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To my greatly loved children,

Beatrix, Trevor, Todd, Nick, Samantha, Victoria,

Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara,

May you be blessed every minute of your lives,

Happy, protected, safe, loved,

with kind people who love you all around you.

May you be a blessing to others, 

and may you have full, happy, productive lives. 

And stay away from sociopaths!

With my greatest love for you, 

and all my heart and soul,

Mom / d.s.





Ruthless (adjective). Having no pity: merciless, cruel.

—Merriam-Webster Dictionary





Chapter 1

John Randall Williams sat looking out the window of the conference room, on the forty-eighth floor of his office in New York. The men in the room were silent for a moment, waiting for him to speak. They were the senior employees of his company. John was a tall, handsome, powerfully built man, with broad shoulders, a mane of white hair, ice-blue eyes, and a stern expression. He had played football at Harvard, and was still in remarkable shape at sixty-six. 

There were ten of his top men at the conference table with him. They had been wrestling with negotiations for a company he had wanted to buy for the past three months, and he had to make a decision about whether or not to go in for the kill now. He was known for his tough positions and relentless pursuit of what he wanted, without mercy. He owned container ships all over the world, and this was a line he had wanted to buy for years, for their fleet of vessels that suited his needs. The deal appealed to him because the owners were operating from weakness. It was a family-owned operation, and the three sons who had inherited it from their father were losing ground daily, and John knew it. He had made them a low offer and continued to drive the price down while they procrastinated. Behind his back, people said John was a man without mercy, without a heart. To his face no one contradicted him, they didn’t dare. But in spite of his toughness in business, he had incredible charisma, along with his good looks. He was charming when he wanted to be, if it served his purpose. Or as cold and immovable as a glacier, if he preferred. 

He had inherited his shipping line. His great-grandfather, Arthur Williams, had owned passenger ships, elegant ones that had been the luxury liners of their day. John’s father, James Williams, had converted them to cargo ships and made them infinitely more profitable. John’s father had died young, and when he inherited the line, John had taken their fleet in hand, modernized it to state of the art, and had the most lucrative cargo ships anywhere in the world. He had turned distinguished old money into vast quantities of new money, and he shamelessly put his competitors out of business whenever it suited his purposes. He was about to do it again. The ships he wanted to buy would be put into dry dock and renovated. The men currently working on them would all lose their jobs, and his fleet would have grown again. The current owners knew how John Williams operated, and felt a responsibility to the men who had worked for them faithfully for years. But none of the three brothers who owned the line now wanted the headaches that went with the business, such as dock strikes and dangerous waters. They had lost two ships to pirates in the last year, and another had sunk in a hurricane, with loss of life among those onboard. Two of the brothers were past retirement age, and the youngest had never liked the business they were in. They wanted out but not at Williams’s prices, and were concerned about what he would do with their faithful employees. But their losses had been too great and they knew they had to sell. It just pained them to agree to the slaughter they knew Williams would make of it. It was what he did. Some said he enjoyed it. He had a checkered reputation, and some fans, who also fell prey to his charms. Mostly women. But some men were impressed by how tough and what an astute businessman he was.

The men seated around the conference table were waiting for his final offer. It was a fine art figuring out just how low he could go, and naming a price he knew the sellers would accept this time. He was brilliant at it, and had been doing it for all thirty years he had run the company. No one denied that he was a hard man, but an incredibly smart one. He had an instinct for business like few others. He was bold and never afraid to take a risk. When people thought he would lose, he came out of the shadows with unbeatable strength and always won. He seldom made mistakes and had had few losses in the course of his career. And very few of his allies or adversaries dared to stand up to him. In fact, none.

There was only one person who knew the softer side of John Williams, and was his source of comfort in a harsh world. His wife, Helen, had been the gentlest person he’d ever known. She knew what he was thinking and feeling without his ever saying a word. Only she understood how much it pained him at times to destroy another man’s business or nearly steal his ships from him. If John had a conscience, he hid it well. Helen gave him strength in his rare weak moments. Their daughter, Gabrielle, would inherit his shipping empire one day, and had no interest in how it worked. She had gone into medicine instead. 

Helen saw all John’s strengths and loved him with his weaknesses, and even his flaws. She had loved him unconditionally, a rare thing in life. He shone like a bright star in her eyes. Gabby, their only child, saw only the sins he committed, and never forgave him for them, or forgot them. She hated what he did and how he did it. She had gone to college in the West at Stanford, went to medical school there, and did her residency and settled in Aspen, Colorado. She was an orthopedic surgeon, and was said to be one of the best knee surgeons in the West. Aspen was a ski community, and she had plenty of business in the winter, and people came from all over the country to be operated on by her all year long. Helen had been the bridge over troubled waters between them, and she had been good at it. Gabby and her father needed an interpreter to speak to each other. The chasm between them was almost unbridgeable now. Gabby had loved and admired him when she was a child, but not now as an adult. As an adult she loathed what he did. It was painful to watch when he moved in for the kill. And so predictable.

Her mother, John’s beloved wife, had died nine months before of breast cancer. They had tried everything, even experimental treatments at Mass General and Stanford, and the Anderson Center in Texas, but they had discovered it too late. John was inconsolable when she died, but he didn’t let it show at the office. As far as everyone could see, nothing had changed. He was as tough and merciless as ever, maybe even slightly more so. He had cried himself to sleep every night for six months, and for the past three months, he had been slowly learning to live with the loss. His nights were a deep, dark abyss now, and he slept only briefly, in the early morning hours. The lines in his face were more sharply etched, his deep blue eyes pools of pain.

Gabby had never believed that her father loved her, and could see no evidence of it in his behavior toward her. He had never been around when she was growing up, always at the office. He had demanded excellence of her for her entire life, was easily critical of her, rarely praised her accomplishments, and always raised the bar higher. She kept her distance from him now for her own sanity. She firmly believed that her father was capable of loving only her mother, and no one else. No matter how much he loved his daughter, and Helen knew he did, he could never find the right ways to show her. Their relationship as father and daughter required a language that neither had ever learned how to speak, and Helen’s absence for the past nine months was sorely felt by both of them. Gabby missed her mother as much as her father did, but they were unable to express their feelings to each other. Gabby’s brash, outspoken criti cism of John only made him colder with her. His famous harshness destroyed any sympathy and compassion she might have had for him. 

Their mourning for the past nine months had been a lonely place for both of them. Gabby hadn’t come home since the funeral, and only called infrequently, when she felt she had to. She took days to return his calls, and they had nothing to say to each other. She had told him she wasn’t coming home for Thanksgiving or Christmas. Helen had always made the holidays warm for all of them, but there was no one to do that now. Gabby had decided to stay in Aspen and work through the holidays, which was her busiest season, due to skiing accidents. And John had decided to spend the holidays alone. He didn’t want to spend them with anyone else. He knew that if Gabby came home, it would just end in an argument, so he didn’t try to convince her. His not doing so confirmed to her what she already believed and had all her life, that he didn’t love her. He loved only his wife and himself, as Gabby always said. She saw him as a cold, selfish man.

He had accepted just one dinner invitation before the holidays, because the hostess flatly refused to let him off the hook. The invitation was from their dear friend Isabelle Phillips, Gabby’s godmother. She had been widowed herself for the past ten years, and had one daughter, Angela, who lived in Los Angeles and was married to the head of a TV network. They had four children Isabelle adored. She had called Gabby, her godchild, to beg her to come home for Christmas, and she had flatly refused, although she loved her godmother. 

“Dad and I will kill each other without Mom there,” she had said. Isabelle knew it was true but thought Gabby should try anyway. Helen would have wanted her to. “There’s no point, Aunt Iz. We have nothing to say to each other. He said he’s going to the boat, which I hate anyway.” John had a splendid sailboat, which he and Helen had loved spending time on. He kept it in the Caribbean in the winter, and the Mediterranean in summer. Gabby had suffered from seasickness all her life, which irritated him beyond words. He always believed she was faking it so she didn’t have to go. “He’ll be happy on the boat,” Gabby said coldly.

“He’s not happy anywhere right now, any more than you are, and this will be your first Christmas without your mother. Don’t underestimate how hard that will be for both of you.”

Isabelle was a kind, intelligent, warm, very attractive woman. She had run a successful ad agency with her husband, Steve, for years, and had retired and sold the agency five years before, when she turned sixty. She flew to Los Angeles regularly to see her daughter and grandchildren. She led a full life, entertained a great deal, was on the boards of Lincoln Center and the Metropolitan Opera. She liked surrounding herself with young people and invited them to her dinner parties, since her only daughter lived far away. 

Angela, her daughter, was the same age as Gabby. They were thirty-six years old, and had been best friends all their lives. They were both only children, and were like sisters. Angela had married soon after college and was happily married. Gabby hadn’t married yet. Her medical studies had taken up all her time, and now her practice as an orthopedic surgeon did. Helen worried that she would never marry. Gabby’s worst nightmare was marrying a man like her father, since she saw none of his virtues and only his flaws. She thought he was a coldhearted, controlling monster, a destroyer of men, and only interested in money. She believed that he took pleasure in hurting people, crushing them to prove his strength. She told him to his face that he was a narcissist, which didn’t sit well with him. It was partly true. It was the reputation he had, and he had a strong ego. But there were virtues that offset it, which Helen saw and his daughter didn’t. He was a strong, deeply philanthropic man and a wonderful loving husband, and he loved his daughter too, although he admitted that he had expected a lot of Gabby. She had lived up to all his dreams for her. He had never expected her to come into his business, and didn’t ask it of her. Shipping was a man’s world, and she was an excellent, dedicated doctor.

When Isabelle called John to invite him to her annual pre-Christmas dinner party, she knew he would decline, and she refused to let him. 

“You can’t sit home by yourself all through Christmas,” she told him kindly. “Helen wouldn’t have wanted that. In fact, she told me so herself, and I promised I wouldn’t let you. You’re coming to dinner. You’ll know almost everyone there, except for a few young new addons, and you don’t have to talk to them if you don’t want to. You can sit next to me. But you’re coming, like it or not, and that’s it. I’ll come and drag you out myself if I have to,” she said in her cheerful, upbeat voice that reminded him of Helen, who was always his antidote to sadness, and Isabelle was a good standin for the role. She cared about him as her dearest friend. 

“I don’t know where my dinner jacket is. Helen put it away somewhere and I can’t find it,” he said wistfully in a plaintive tone.

“I’m sure you haven’t looked. I’ll come over and look for it myself,” Isabelle said firmly, and he smiled. Sometimes he felt as though Isabelle and Helen were twins. They even looked like each other. They were both tall, slim, elegant blondes with blue eyes. Isabelle was a bit more extroverted and flamboyant than Helen, who had been quieter and more conservative, which suited John perfectly. And Isabelle’s husband, Steve, had been a terrific guy. He owned the ad agency she worked for, and they fell in love and married. They were an amazing couple, as beautiful as they were happy. Isabelle had refused to give up living when Steve died. She had gone everywhere with John and Helen, and spent time on their boat with them. Unlike Gabby, she didn’t get seasick, and she loved the boat and was their favorite, most enthusiastic guest. She knew when to keep to herself, and was festive and fun at meals, interested in a million things, and had a busy social life. She was fifty-five when she was widowed. She had dated a few times, but she never met anyone who even remotely compared to Steve, so she had decided to be a chic widow, continued to work for five years after his death, and then sold the agency so she could travel more and visit her daughter frequently. She traveled a lot after she retired, visiting friends all over the world. “So we agree then,” she said about her dinner party, although he hadn’t agreed at all. “I’ll send you a reminder, and if you need help finding your dinner jacket, call me.” She was sure it would hang on him since he had lost a great deal of weight after Helen died, but he was still a very handsome man, and until his wife’s death, he hadn’t looked his age. He had aged visibly since then. But he was still a powerhouse with boundless energy. He stayed in shape and played golf and tennis regularly.

Helen and Isabelle had played tennis every week too. The two couples had been a wonderful, handsome foursome, and Isabelle was sure that John would come back to life again. He had too much life in him not to. It would just take time. In the meantime, she knew he had a full schedule at the office to keep him occupied.

John had thrown himself body and soul into his business all of his life, and at times had sacrificed his personal and family life for it, which Helen understood and Gabby reproached him for vividly. In her memory, he had never been home, was always working or flying around the world to check on his fleet in person. He hadn’t come to any of her school events when she was a child. Helen covered all the bases, operating as mother and father when she had to. She didn’t work herself, so she was always around for Gabby, more than John was, but he had been around more than Gabby admitted or remembered. It was true that he loved his business and was passionate about it, but Gabby considered him an absentee father for anything that had mattered in her life. In her eyes, he had shown up for her graduations from college and medical school and not much else. Helen had made excuses for him, but the fact was that he ran an empire and didn’t have time to go to school plays or birthday parties. Men like John just didn’t do that. He was a titan in a world of industrial giants, and he was the biggest of all.

After they hung up, John smiled, thinking of Isabelle, and he knew that Helen would have been pleased that he was going to her party. He had grumbled about it even when she was alive. Dinner parties always seemed like such a waste of time to him, with ambitious people trying to climb the social ladder, and talking about nothing. John was happiest in his office, negotiating, and acquiring new ships at the price he had forced the previous owners to accept in negotiation under duress. Every win proved to him that he was the most powerful man in the industry. He always had to be the biggest and the best. He couldn’t tolerate losing and rarely did.

John looked at the faces around the conference table, waiting for an answer from him. With John, it was often hard to guess what that answer would be. He liked to surprise his adversaries and his colleagues. He was inscrutable as he looked at them, reached for a paper in front of him, and signed it. It was his final offer letter. He filled in the blank with an amount. It was a proposal that would break the owners’ hearts, but they had no choice. They had taken too long to decide. They needed the money, and he knew it. They were desperate by then. From his standpoint, the negotiation had been a victory. He was buying seventeen ships in mediocre condition, and would be refitting them completely as container ships. He was getting what he wanted for much less than he had expected to pay.

“Let’s do it,” he said, set the pen down and stood up, and broke into a smile. “That’s my final offer. They’ll take it, they have no other choice now. They’ll be bankrupt if they don’t and their employees will blame them. If they take my offer, they can blame me. I don’t mind at all.” He walked out of the conference room then and back to his office, with his back straight and the stride of a winner. He left the others to break the news to the owners he was buying from. They were closing the deal for less money than they had hoped for, and all of their employees would be out of work, as the ships would head for dry dock. There would be hundreds of men out of jobs this Christmas, but it couldn’t be helped. John Williams always got the deals he wanted. He was a fearless negotiator, and it always paid off. He led a charmed life. He had always felt that way, except for the last nine months, since he had lost Helen. Even victory no longer tasted as sweet without her. And he took it as a personal failure, a mortal blow, that he hadn’t been able to save her. He would never forgive himself for it.

The night before Isabelle’s dinner party John found his dinner jacket, and everything that went with it. Isabelle’s guess had been correct, it was several sizes too large now, as he had lost a great deal of weight since his wife died. The night of the party, he sat down in a chair in his bedroom, laced his black patent leather shoes, and stood up to look in the mirror when he tied his black satin bow tie. Helen had always done it for him when they went to formal dinners and events, and he couldn’t get it as perfect as she did. It was slightly crooked as he draped a white silk scarf around his neck and put on a black overcoat. He looked far more handsome than he realized. Part of his charm was that he didn’t realize how strikingly handsome he was, and didn’t care about his looks. He had been much more struck by Helen’s beauty than his own.

It felt strange to be all dressed up in black tie and going out alone for the first time. It made him feel lonelier than ever.

His driver, Sam, was waiting for him downstairs as he left his penthouse apartment in the Trump Tower on East Fifty-Sixth Street and Fifth Avenue. It was filled with all the art and books and things Helen had loved and they had collected together. John slipped into the backseat of his car. He exchanged a few words with Sam, and they drove uptown to Isabelle’s spacious duplex apartment on Park Avenue, the same one where she had lived with Steve, and where their daughter had grown up. There was a strange déjà vu for John about the whole evening. 

The apartment was already full of people when he walked in and gave one of the waiters his scarf and coat, and Isabelle came over quickly to greet him, kissed him on the cheek, and tucked a hand into his arm and walked him into the living room, where he saw a sea of familiar faces and was sorry he had come. Being there without Helen hit him like a wrecking ball for a moment and left him speechless. He hated knowing that everyone felt sorry for him now. It made him feel like a loser. He was a winner in everything else, but he had lost his wife, and most of the guests were there in couples, except him and Isabelle and a few others. He was the odd man out. Isabelle went to greet her other guests, and he helped himself to a glass from a silver tray and took a long swallow of champagne to bolster him.

He greeted a number of people he knew, and noticed a cluster of young people standing near the fireplace drinking champagne and martinis. They were a sophisticated-looking group, and he noticed that some of the girls were very pretty, and they all looked lively and happy, and stayed among themselves rather than mingling with the older guests, who outnumbered them. They were younger than Gabby and Angela. They looked to be somewhere in their twenties, at most thirty. Gabby was thirty-six and seemed much older. Isabelle’s younger group looked like kids to him. 

Isabelle checked on John regularly during the cocktail hour. He had found a small cluster of men he knew and played tennis with, which made him more comfortable. They were deep in conversation about politics, and he seemed engaged and happier than when he walked in. When they moved into the dining room, John saw that Isabelle had seated him next to herself at dinner, so she could keep an eye on him and cheer him up if he looked sad to be at a gathering without his late wife. It was the first party he had been to without Helen in forty years, which was shocking when he thought about it, and he was trying not to. One of the men congratulated him on his purchase of the shipping line he had just bought, and John thanked him.

“I hear you made quite a killing on it. You always do,” his acquaintance said admiringly.

“The right opportunities turn up at the right time sometimes,” John said modestly. “They’ve been ready to sell for a while. They couldn’t run it without their father and they didn’t want to. So I stepped in at the opportune moment.” He didn’t admit that he’d been watching their downward spiral for months, ready to catch them as they fell. 

The guests had been invited for eight o’clock, and sat down to dinner at nine promptly. Isabelle ran a tight ship and entertained beautifully. The house was elegantly decorated for Christmas and looked very festive, with Christmas music on the sound system. The guests looked for their name cards at the dining table and sat down. John had the place of honor at Isabelle’s right, and was surprised when one of the young women sat down next to him on his other side and smiled at him. She had long, straight, dark brown hair and green eyes, and was wearing a very chic short black strapless cocktail dress. Some of the older women were wearing long gowns, but the young ones were all wearing short cocktail dresses. The young woman glanced at his place card.

“Hi, John, I’m Lillith,” she said. She was beautiful and it stunned him into silence for a moment, and then he greeted her appropriately and she turned to the good-looking young man seated on her other side, as Isabelle leaned toward John and whispered. 

“I thought I’d give you someone pretty to look at, since you’re stuck with me for dinner,” she said, smiling at him. Isabelle was wearing a silver gown and looked beautiful. She had a perfect figure.

“Hardly. The poor thing must feel like she got stuck with her grandfather,” he whispered back, relieved Lillith had someone young to talk to on her other side. It took the pressure off him to find something to say that she’d be interested in. She seemed very warm and friendly, as well as beautiful.

When Isabelle turned to the man on her left after the first course, John dutifully turned to the girl next to him, who had said her name was Lillith, and asked if she was going home for the holidays. It was all he could think of to say.

“Actually, no, I’m not.” He guessed her to be somewhere in her early twenties. “My parents are divorced, and this year our plans are a little sketchy. My father is going helicopter skiing in Canada with his girlfriend, and my mother is having a baby in L.A. with her new husband, twins actually, and it’s going to be crazy, so I’m staying in New York. I work at an interior design firm that does work for Isabelle, and she very kindly invited me tonight.”

“Are you a designer?” he asked her, feeling odd talking to someone so young. It felt like interviewing her for a job. 

“Yes, I am. I went to Parsons, and I’m an interior designer, but I’m not senior enough at the firm to do Isabelle’s bigger work on my own.”

“Did you just graduate?” he asked her, and she laughed, and looked into his eyes. She had noticed how handsome he was.

“Thank you for the compliment. No, I graduated five years ago. I’m twenty-seven,” she said, as though it was a great age, and he was surprised. She was nine years younger than Gabby, but she looked even younger. But Gabby was very serious, didn’t do anything to enhance her looks, and rarely wore makeup. It shocked him when he realized that the girl he was talking to was thirty-nine years younger than he was. “And where are you spending the holidays?” she asked him. She kept it generic, since he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring and she didn’t know if he was married. He had only taken it off recently, because it made him sad to wear it. It was a constant reminder of Helen.

“I’m going to St. Barth,” he said simply. He didn’t say on his yacht.

“I went there last year and I loved it,” she said, seeming bubbly and fun and easier to talk to than he had feared. The young man on her other side reclaimed her a few minutes later and John turned back to Isabelle.

“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” she asked him, with a mischievous look.

“I nearly asked her how school was. She looks about twenty,” he said, still startled, but she seemed grown-up when he talked to her. She was poised, polite, bright, and upbeat.

“She’s a very talented designer, and a very nice girl. The poor thing has a screwed-up family and she’s going to be alone for Christmas, so I invited her tonight.” She was another of Isabelle’s charity cases, as he was, he realized. 

“She must have about ten boyfriends.”

“I don’t think so. She works very hard.”

The rest of the dinner passed uneventfully, and after dinner someone sat down at the piano and they all gathered in the living room and sang Christmas carols. It was a bittersweet evening for John, and made him wish that Helen were there, or at least Gabby, and he had to go home alone. He didn’t want to be rude to Isabelle, so he stayed to the bitter end, and found himself at the coatrack with Lillith and helped her into her coat.

“Are you here by yourself?” he asked her, and she looked embarrassed.

“Yes, I am.” 

“Can I give you a lift home? I have a driver downstairs.” He was just being friendly and felt fatherly toward her.

“It’s all right, I was going to call an Uber,” she said, as they got into the elevator together. Others were lingering to say goodbye to Isabelle, and John and Lillith already had.

“It’s too late for you to go home alone,” he said, as he would have to Gabby. She hesitated when they got to his car with the driver parked out front. He opened the door for her. “I won’t bite, I promise. I have a daughter older than you,” and she suspected he was older than her father. She got into the car with him and asked him about Gabby. “She’s an orthopedic surgeon in Aspen, and a ski fanatic. She loves it there.” They talked about St. Barth then. Lillith lived in the East Eighties, and when they got to her building, she gave him a warm smile.

“Thank you for taking me home, that was nice of you. It’s always a little scary late at night,” she admitted. She seemed wistful and he thought of the father helicopter skiing and the mother having twins in L.A., and he remembered what Isabelle had said about her screwed-up family. There was something that seemed lonely and vulnerable about her, although she was beautiful, and he couldn’t imagine why she was alone. She got out and waved as she walked into her building, and Sam took John back downtown. He had enjoyed talking to Lillith at dinner and in the car. It took the sting out of going home alone to an empty, dark apartment.

All the lights were off when he got home. He lit two lamps in the living room, took his coat off, and sat down and thought about the evening. It had been easier than he expected in some ways, and harder in others. He and Helen always talked about the parties they went to when they got home. She always said it was half the fun of it, and the silence in the apartment seemed like a sad way to end the evening. He thought of how beautiful Isabelle looked, and how much like Helen. They had similar styles, and liked many of the same designers. 

Isabelle had taken good care of him all evening, and been very attentive. She was almost like a sister to him now. He wondered what it would be like to have a daughter like Lillith, bubbly and friendly, and cheerful in spite of what was obviously not an easy family situation. Gabby had been angry at John since her teens, and was always accusing him of something. Lillith didn’t seem bitter about her relationship with her parents, which surprised him. She said she had fallen through the cracks in the divorce, and seemed to accept it as inevitable, with a father who chased young women and a mother with a new younger husband and now a high-risk pregnancy. There was no place for Lillith. She said they didn’t even have a room for her in their homes, and she had to make do on couches and in guest rooms. They made it clear that there was no space for her in their family anymore. She seemed to accept it. John had a moment of wanting to protect her, as Isabelle obviously did. But she was an adult with a job and a life, and was moving forward on her own. John was sure that some handsome young guy would scoop her up and have a romance with her. Girls as pretty as she was didn’t stay alone for long. He was sorry that Gabby hadn’t found a serious partner yet. She was more interested in her work than in romance, and she had always said she would never marry. She didn’t want a man like her father. She’d rather be alone than marry a man like him. Helen told him that Gabby had dated a few doctors, but no one she was madly in love with. He supposed he wouldn’t be privy to her love life now, without Helen to tell him about it. Gabby said nothing of her personal life when she spoke to him. He was an outsider.

John was surprised to notice on the clock on his bed table that it was one-thirty in the morning. The party had gone later than he expected, and he thought of Lillith again as he got into bed. He wondered what it would be like to date a girl her age. He couldn’t imagine. He felt foolish at the thought of it. He told himself that he had been mostly faithful to Helen during their marriage, with some slips over the years, all one-night stands when he was out of town on business. He had never seen the women again. They were in their forties and fifties, closer to his own age, and most of them were married. It was purely physical, at business events, when everyone had had a lot to drink. Helen had never suspected it, and he had never confessed. Gabby had seen him once with a woman, when he was in San Francisco, closing a deal, and she was at Stanford and having dinner in town with friends. It was sheer coincidence when they ran into each other at a res taurant. She had accused him later of cheating on her mother, and he had told her truthfully that the woman he was dining with was one of his attorneys for the deal. He didn’t tell her they had spent the night together afterward. Gabby didn’t want to hurt her mother and never told her, but she had treated her father with contempt after that, and it was no mystery to him why. 

He lay in bed that night, thinking of the carol singing and standing near the piano with Lillith close to him. She had a sweet, pure voice that had blended well with his deeper one, and then he laughed at himself. There is no fool like an old fool, he thought. Lillith existed in another universe, thirty-nine years away from his, and she would have laughed at him if he had asked her out to dinner. He turned his thoughts to Isabelle then and how beautiful she looked in the silver dress, and so much like Helen, and he fell asleep.




Chapter 2

John thought about Lillith again the next morning, after he read The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal online. There was a mention of his deal again in The Wall Street Journal. It had made headlines right after it happened, with the phrase “John Williams strikes again” in bold print. He liked the validation of his negotiation talents, but they were well known to everyone in the business sector. His success had been phenomenal for thirty years. Helen used to keep clipping albums of articles like this. Eventually, they had so many of them that he told her to stop. He no longer kept them. Now and then he printed an interview he particularly liked, but most of the time he didn’t. Helen had said that she was keeping them for Gabby to have one day, but John could easily envision his daughter making a bonfire of them, given her opinion of him. He had no illusions about that, after almost twenty years of her outspoken criticism. She had gone sour on him in her teens, and it had gotten worse as the years went by. By the time she graduated from college, their relationship seemed irreparable. 

Thinking about meeting Lillith the night before was more agreeable than thinking about his daughter. He no longer had any idea how to get close to Gabby, now that her mother was gone. Helen had been the glue that had kept their family together. But all pretense of it had disappeared with her. John had a fatherly way with younger people, particularly young women who crossed his path. They gave him a moment of the warmth he always hoped to feel from Gabby, and never did. She was relentless in her criticism of him, without pardon or mercy. She used to write him angry emails. She no longer even did that. He wasn’t sure what was worse, her scathing accusations or her silence. Sometimes the latter was worse. It told him she didn’t care about him at all.

It was hard knowing that there was no one on earth who loved him now, except maybe Isabelle as a close friend.

It made him think of Lillith, and how lonely she must be at this time of year, far from both her parents, with no semblance of family life to warm her. Before he left the apartment for the office, he decided to make a small gesture, hoping it would provide some small difference for her. He emailed his florist and had them send her two dozen roses in winter white. He sent another bouquet of fuchsia roses to Isabelle, to thank her for the splendid dinner. To Isabelle he said, “Always perfect, better than ever. Fabulous evening with a divine hostess. Great fun! Always, John.” And to Lillith, “Great fun sitting next to you last night. Merry Christmas. Best, John Williams.” Helen used to send flowers and do the cards for him, as the perfect wife she was. Now he did his own.

He had no intention of seeing Lillith again. It was just a kind gesture from an old man. And he knew Isabelle was leaving for L.A. the next day, and he would see her when she got back. She would have a happy Christmas with her daughter, Angela’s husband, Aaron, and their kids. John was leaving for his boat in St. Barth in a few days. It was the ultimate in luxury. It was the only place where he truly relaxed, with a crew of forty to serve him. It seemed particularly self-indulgent now that he was alone. He and Helen had spent some of their best times on the boat. It was a three-hundred-fifty-foot sailboat built by Perini in Italy, the biggest sailboat on the water. The Lady H was his pride and joy, with an owner’s cabin more comfortable and elegant than the Ritz in Paris, which had inspired the interior designers. Her exterior was sleek and graceful despite her size. He loved riding up to the top of the mast, and just sitting there, looking out to sea. It was peaceful. 

After he sent the flowers, he rushed off to the office. Sam was waiting for him downstairs. It was a short ride to Park Avenue, and he hurried into the building in a bitter cold wind. He was happy to be leaving soon, and to get the warm weather in St. Barth. 

He was stacking up files to
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