polish, he occasionally makes a gaffe. At a black-tie bash at the Henry Morrison Flagler Museum, a wealthy single woman toppled into a fountain, and her teased hair became wet.


“God, you look prettier this way,” Kooluris said.


The woman burst into tears and has not spoken to him since.


“She had Texas teased hair,” Kooluris said with a shrug. “All of a sudden you saw a pretty face beneath all that cotton.”


James Hunt Barker, the former owner of an art gallery, used to squire Marylou Whitney, the widow of Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney, to clubs and balls. Whitney, around seventy-five, just married John Hendrickson, thirty-two. The owner of thirteen King Charles spaniels, Barker is a good dancer and conversationalist, but he told me he can’t afford to join a club. Besides, he doesn’t need to.


“When each club has four hundred widows, how do you get those girls to go to dinner at the clubs?” Barker said. “They won’t go unless they have a guest, and they prefer a male. I can’t pay a lump sum just to join a club. If women get to town without a husband, they can’t get in a club unless they are very powerful financially. The clubs will let in men anytime, as long as they can pay that bill and are polite.”


This is the way of Palm Beach, where going to parties substitutes for going to work. Walkers are “at every party,” Barton had told me earlier. “We need extra men. They are attractive men, they play cards, they dance well, they are entertaining. Some are straight and some aren’t. I couldn’t care less. There are a lot of gay men in town. They take the ladies out, they’re charming. I have two or three that I go out with.”


By definition, sex doesn’t enter into the deal. In contrast to walkers, gigolos—who also operate in Palm Beach—are not polished enough to accompany women to social events. They service wealthy women sexually and are paid either in cash or through bank accounts set up for them. Kooluris has all the social graces and would never accept money.


“The people I know are not interested in sex,” Kooluris said. “They have wonderful memories of their husbands. They are very respectful. ‘Would you care to go to this lovely cocktail party?’ They’re not saying, ‘Be here.’ It would be different if you are paid.”


In any case, Kooluris’s orientation, which he still has not confided to his family, is gay. “I’m sure my family suspects,” he said. “But they’re still trying to marry me off. So if I have someone like Bill in my life, it’s on the QT. I can move from one world to the next like a chameleon. Maybe that’s why he was aggressive [with the police], because he was treated as a back-door person. He could have felt hurt.”


At Kirby’s house, the phone rings every ten minutes. One call was from Ben Johnson, a handsome former model who married Johanna “Ancky” Revson, a model who had been married to Charles Revson of Revlon fame. Johnson met Ancky at Palm Beach’s Colony Hotel. He had twenty dollars in his pocket. She was fifty; he was twenty-nine. Soon they were married.


“To marry rich, you dine where the rich dine, you drink where the rich drink, and you sleep where the rich sleep,” Johnson later explained.


During the marriage, Johnson continued to carry on with a variety of men and women. One night after the couple had separated, the police were called to Johnson’s home. They found him moaning in pain, sitting naked on the steps with his hands handcuffed behind him. Inside his house, officers found a quantity of cocaine, a whip, and leather wristbands. Paul Elrod, who was also in the house, said Johnson had picked him up at a bar, promising him cocaine. Once they got home, Johnson stripped naked and paraded around wearing nothing but a blond wig and metal clips on his nipples.


During divorce proceedings, Ancky testified that Ben depleted her fortune with his “horrible” gambling habits, diminishing her bank balance from $7 million to between $3 and $4 million. Only one of the cars Ben bought her during their marriage was a Rolls-Royce, she complained. After they were married, Johnson told her he was impotent, and they had no sex after that, she said. But when Ancky became ill after yet another disastrous marriage, Johnson took care of her.


Kooluris said it was Johnson who urged him to marry Joan, from whom he is now divorced. “He invited me to lunch and said, ‘There’ll be no girl who loves you and will love you as much as Joan loves you. You’d better marry her.’ I was too stupid to be married to someone of that quality. She was first-class.”


But isn’t he homosexual? I asked him.


“I’m not even sexual,” Kirby said. “I can’t find any takers. I’m too finicky. I’m not a bar person—gay or otherwise. When I was younger, I could play around fast, make quick kills. Success in that game is youth. I’m not interested in being a sugar daddy to someone. This Bill thing happened by accident. He’s not really interested in guys. He just happened to wind up hanging around me. So once in a while, he’ll be reading porno stuff, and he gets worked up and will start on me. I can’t have a relationship with someone, because no one with a brain would understand the way I live. Any well-adjusted human being wouldn’t go for this resort life the way I lead it.”


In any case, “Joan knew from before we got married that I had other sexual interests,” Kirby said. “I told her that from time to time I have this little fantasy. She said, ‘Oh my.’ I said if you want to cancel all these things in our lives, I’m sure the people who are coming to honor us will understand. She said, ‘I have no choice because I’m in love with you.’ So no one was betrayed.”


During the season, Kooluris rents out his house for just over $20,000 a month and stays with friends or house-sits. If things really get tight, he sells a painting from his impressive collection of his great-uncle Nathan Dolinsky’s work. Renting out his house and getting free sumptuous meals, Kirby lives the life of a prince. Whether attending Adnan Khashoggi’s birthday party or going to the finest French restaurants with J. Paul Getty’s family, Kirby secures all the privileges of living in Palm Beach without the huge expense. “They are more accepting here of people who are floating,” Kooluris said, referring to himself.


Kirby tries to derive a sense of self-worth from his home and art collection. He seems to hope that his appreciation of them might somehow substitute for his own lack of achievement. While he is a talented photographer, he has never had the drive to become successful at it. Lovingly, he showed me the main staircase of his home, a treble-clef shape with lighted nooks displaying knickknacks. In one bedroom, Kirby said, the architect wanted to achieve a certain color for the leather on the chairs—the dull translucent green that you see when an ocean wave drops over your head. To get the color, the architect sent the material to a car manufacturer.


Kirby may give others happiness, but his family, from Short Hills, New Jersey, doesn’t understand. Once when his mother, Hortense, a former dancer trained by protegés of Isadora Duncan, visited, Kooluris asked a favor of his friend Lucien Capehart, one of the island’s three society photographers: Would he mind letting him sit behind a desk at Capehart’s studio on South County Road to create the impression he had a job?


Capehart has lived his own charmed life. He once dated Princess Sybil de Bourbon-Parme, whose lineage goes back to Louis XVI, and Donna Long, daughter of Ann Light, J. Paul Getty’s fourth wife.


Capehart obliged. To promote Kirby’s story, he had a sign made up with Kirby’s name on it. He placed the sign on a desk in his studio. When Kirby’s uncle, a retired surgeon, visited with Kirby’s aunt, Kirby and Capehart orchestrated the same ruse.


“Pretending is a way of life here,” Kirby told me. “We call Palm Beach Fantasy Island. Where I run into trouble is people sometimes feel they own you. At a function, I’ll bump into the family or friends of one of the women I escort. We’ll chat, and the woman who invited me might come up to them and say, ‘He’s mine.’ A guy is very valuable in this town.”




3. Boobs “R” Us
[image: Image]


That night, Kevin O’Dea, the night manager of Ta-boó, Palm Beach’s trendiest and most successful restaurant and bar, put his arms around the heir to one of America’s great fortunes. Slim women turned their blond heads as O’Dea led the woman and her younger boyfriend past the inviting bar and the sixty-gallon goldfish tank to the dining room with the fireplace, the most desirable location. Here, along Worth Avenue, Palm Beach’s answer to Rodeo Drive, lucky diners can watch whoever comes in the door—everyone from Celine Dion and Aretha Franklin to Ivana Trump, Roxanne Pulitzer, and Rod Stewart.


“I hug and I kiss everybody in town,” O’Dea told me. “I’m just that way.” And while embracing the women who enter the bar, O’Dea can’t help but notice that half the women have breast implants. “You can tell fake boobs,” he said. “Sometimes I think there’s a place around here called Boobs ‘R’ Us. This is plastic surgery central. I know women who can’t close their eyes at night. One girl I know who is very attractive came in with a collagen job on her lips. She looked like Howdy Doody. It doesn’t make you look younger. It makes you look weirder. A forty-year-old woman has football-size boobs. Within three minutes of meeting me, she told me her boobs cost five thousand dollars. She shows as much as she can of them all the time.”


O’Dea greets patrons with exuberance. Even when he doesn’t really know their names, they assume he does.


Despite having done scheduling for the Grateful Dead, despite his former years of drinking and drugging, Kevin looks about ten years younger than his professed age of fifty. He is attractive, with a narrow face, a good tan, and a ready smile. With his commanding voice, he announces to new acquaintances that he is a “sober alcoholic,” a member of Alcoholics Anonymous.


For O’Dea, Palm Beach has been his redemption, a place where he has stayed away from drink for eight years, ever since he became night manager of Ta-boó at 221 Worth Avenue. He guides people to their tables, listening to their confessions, advising them on their love lives, trying to make them happy. “The restaurant business is show business,” O’Dea said. “It’s entertainment. I’m out there, and I have a starring role.”


Palm Beachers trust O’Dea. Women ask his advice on prospective dates. Male patrons confide the names of the women they are currently bedding.


“I see if they have a wife and are screwing around a lot,” O’Dea told me. “They will call and say, ‘I’m coming in tonight with my wife.’ These are top people in town. I just don’t say anything about their girlfriend. They have beautiful young mistresses. They’re blatant about bringing them out.” Sometimes O’Dea thinks an older man has brought in his daughter, so he seats them across from each other, and it turns out that the young woman is the man’s girlfriend or wife. O’Dea has to apologize and offer to move her to a seat on a banquette next to the man.


I was introduced to Kevin by a fellow AA member, a Palm Beacher whom I met at the Chesterfield Hotel, where I stayed. Kevin would later say my credentials as a journalist convinced him to talk with me. He compared me with Andy Warhol, an observer within the ranks of the glitterati. Kevin’s reading of people turned out to be uncannily accurate. He would recommend others to talk to, letting me use his name. After spending the equivalent of days with them, I would find that they were exactly as Kevin had characterized them.


Not everyone solicits his opinion. An attractive professional woman came in a lot. “She wanted to get married, but she was blind to the facts,” Kevin said. “This character who looked like Orson Welles came in. They had a romance. They were making wedding plans. She moved in with him.”


The next thing Kevin knew, the wedding was off. “He was a total con,” Kevin told me. “He had conned her out of all her money. She posted what happened on the internet with his picture.” The man kept returning. “The last time I saw him, he was in with a new blond wife.”


If Kevin knows everyone’s love life, he also sees how the richest people in the world indulge themselves. One evening, a couple from the international set called for reservations from their Lear jet. “They had beluga caviar. The check was eleven hundred dollars, and they tipped six hundred,” O’Dea said. Another Palm Beach couple never eats in the restaurant but sends the manservant to Ta-boó five nights a week to pick up dinner. A lone diner orders four ounces of beluga—at $50 an ounce—with each of his meals. One mogul confided to O’Dea, “My wife spends thirty thousand dollars a year on her hair, and it doesn’t look any better than anybody else’s.”


“We get Arab royalty,” Kevin said. “First you get the bodyguards, then royal family, and then the servants. The bodyguards order. The royal family is fed first, then the rest. We’ve had sultans give hundred-dollar bills to everybody who works in the restaurant.”


A man called to make a reservation. “I want to propose at the table,” he told O’Dea. “Before dessert, I’m going to lean over and pop the question. Then, do you think you could come out with flowers?”


The man brought his entire family. As they sat around the table, the customer proposed. O’Dea had a server take a photo. Fortunately, the woman said yes.


One night at six-thirty a waiter came rushing to the front of the restaurant with an urgent request. “I have to have some Twinkies,” he said. “This guy at table four is going to pay me five hundred dollars if I can get him Twinkies in half an hour.”


“Cut me in, and I’ll send for the Twinkies,” O’Dea said.


When they arrived, the pastry chef put the Twinkies on a large plate and surrounded them with raspberry sauce and whipped cream.


“He not only paid five hundred for the Twinkies, he tipped a hundred seventy-five dollars on a six-hundred-dollar check,” O’Dea said. “I made fifty dollars.”


Ta-boó offers something for everyone. With dark green ceilings and peach accents, it serves everything from cheeseburgers, club sandwiches, and pizza to beluga caviar, whole Dover sole, lobster, rack of lamb, osso bucco, and roast prime rib of beef—all mouthwatering. For lunch, megamillionaires’ wives dine on cold fresh poached salmon or warm steak salad with strips of grilled marinated filet mignon. For dessert, a chocolate walnut brownie drenched in hot fudge sauce, all made from scratch in the kitchen, is enough to make a chocolate lover break down in tears. At night, the sixteen-seat black-granite bar attracts handsome men and alluring women looking to connect over Taittinger champagne, $12 a glass. On Friday and Saturday nights after ten, patrons dance to disco music.


Customers range from trust-fund babies who live on inherited wealth and the newest of the nouveau riche to mainstays like Mildred “Brownie” McLean, a grande dame of Palm Beach society.


“It’s funny what happens to people who live on inherited money,” O’Dea told me. One Saturday night, twelve trust-fund babies came in. “They ordered food and drinks. Then it came time to pay the check. About half of them wandered out before check time.” The bill came to $600, and the poor guy who tried to organize everybody to pay got stuck with $470 of it.


O’Dea hears anti-Semitic remarks. “I have a friend who is Jewish and a tennis player,” O’Dea said. “She was invited to play tennis at the Everglades Club. She was told to leave because she is Jewish. This was five or six years ago. I know Jewish girls who were raised here, and they were at a birthday party for one of their school friends at the Bath & Tennis Club. They had to call their mother to take them home because Jews weren’t allowed.”


During the season, the wait for a table can be fifteen to twenty minutes, but patrons used to getting their way still insist on being seated in particular rooms or at their usual tables.


As on the rest of the island, games of wealth and privilege are played out at Ta-boó. “Everyone in Palm Beach wants recognition,” O’Dea said. “That’s the big thing. I don’t care whether it’s Joe Blow or Mrs. Firestone. They say, ‘I am me, and I deserve that.’”


“There’s a pecking order to the rooms and tables near the fireplace,” O’Dea said. “I state as a policy that I can’t guarantee particular tables. It’s impossible for me to do. I’m doing four hundred meals a night. You don’t know who’s a billionaire, sometimes, and who is the latest guy in town with a tux looking for a rich wife, and he’s got nothing. My policy is to treat everyone democratically, like human beings. I try to meet the demands. If I let their whims set the agenda, everyone else feels slighted. It’s like a chess game. You’re constantly trying to juggle things to make people happy.”


Wealthy customers make a game of returning orders, posturing and seeing how much power they can exert.


“I go along except when they’re blatantly trying to rip me off,” O’Dea said. “They’ll order six stone crabs, eat five, and say they are bad and want more. Or they see someone else’s order and return what they have, claiming the sauce is not up to par.”


On occasion, “I lose it,” said O’Dea, who nearly chain-smokes Camel filters. When he runs out, he substitutes Winston Lights. “We pour six-ounce glasses of wine, a quarter bottle of wine. We have a large glass so you get the nose of the wine. Somebody called me over and said, “This glass isn’t full.’ I said, ‘It’s six ounces. If that’s not enough for you, I can’t make you happy’ I knew I was offending him. But I get tired of getting got all the time. I eventually went back to him and took him a glass of wine.”


O’Dea sees an endless variety of rituals surrounding drinking.


“One woman who orders a martini requires five glasses,” O’Dea said. “One for ice, one for vodka, one for vermouth, one for gin, and one for olives and onions. We know her, and that’s what we do for her.”


In Palm Beach, desperate women want to get married and find financial security, and the men mainly want to have sex. “There is a whole crew of my regular girls who have been married at least once and are very attractive,” O’Dea said. “They may have money in their own right, but they want more. They may be worth five million. They want to find a guy worth fifty-five million.”


For many of them, he says, “beauty is their only stock-in-trade, and there’s nothing inside. I see a lot of women who have all the physical attributes, but there’s nothing else there. Beauty really comes from inside.”


Late at night O’Dea has seen “women disappear under tables, and gentlemen with very happy smiles. When you mix men, women, and alcohol, almost anything can happen. I’ve seen the flirtation and drinking and intoxication and people leaving together. Then the next day, I’ve heard rape. Sometimes they get drunk and change their minds and say it was rape. William Kennedy Smith was a great example.”


In that case, there was no corroboration of twenty-nine-year-old Patricia Bowman’s claim that Smith raped her—and several signs that she consented to sex but then became enraged when Smith called her Kathy instead of Patricia while they were having sex. She testified, for example, that she removed her panty hose prior to the sex act. She also claimed that she screamed, yet despite the still night, no one heard her. Smith was acquitted. “It’s easy for women to be victimized,” Kevin said, “and it’s also easy for them to victimize a man.”


On the island, “there are gold diggers you wouldn’t believe,” O’Dea said. He came to work one day and a very attractive blonde was sitting at the bar at 5:00 P.M. A friend introduced her to Kevin. She showed Kevin some of the beautiful short dresses she had just bought on Worth Avenue. The next night she came in again, showing lots of cleavage. “I have a job for you,” she said. “I’m going to come to this restaurant, and you’re going to find me a husband. I’ll take care of you, Kevin.”


“Okay. What are you looking for?”


“Oh, fifty to sixty years old, lots of money.”


A few months later, a pretty Danish woman came in with a woman O’Dea used to date. The Danish woman said, “Kevin, do you know anybody for me? I think it’s about time I found someone.”


“What are your qualifications?” Kevin asked.


“Someone who is fifty or sixty and rich,” she said.


“Golly,” Kevin said. “You want something no one else wants.”


Kevin hooked her up with a movie producer, but she wasn’t satisfied. He had to be richer. Before they went out on a date, Kevin told the producer not to bother.


It works both ways. The town is full of rich women who find the help attractive. One young woman, heir to a retailing fortune, picks up bartenders. She lets “every guy in the bar paw her” through her $5,000 dresses.


“A very wealthy French divorcée came in,” O’Dea recalled. “She would order Louis Roederer Cristal from France, a hundred-and-ninety-five-dollar bottle of champagne, and tip a hundred dollars. She hit it off with a bartender, and they dated. Then they spent a weekend in Miami together. The bartender quit. The next time I saw them was at Au Bar,” infamous as the place where William Kennedy Smith picked up Patricia Bowman. “The former bartender and the divorcée were just stopping in town. They had spent the summer in the South of France and were on their way to Southeast Asia.”


Another bartender rode his bicycle to work and lived in a studio apartment. He began going out with the heir to a vast fortune. “Two months later, he was driving a Ferrari,” O’Dea said. “They never moved in together. They were just great pals and lovers. She took care of him. Now he’s retired at fifty with a trust. He has income for the rest of his life.”


The call girls who show up at the bar are stunning and fresh-faced.


“One gal is gorgeous and sophisticated,” O’Dea said. “She has big breasts. Her price is up to a thousand dollars a night. If you asked her what she does, she would say she is an investor. She’s smart with her money.”


Even the help is rich. “I get hostesses who work for me for eight dollars an hour and drive sixty-thousand-dollar cars,” O’Dea said. “You get a lot of rich people who are divorced and want something to do. The father of one waitress was a billionaire. She would fly home on weekends on her father’s private jet.”


Until he died in August 1995, Neil Cargile, a cross-dresser, regularly came in wearing a minidress, stockings, and five-inch heels. An accomplished pilot who owned a single-engine Mooney airplane, Cargile grew up in Nashville and designed and operated dredges used for deepening rivers and harbors and for recovering diamonds and gold. He was the subject of a 1995 New Yorker profile by John Berendt, author of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.


Cargile declared simply that dressing as a woman was “fun.” He made no attempt to hide his masculine voice or gait. Dorothy Koss, his pretty blond girlfriend, helped him with his makeup. When in drag, Cargile called himself SheNeil. A month before Cargile died at sixty-seven after a bout with malaria, Palm Beach police arrested him for drunk driving after he left Ta-boó. He insisted he had been singled out because he was wearing a red sequined minidress.


“We had a deal,” O’Dea told me. “He couldn’t come in drag until after ten P.M.”


Another eccentric, a longtime resident of the Colony Hotel, will be “on his tenth martini by three P.M.,” O’Dea said. “Charming fellow with this stentorian voice. He was an escort who married a wealthy woman. No sex was involved. But he took care of her through her illness. She passed away and left everything to him.”


Until she died at age ninety-four in December 1996, Carolyn M. Skelly regularly hobbled into Taboó. Her father, William Grover Skelly, was a mule skinner before striking it rich in the Oklahoma oil boom. In 1917 he founded Midland Refining Company. He acquired other oil-related businesses and created Skelly Oil, one of the country’s biggest independent oil companies.


Late in life, Carolyn Skelly was extremely frail, and this attracted trouble. In 1982, robbers at La Guardia Airport took $1 million in jewelry that Skelly was carrying. Two years later, two women, including one of her former maids, stole more than $2 million in jewels from her thirty-six-room château in Newport, which was across the street from Barton Gubelmann’s home. Then in December 1996 Skelly awoke in the middle of the night to find a burglar armed with a knife in her bedroom. He escaped with jewelry valued at more than $1 million.


During the season, Skelly lived at the Colony Hotel, just up the street from Ta-boó. A male walker always accompanied her to the restaurant. As soon as Skelly died, her family began fighting over her estate, estimated at $47 million.


The will she had signed in December 1969 left Skelly Oil stock to a son, a daughter, and five grandchildren. The bulk of her estate went to two additional grandchildren who had lived with her for several years before her death. But at her death, Skelly owned no Skelly Oil stock, and this gave her heirs a basis for contesting the will. Eventually, they agreed on a settlement. In the end, her assets were valued at only $15.1 million.


Ta-boó has seen a few brawls. “This guy was at the bar, a young, hip guy,” Kevin said. “He probably had some powder in his nose. He was ordering champagne for everybody and being very loud and boisterous.” He began bothering a man sitting at a table, and someone said, “Please calm this guy.”


“Who’s that son of a bitch?” the loud man said. In a second, tables were flying. Kevin called the police.


One evening a woman confronted another woman at the bar.


“I was just in Hong Kong with your husband,” she said. “He tells me you’re just a money-grubbing bitch.”


The wife threw her drink in the mistress’s face. After the bartender called for help, O’Dea walked over to the women and asked what was going on.


“I’m sleeping with her husband, and I know what she did to him,” the mistress explained. “I just went up to her and told her. Then she threw a drink at me.” The mistress seemed dumbfounded at the woman’s reaction.


The next day the husband came in, and O’Dea mentioned the encounter to him. He was shocked but then started laughing. It turned out the mistress had mistakenly accosted someone else’s wife.




4. Beluga Caviar
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“I’ve lived here twenty years, and already I have seen such changes in this town,” said Barbara Pearson Johnson, whose husband was president of a defense contractor, with a sigh. “Everyone was very gay and beautifully coiffed,” Johnson said to murmurs of agreement. “We would pick up clothes at Lilly Pulitzer’s and go to Petite Marmite for lunch. Life started at eleven P.M. People would be coming from parties at the Everglades or the Beach Club or Breakers Hotel. They would dance their feet off. A great deal of the old money has moved away. It’s a whole new group of faces.”


Kay Rybovich, whose late husband, John, made the acclaimed Rybovich fishing boat, and her guests placed their orders for Bloody Marys or fresh lemonade, grilled dolphin or shrimp salad, at the Sailfish Club four miles north of Ta-boó. Among the clubs on the island, the Sailfish has some of the best food. The club is unpretentious, with a long pine-paneled dining room and trophy fish on the walls. On this Sunday afternoon, our table overlooked the club’s dock, where attendants riding golf carts transferred prime beef filets and Cristal champagne from white Rolls-Royce Corniches and red Ferrari convertibles onto white megayachts gleaming in the brilliant mid-June sunshine. Television mogul Alex Dreyfoos, Jr.’s yacht the Lady Caroline, sugar baron Alfonso “Alfie” Fanjul’s Crili, and developer Llwyd Ecclestone’s The Reel Estate all tie up here.


As the drinks arrived, Johnson said, “A lot of people who chair these [charity] parties have just come into town and want to make friends and become known. They kind of come and go. We don’t have the old standbys like Sue Whitmore and Brownie McLean and Mary Sanford. They’re not old families. A lot of people do this [chair balls] to get onto the A-list. That doesn’t work. The only way to get on the A-list is by knowing these people all your life.”


Rybovich is a gracious, pretty lady with blue eyes, a gentle face, and cheeks like fresh peaches. A founder of the International Women’s Fishing Association, she is on the boards of local organizations like the Palm Beach Historical Society and the Palm Beach Round Table, which brings in speakers ranging from Donald Trump to Gerald Ford. Rybovich said she came to Palm Beach as a young girl in 1924.


In those days, during off-season, the town turned off the traffic lights. “There was a genteelness in the old days,” Rybovich said, expressing a view commonly held by the Old Guard. “Palm Beach was almost royalty. The people here had lovely homes with up to thirty servants. They had a head servant, a head guard man. Today it’s different. It’s not the same quality. Look at the difference between the people living here then and now. They didn’t show their wealth. Now they display it openly. It’s new money versus old money.”


Still, Palm Beachers—eighty-seven percent of whom are millionaires—get by.


By design, no signs along Interstate Route 95 point to Palm Beach, sixty-five miles north of Miami. Even after crossing one of the three bridges from West Palm Beach, the island’s poor cousin on the mainland, drivers can’t be sure they have arrived in Palm Beach. No signs welcome them to the island paradise. If they have to ask where Palm Beach is, they shouldn’t be there.


The contrast with West Palm, a city of 68,703 with strip malls, is palpable. Royal palms, the most stately and noble of all, line the resort’s streets, along with coconut palms, a more humble tree that produces coconuts. The coconut palms must be trimmed twice a year lest a ripe coconut crash through the roof of a Lamborghini Countach or a Rolls-Royce Corniche convertible. Like mountain climbers, with crampons on their shoes, trimmers hired by the town scale the palm trees to castrate them with serrated machetes. The coconuts pop into the street and bounce away, chased by a workman from the cleanup crew that follows the climbers around. As the men sweep through the town square on South County Road at Australian Avenue, kitchen workers, hotel employees, and store clerks slip out and pick up the ripest, fattest, yellowest coconuts from the street, then return to work, looking sheepish but self-satisfied.


The coconut palms are the legacy of a drunken party held after a Spanish ship called the Providencia ran aground on January 9, 1878. Bound for Barcelona from Havana, the ship carried a cargo of hides, coconuts, and wine. The crew and local settlers consumed the wine, and the captain gave the Americans twenty thousand coconuts. The palms that grew from the coconuts are still on the island, and the party is still going on.


In 1892 the palms entranced Henry Morrison Flagler, a partner with John D. Rockefeller in the Standard Oil Company and a leading figure in American industry. Flagler decided to turn Palm Beach into America’s Riviera—a playground for the rich and famous. Over Flagler Memorial Bridge at the north end of the island, he extended his Florida East Coast Railway to Palm Beach and built the 1,150-room Royal Poinciana Hotel, then the world’s largest hotel, as a draw. It was in the Royal Poinciana that Joseph P. Kennedy, whose winter home was on the island, later would begin his three-year affair with movie star Gloria Swan-son. Because the Poinciana was on Lake Worth, Flagler added an offshoot, the Palm Beach Inn, on the ocean in 1895. Renamed the Breakers Hotel in 1901, it was destroyed by fire and rebuilt in 1903.


The hotel’s cottages were the winter homes of John D. Rockefeller, John Jacob Astor, Andrew Carnegie, and J. P. Morgan. They traveled down in their own railroad cars. As a wedding present to his third wife, Mary Lily Kenan, Flagler also built Whitehall, a 55,000-square-foot marble Beaux Arts palace that is now the Henry Morrison Flagler Museum. Assessed at $51.6 million, the Breakers is now run by descendants of Mary Lily.


If the palms are Palm Beach’s signature ornament, the lush hedges allowed to grow as high as sixty feet have a more prosaic function. Money buys privacy, and the precisely manicured hedges shield from the public such structures as Abraham D. Gosman’s $12.1 million, 81,000-square-foot home at 513 North County Road and Nelson Peltz’s $18 million, 46,700-square-foot home at 548 North County Road. Lesser homes with 20,000 square feet have fifteen bedrooms, twelve bathrooms, several libraries, media rooms, saunas, gymnasiums, pizza parlors, and formal or great rooms, along with the usual parlors, dens, recreation rooms, and living rooms. Bedroom closets run to 1,000 square feet. By comparison, a spacious four-bedroom house in the suburbs with living room and family room has about 2,500 square feet.


Among the megaresidents who have homes of Babylonian splendor on Palm Beach are John Kluge (worth $10.5 billion from Metromedia); Ronald O. Perelman ($4.2 billion from Revlon and other investments); Si Newhouse, Jr. ($4.5 billion from publishing); Estée Lauder’s sons, Ronald ($4.4 billion from cosmetics), and Leonard ($4.4 billion from the same company); David Koch ($3 billion from oil), and William Koch ($650 million from Oxbow Corporation, an energy conglomerate); Edgar Bronfman, Sr. ($4.3 billion from Seagram); Diana Strawbridge Wister ($900 million from a Campbell’s Soup inheritance); Nelson Peltz ($840 million from leveraged buyouts, Royal Crown Cola, and Snapple); and Sidney Kimmel ($825 million from Jones New York, Evan-Picone, and Saville apparel).


Billionaire Donald Trump drops in at Mar-a-Lago at 1100 South Ocean Boulevard, a 125,000-square-foot home that he bought for $10 million in 1985 and turned into a club in 1995. Jimmy Buffett, Buffalo Bills owner Ralph Wilson, Rush Limbaugh, and Rod Stewart also own homes on the island.


A recent addition is La Follia, a $27 million, 37,000-square-foot beachfront mansion built by financier Irwin Kramer and his wife, Terry Allen Kramer, a Broadway producer. The coquina-clad manse comes with walk-in refrigerators and freezers as well as a walk-in wine cellar. The master suite alone is 4,500 square feet, twice the size of a normal home.


Sydell L. Miller, worth $1.3 billion from her hair-care company, Matrix Essentials, just built a 37,268-square-foot home with forty-two rooms and a basement garage for seventeen cars. She paid $11.25 million for an adjoining 16,200-square-foot estate with marble columns and two wine-tasting rooms (one for red, one for white). Then she tore it down.


Most of the owners of the larger homes occupy them for only a few months during the season. In the meantime, electric bills are $4,000 to $5,000 a month, and property taxes can exceed $500,000 a year. The bill for landscape maintenance for a five-acre estate is $140,000 a year, not to mention the cost of maintaining year-round staffs of chefs, butlers, maids, chauffeurs, and gardeners.
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