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Author's Note


This is a work of fiction. The characters, conversations, and events in the novel are the products of my imagination, and no resemblance to the actual conduct of real-life persons, or to actual events, is intended. Although, for the sake of verisimilitude, certain real people do make incidental appearances or are briefly referred to in the novel; their interactions with the characters I have invented are wholly my creation and are not intended to be understood as descriptions of real or actual events, or to reflect in any way upon the actual conduct or character of these real people.







To my parents, Barbara and David, and my sister, Dawn, with inexpressible pride and gratitude.

To Laurence Lerman—it is miraculous to me every day of my life that the greatest man I’ve ever known loves me too.

And, in loving memory, to my grandfather David Berkowitz and my grandmother Claire Moskowitz Berkowitz, one in a long line of women in our family who never lost their “witz.”






Here’s how you make a vicious circle: You take any plain circle and caress it until it shows its vices.

—Eugene Ionesco







Prologue

South Beach: A Sunny Town for Shady People




There used to be a joke about the typical table setting at a South Beach dinner party: fork for the tongue, spoon for the nose, knife for the back.

Sounding jaded is, of course, the main business of life when you’re living in a town known the world over for its sheer, over-the-top debauchery. But for those of us who were the true locals—not the celebrities, trust-funders, and royals who came to party with us, but the ones who made the party worth coming to—world-weariness was more than an obligatory show we put on for the press and for each other. It was our right.

The truth is, most of us couldn’t believe our gee-whiz good luck at ending up in a place like South Beach. We’d crawled out of banal suburbs and listless small towns where we’d always been considered too something—too funny, too flashy, too pretty, too gay, too imaginative, or simply too loud. Our mothers didn’t approve of us. Social pundits reviled us. But deep down, we knew that everybody wanted to be us—secretly wanting to club-hop till daylight, air-kiss in the VIP lounge, or walk down a red carpet with flashbulbs popping at least once in their workaday lives. So getting to sound blasé and over it all? That was a privilege, by God, that we’d earned.

Not that there wasn’t any truth behind the table-setting witticism. In South Beach there was a lot of double-talking and a lot of ambition. A lot of intrigue—both sexual and political. More blatant social climbing than you could find in a Jane Austen novel. And, naturally, a lot of drugs.

It was kind of a crazy place for a nice Jewish girl from the suburbs like me to find herself. At the age of twenty-five, having just ended a four-year relationship with a stable professional-type guy, I moved out of my boyfriend’s house in the burbs and into my friend Amy’s house on the Beach. Amy was a demimonde jet-setter of uncertain origins—someone who lived everywhere and nowhere, and whose finances were as mysterious as her moods. Her mother was a Brazilian fashion model and her father hadn’t been heard from in at least a decade, and Amy—with the twice-blessed inheritance of Mom’s jaw-dropping good looks and Dad’s irresponsibility—had settled into a ramshackle two-bedroom guest cottage on one of the older estates on Pine Tree Drive.

I couldn’t have known then what I was getting myself into. The life of a straight girl living and dating on South Beach was like nothing I’ve ever experienced before or since. No place else can you find yourself flying on a billionaire’s private jet one day and driving your boyfriend to a crack house the next—all while maintaining a nine-to-five job. In fact, just getting through the typical day-to-day (or, more accurately, night-to-night) was a challenge that often required a crack team of specialists and more than a little pharmaceutically induced courage. But to understand the life I lived—or the seemingly insane decisions that a relatively normal girl like me ended up making—you’d have to understand what South Beach was like at the time. And what a time it was….

When I was younger, my father would always point to the downtown Miami skyline as we drove past and say, “There it is: the city that cocaine built.” This was in the ’80s, the days of Scarface, Miami Vice, and the “cocaine cowboys.” Miami wasn’t the glamour-set hot spot it had once been, but television and movies were reminding the general population of our beaches-and-corruption brand of éclat. You could fire a gun down Ocean Drive and not hit anyone. I attended high school in North Miami Beach and graduated without so much as hearing the phrase “South Beach.” Coconut Grove was where the party was, where my friends and I sneaked out on Saturday nights hoping to talk susceptible bartenders into looking the other way.

While I was away at college, the southern edge of Miami Beach was being rediscovered. Calvin Klein shot one of his famous Obsession campaigns on the Beach, using only locals as models. Gianni Versace built an extravagant, opium dream of a mansion on Ocean Drive. A prescient slickster by the name of John Hood promoted a club night called Fat Black Pussycat, transforming the once-quiet streets into a carnival of the gorgeous and bizarre. Madonna and entourage were spotted at various inner sanctums. Artists, fashion designers, and gay men headed north from Coconut Grove and east from the mainland to populate the Beach’s aging Art Deco apartments and shops.

Following in their wake came the everybody-else who would make up the mélange I embraced as family: bikers and bankers; drag queens and club kids; actors and models; publicists, waiters, and real-estate moguls; socialites and suburbanites desperate for a good time and some identity reinvention; and a somewhat more dubious crowd who were there simply because they’d had to leave someplace else and wanted to needle in a sunny haystack for a while. Celebrities came out to spend under-the-radar time with the newly beautiful crowd. Jerry Powers and Jason Binn launched Ocean Drive magazine. A club scene emerged, different from the gore-and-

whore excess that had marked the peak of New York nightlife decadence, but directly descended from it by virtue of its refugees who came to heal themselves in the balmy climes of the South.

To a native like me—who left for college when the Beach was a wasteland and came back four years later to find it an official scene—it seemed to happen overnight.

When you grow up living in Miami, your sense of distance tends to be skewed. You’re closer to Cuba, at a mere 228 miles, than you are to your state capital of Tallahassee. You’re apt to feel you have more in common with people in L.A. than with those in Orlando and Jacksonville. South America is your spiritual cousin in ways that Tampa will never be. And while the drive over the causeway separating the Beach from the mainland may have only been about fifteen minutes, the two places had a physical and social landscape so different from each other as to be virtually unknowable to their respective residents. You could visit and spend your time and think you had a fix on it, only to discover that there was an entire life to the place as closed off to you as the Forbidden City.

Some of the differences were so obvious, they were almost unnoticeable. Miami, like L.A., is a huge system of highways and boulevards, where everybody drives everywhere. But South Beach, like Monaco, was small in area and short of parking, and people walked or took cabs at least as often as they drove. In fact, it was possible to live and work on South Beach and not have a car at all. The pedestrian-friendly lifestyle felt more cosmopolitan—and more like a real community—than the mainland. It was certainly much more insular. And while the rest of South Florida was a sunny suburban sprawl dominated by air-conditioned malls, office parks, and chain restaurants, those landmarks were nonexistent on South Beach in the earlier days. That’s all changed, of course, but where Lincoln Road (South Beach’s Art Deco/Mediterranean Revival pedestrian mall) now features Pottery Barn, Victoria’s Secret, and a Regal Cinemas multiplex, it used to be home for local artists, drag bars, and illegal after-hours clubs hidden behind opaquely windowed storefronts.

I’ve heard a lot about the alleged snobbery of South Beach: its blatant caste systems, its pitiless doormen, its shallow obsession with fame and wealth and beauty. But when I think back now on the years I lived there, it’s the feeling of acceptance that I always come back to—because South Beach was absolutely the most accepting community I’ve ever lived in. There were a few simple rules—most of them tacit—that you had to live by, but if you did, the island was yours. You were invited to all the parties, guest-listed at all the doors, and you could even get your picture in all the local papers and magazines. You could live like a millionaire, with millionaires, and never pay a cent for anything.

And people would love you. For all of the posing and preening that life on the Beach encompassed, we all genuinely loved each other, the Beach, and ourselves for being there—possibly in that order (wait…strike that, reverse it). The defining question that separated the ins from the outs in the South Beach world wasn’t, Who do you know? What do you do? or even, How much do you have? The one important question—the question that nobody would ever come out and ask, but the only question that ultimately mattered—was, Are you, or are you not, one of us?

The most important part of being one of us—or “people like us,” as we liked to put it—was being completely nonjudgmental. The cardinal rule of the social scene was never to judge anybody for their personal choices: not what drugs they did, or the bathhouses they frequented, or which or how many people they slept with; nothing that could fall under the ambiguous umbrella of “lifestyle.”

You were free, if not encouraged, to judge people for things like lackluster fashion choices (anathema in a body-conscious party town) or any appearance of mainstream conformity (which we avoided as if a single instance might turn us into pillars of salt). Gossiping about each other’s nighttime pursuits was the activity of choice for whiling away those pesky daylight hours. But nobody was ever looked down on and nobody ever printed anything negative about what we did. South Beach operated in much the same way as the old Hollywood studio system, except our studio made parties instead of movies. The glamour of the constant party was our business, and protecting our homegrown stars from their own excess was our mutual responsibility. Private lives were kept private as long as everything looked good for the cameras. The press, police, and local politicians knew not to go looking for too much trouble and so, for a long time, they almost never found any. We encouraged each other to be as outrageous as our imaginations could conceive, and helped each other bury any real damage the outrage caused. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to live the way that we did—and it was the lifestyle that mattered most.

It goes without saying that an environment like that can pull the magnet right out of your moral compass. For years, I lived a sort of double life where I spent my days building a career and my nights building a reputation. I was a working girl who wore business attire every day and a femme fatale who wore gowns and boas every night, and it’s only now, with the 20/20 of hindsight, that I can see the contradiction—or the inevitable expiration date that comes stamped on all such packages. When the in-crowd is that seductive, and all you have to do to be one of them is be willing to do anything at all, you stop asking yourself things like, Is this right? and start asking yourself things like, How much will this hurt tomorrow? That is, until you stop asking in the first place.

Not that I thought about things in such clear terms back then. I was too busy discovering the joys of cocaine and men with sketchy backgrounds (the one inevitably leading to the other) to think about much of anything. But the important thing to remember is that it wasn’t all real and it wasn’t all fake. My transformation from good girl to party diva happened in one night and it took years to happen, and never really happened in the first place. One step takes you over the edge, but the fall…the fall you could write a book about….
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Book I

February 1997–January 1998










One



I first met Amy Saragosi during what I now refer to as my Bell Jar phase. That is, for roughly twenty-five years I’d been busily fulfilling my destiny as achiever of good grades, winner of awards, and attainer of a respectable, middle-class lifestyle. I was closing in fast on the brass ring and I was exhausted.

Growing up in an upper-middle-class Miami suburb, I had been raised to expect everything and nothing. Everything in the sense that I would have—as a matter of course—a good education, a successful career, an equally successful husband, the exact right number of children, a big house with the requisite Florida swimming pool, and a healthy retirement fund. Nothing in the sense that there were no other acceptable options for me to pursue.

Overachievement was the philosophy I’d been bred into, and it was a philosophy I’d taken to heart. A volunteer and part-time political activist since my high school days, I’d selected a career in nonprofit administration because it seemed like the best way to do good (something that mattered a lot to me) while earning a name for myself in Miami’s professional/political community (something that mattered just as much). I’d worked my way up through the ranks, assisted in part by active memberships in groups like the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce, Leadership Miami, the United Way of Miami-Dade’s Young Leaders, and the Hannah Kahn Poetry Foundation. I even had a picture-perfect, up-

and-coming Cuban boyfriend of nearly four years to whom, as was assumed by everybody—myself included—I would get engaged any second now. We had settled into a snug “starter” house on the outskirts of Coral Gables—a neighborhood so old-money placid it could’ve been underwritten by Valium—and everything was falling neatly into its designated place.

More and more, though, I’d begun feeling as if I didn’t have one more promotion, Chamber of Commerce award, or evening of being charming to my fiancé-to-be’s high school friends left in me. I don’t remember exactly when or why the persistent feeling of boredom I’d been living with for months became simply a dull emptiness. I just know that, eventually, I took to overeating, spontaneous crying jags, and an utterly prosaic sexual affair with a coworker. We’d drive to the cheap motels along Calle Ocho, patronized by prostitutes and porn addicts, where twenty-one dollars got you a room for two hours, free condoms, and no questions asked.

Every day I was being hollowed out bit by bit. I knew, somehow, that it was only a matter of time before the whole structure collapsed on itself and exposed me to everyone as a fraud who’d never been as bright or well-adjusted as she’d led them to believe. Most of my waking energy was spent in giving careful attention to the integrity of the facade, so that the failure lurking beneath the surface of the success-story-to-be would never see the light of day. I was tired all the time, taking lengthy naps after work that still didn’t keep me from falling asleep most nights before ten o’clock.

Those of you who’ve ever taken Psych 101 or watched Oprah are probably saying to yourselves, Ah! She was depressed! Burnout…fear of failure…fear of success…classic case, really. And you’re at least partially right. But, for me, it wasn’t as abstract as all that. I wasn’t self-destructive or suffering from a generalized fear of success.

I was afraid of succeeding because I was pretty sure that I hated everything I was supposed to succeed at.

An inveterate bookworm from as far back as I could remember, my imagination was always full of alternative lives I could be living in Paris among poets, or in L.A. among movie moguls, or in South American jungles among revolutionaries. I’d fantasize about tragic relationships with artistic men, or sophisticated parties where conversations had gleefully sharp edges. I wanted those things so badly, sometimes my very teeth hurt from the wanting. It was the business of attaining them that was beyond the power of my imagination.

Because I’d always read a lot, I’d always gotten good grades and succeeded at work-related projects without trying particularly hard. But I had no idea how to make my life more exciting within the rigid confines of the suburban straight-and-narrow—or how to step out of the straight-and-narrow altogether. I’d always known how to achieve things, but I didn’t know how to do things. By default, I’d ended up doing what everybody else expected me to do and feeling, at the ripe old age of twenty-five, like life was passing me by.

So, when I thought about my life, I pictured it as a riderless horse galloping at full-pace in a straight line, dragging me along behind it with one foot trapped in the stirrup toward a bland, colorless future.

 

In the midst of this, Amy dropped into my life like the moment of Revelation that all true believers wait for.

I was working for the Miami-Dade affiliate of Unified Charities of America, running their direct service volunteer program. Amy was doing freelance translation work of some kind for one of the big downtown law firms that had offices in the same building. We were two of a handful of smokers at a time when cigarettes were becoming the catch-all bogeyman of the politically correct set and we constantly ran into each other downstairs, cigarettes in hand. We began to know each other by sight, then began to talk, and quickly became friends.

Like most hard-core book nerds, I’d always secretly suspected that I was much cooler than people gave me credit for. Amy’s singling me out for friendship seemed like independent proof. It wasn’t just that she was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, with dark red hair, enormous Brazilian-brown eyes, and the kind of perfect body you were supposed to have but probably didn’t. But—at my own age of twenty-five—Amy already had the irreverent, fuck-’em-all self-confidence that only comes one of two ways: staggering good looks or years of hard living.

Amy had them both in spades.

When two women who hardly know each other decide to become best friends, a lengthy period of exposition usually ensues. It’s almost like the first few months with a new lover—you want to tell each other all your stories and hear all theirs: where and how you grew up, what your family was like, the men you’ve loved, the things you’ve done.

Amy’s stories were well worth the price of admission, although you never really knew how much was true and how much had been exaggerated for the sake of good storytelling. I believed every word she said as if it were gospel truth, mostly because I absolutely wanted to believe it all, but the timelines got a little wobbly around the edges if you looked at them too closely.

As near as I could piece together, Amy was a Brazilian native whose father had eventually fled back to his homeland of Turkey. Amy’s mother had gone after him with the questionable intention of dragging him back, and a fourteen-year-old Amy had ended up in Manhattan, sharing a SoHo apartment with a nineteen-year-old model. By seventeen, Amy was a full-fledged drug addict, working as a stripper to support her habit. In and out of rehab by eighteen, she’d pursued degrees in linguistics and anthropology through various universities in Berlin, Paris, and Seattle. She’d been engaged in Paris to a famous-

in-art-circles sculptor, and in Seattle to a small-time real-estate magnate who was, allegedly, stump-stupid but obscenely gorgeous. Now single, Amy had settled in South Beach so she could be closer to her brother, who also lived on the Beach. She traveled extensively when she wasn’t working, killing time overseas with artist friends and shadowy millionaires, and celebrities from Bob Dylan and Courtney Love to Michael Douglas and Brad Pitt. She’d even once been an invited guest to a party at Madonna’s home.

I was never to know where Amy got the money for these trips, as I was also never to know how she paid for her reckless shopping binges or the bursts of extravagance she would sometimes treat us both to. That she couldn’t finance her lifestyle through her freelance work was almost certain. I suspected that she might still be in touch with her parents and that they sent her money, but the one time I’d asked about them, Amy had answered with a curt, “I haven’t heard from either of my parents in years.”

I told my own stories in turn. Not that they were much in comparison with Amy’s—suddenly, my hijinks at out-of-town high school debate tournaments or college fraternity parties seemed like the most humdrum forms of naughtiness. The daughter of a lawyer and a medical office manager, my family dynamic was nowhere near as complex as Amy’s—which is not to say that my family and I were close. I knew without question that my parents loved me, but there was always an undercurrent of discomfort—of unspoken tensions, or brawls waiting to erupt—that had kept us from forming the friendly-grownup interaction most of my friends had developed with their own parents post-college.

A childhood lived through books had made me the kid who’d always done well on standardized tests (sexy, right?), and I therefore went the way of the chess club when the smart kids and the cool kids inevitably separated in high school. I told Amy how my two favorite extracurricular activities had been writing and the debate team, and how teachers had assured me that both of these skills would take me far. I’d brought home a more or less constant stream of trophies and awards. Other parents had thought I’d probably be a “good influence” and encouraged their kids to hang out with me.

I’d majored in creative writing in college and spent four years eating, breathing, and sleeping poetry. I told Amy about Lara Jacobs, my best friend in the world dating back to our college days when we’d run wild through local bars and practiced the fine art of driving boys crazy. Under Lara’s tutelage, I’d learned to embrace my inner extrovert and had, I felt, blossomed from high school brainiac into sociable, semi-sophisticated college heartbreaker. Amy actually reminded me of Lara—now living in California—who was also smart, beautiful, and unflinchingly confident, although her Scarsdale upbringing was a far cry from Amy’s “little girl lost” years. It was with Lara that I’d smoked pot for the first time, the only drug I’d ever attempted, and it had made me feel pretty rebellious until I met Amy.

Amy and I were friends for many months before I first saw her with cocaine, and I think now it was a deliberate choice on her part—something she was holding back because she sensed (correctly) that I wouldn’t be able to handle it yet. I remember asking her, gently and not wanting to sound judgmental, if maybe it wasn’t a bad idea for her to use drugs. “You know,” I said, “because of the whole rehab thing.”

“Rehab doesn’t get you off drugs,” she told me matter-of-factly. “Rehab teaches you how to manage your drugs.”

One thing about Amy: She had an undeniable gift for subtle irony.

It’s true that I liked being around her for the world-wise witticisms and glimpses at a life of adventure and celebrity. Amy had a way of assuming you were listening to her not as an audience, but as an equal—somebody who was as much of an insider to that world as she was. You knew it wasn’t true, but you believed it because she believed it and what, at the end of the dog day, was there that Amy didn’t know?

But there was also a universe of sympathy buried beneath the been-there-seen-that facade. You could dredge up the ugliest secrets you’d never shared with anybody and feel that you’d only been holding back until you could finally offer them up to her, and be absolved without ever having been judged.

Soon we were taking all of our cigarette breaks together. She’d buzz me from her office, saying, “Let’s go down for a smoke, and, hey, can you bring an extra cigarette for me? Oh wait, forget it, you smoke those Lights. I always feel like my fontanels are caving in trying to suck enough nicotine out of those things.” I’d been accustomed to eating a takeout lunch at my desk over a pile of work, but now Amy and I were going out every day for proper, sit-down lunches. Occasionally she would even treat us to one of Downtown Miami’s pricier lunch spots overlooking Biscayne Bay, where bankers and suspiciously cash-rich customs officials basked in sun-soaked opulence.

And back and forth the conversation would go, sometimes pausing but never ceasing, like a frenetic game of tetherball.

 

Looking back on it all, I think the most pivotal decision I ever made was when, in college, I decided to take up smoking. It seems like everywhere I look these days, somebody’s trying to make me feel all sackcloth-and-ashes about this nasty little addiction, and I wish I could muster the appropriate remorse. But, if not for smoking, Amy and I would never have become friends. And becoming friends with Amy was one of those events that took my life in an entirely different direction, to the point that I can’t imagine now where I would be or what my life would look like if it had never happened.

Not that the changes happened right away. I was, without a doubt, drawn to Amy and intrigued—although somewhat scared—by the South Beach lifestyle. But I was still firmly rooted in my Coral Gables existence, trying to find a way to dabble in Amy’s life while maintaining the ground I already knew.

As you’ve undoubtedly guessed, a big part of that ground was my boyfriend, Eduard (his name at birth had been Eduardo, but he’d eventually dropped the o). I’d met him when I was twenty-two—ironically, at a fundraising party for an independent film held in a South Beach club named Van Dome.

Eduard was brilliant: He had a master’s degree in comparative literature, spoke five languages fluently, and could do calculus in his head. His typical demeanor was one of quiet reserve, although he was given to rare bursts of temper and even rarer moments of sweet, unselfconscious goofiness that always went straight to my heart. Tall, slender, and fair-skinned, he spoke English without a trace of an accent. I was short and (ahem) buxom, with wavy-curly black hair, dark eyes, olive skin, and a far more outgoing disposition; people meeting us for the first time tended to think I was the “ethnic” one.

Eduard was a PhD candidate and adjunct professor of literature and film studies at the University of Miami. He was working on his doctoral thesis and writing a screenplay (film was a booming business among industry types eager to take advantage of Miami’s year-round sunshine while abusing their expense accounts). Although he wasn’t Jewish, he was so hyper-educated and success-bound that my parents eventually reconciled themselves. We dated for a while and, after a respectable period of time, moved in together.

It seemed as if I were right on track for the happily-ever-after goodness I’d prepped for my whole life. Eduard and I had discussed honeymoon options, picked out names for our children, and earnestly debated the merits of public versus private schools. Most of my own friends had moved to other cities after high school, so Eduard’s friends had become my friends—although not without a certain amount of friction. Their wives and girlfriends were all very proper, respectful Cuban girls. I was most definitely not. After one too many political arguments (Miami’s Cuban community is a tough place to be a left-leaning Democrat—especially if you’re as opinionated as I was), I found myself known among Eduard’s friends as la brujita. Literally translated, it means “the little witch.” La bruja (“the witch”) was a way in Spanish of referring to a particularly difficult or irksome woman—and while the “-ita” suffix was meant to indicate affection, I think Eduard’s friends saw me as this mouthy interloper who they liked and all, but who they couldn’t help wondering when they’d finally see the last of.

Eduard and I were aware of South Beach—as you really couldn’t help being if you lived in South Florida—but were far from being part of the scene. Two or three times a year, we’d trek over the causeway and toss way too much money into parking, club entries, and drinks. For the most part, we were content to remain on the mainland, having regular dinners with his family and impromptu get-togethers at the homes of his friends to play dominoes.

As his thesis and his script both advanced, Eduard started spending countless hours in the library or his office on campus. For months at a time, he would work late nights and weekends, leaving before I got up in the morning and coming home after I’d already gone to bed. Given my lack of a social life outside of his, this inevitably meant more and more time alone in an empty house.

Although technically not a suburban wife yet, I tried filling my time in the ways lonely suburban wives do—with civic groups and volunteer activities. Plastering on my cheeriest smile, I helped raise money for battered women’s shelters, spent time in soup kitchens, and started a literacy program at an elementary school in Little Haiti. And, after a couple of years, I fell into the aforementioned affair. An action-packed inner life coupled with entirely too much time by oneself is almost always a dangerous combination.

Eduard never found out about my extracurricular activities, but we did find ourselves fighting more frequently. The arguments would start over stupid things—a wet umbrella left on a hardwood floor, let’s say—and work their way up to grand theatrics involving clenched fists, loud threats, and airborne appliances. I think we both knew the relationship was ultimately doomed, but we were also both people who loathed the idea of failing at anything. Besides, I knew I was supposed to marry somebody someday, and I couldn’t imagine who I would ever marry if it wasn’t Eduard.

And, for a long time, we truly did love each other. Sometimes I would look up at him washing dishes, or reading a book, or debating whether to wear his glasses or his contact lenses, and I’d think…well, nothing coherent, really. Just a feeling of wholeness, of contentment. I’d seem to hear a voice in my head saying, Ah, yes…yes, yes, yes…

 

Amy and Eduard tried to like each other at first, for my sake, but even I could tell their attempts smacked of insincerity—they were working at complete cross-purposes. Amy had just gone through a best-girlfriend breakup and was looking for a new partner in crime/sidekick to do the South Beach nightlife crawl with her. For his part, Eduard certainly didn’t want me running around South Beach till all hours, especially in the company of somebody like Amy. “How come you’re not spending as much time with that girl Tammy from your office?” Eduard asked one day, a world of unspoken disapproval inflected in his voice.

I didn’t want to tell him that Tammy—a preppy, well-meaning Midwestern girl—had hated Amy practically on sight, and vice versa. I’d tried a three-way lunch once and the experience had been so profoundly uncomfortable, I’d found myself nostalgic for the time my high school boyfriend’s mother caught us in her bed. Tammy had let me know—not with an outright demand, but in the subtle, social language universally understood by women—that a choice needed to be made, and there really was no choice.

“Tammy’s okay,” I replied, “but all we really have in common is bitching about how her husband and my boyfriend are never around.”

That ended the discussion.

Amy and I progressed from workday lunches to leisure-time excursions. She invited me to her house a few times, which was filled with exotic carved wood and stone pieces that were an equal mix of Far Eastern and Native American. She would prepare mysterious meals with recipes she’d learned in Tibet or Peru. I went shopping with her once but shied away from future shopping expeditions after she tried repeatedly to talk me into clothes that were tight, low-cut, or otherwise attention-drawing. My own taste leaned toward the neutral and loose-fitting, and I was always careful to cover up my chest as much as possible.

“Come on! You have such a great little body—let people see it,” Amy said.

“No, you have a great body,” I corrected her. “You’re just in serious denial about mine because we’re friends.”

In my best attention-deflecting attire, I started following Amy through South Beach’s clubs and dive bars. I’d usually abandon her sometime around eleven o’clock to make sure that I was home and in bed by eleven thirty. Amy invariably stayed out and partied far into the night, taking pains each time to let me know that absolutely nothing worth drinking for ever happened before midnight.

One of Amy’s friends was a club promoter named Mykel, who had a Thursday night party at a South Beach club called Liquid. The opening of Liquid had been attended by such luminaries as Madonna, Naomi Campbell, and Calvin Klein. Robert De Niro was said to be a regular. It was the kind of place I’d never even contemplated having the nerve to try to enter on my own.

Mykel’s party at Liquid was called Back Door Bamby, and it became a regular stop for us. This might sound insanely naive now, but it was news to me that clubs had weekly parties with names, thrown by people called “promoters” whose job it was to keep the party semi-private yet filled to capacity with the right crowd. I had thought that clubs simply opened their doors at night, set up a velvet rope and a cash box, and waited for the people to come.

Back Door Bamby was my first experience with what I came to realize was the real South Beach, and I started to understand the differences between visiting occasionally and spending time as a “local.” Amy and I would bypass the velvet ropes without a thought of cracking our wallets for the cover charge. We’d stand at the bar with our comped drinks—sometimes with a small crew of Amy’s friends and sometimes with Mykel, when he wasn’t attending to party-related business. I’d crane my neck to see everything, absorbed in the ruthlessly chic decor and the quasi-porn images of women in various states of bondage, which were projected in flickering rotation on one of the walls. Occasionally, I would be alone at the bar while Amy hit the VIP section for a quick bump of her nose candy du jour or danced with any number of men and women both—never the best dancer on the floor, but always the least inhibited.

The Beautiful People were everywhere, a dazzling visual confection of flesh and glitter, churning constantly like a human testament to perpetual motion. I didn’t—couldn’t—fully comprehend it yet, but I felt an intense craving to let go and join them—and a smaller, quieter fear that it might never happen.

 

One evening, Amy invited Eduard and me to join her for dinner with her brother Marcio and his wife. We met them at Nemo’s, a restaurant at the southern tip of South Beach. It was a great night for me, one that made me feel as if our friendship was truly becoming solidified. I was, after all, meeting what constituted Amy’s family—a major step forward in any relationship.

Afterward, Amy made a point of telling me how much they’d liked me, making an equal point of letting me know they hadn’t cared for Eduard. “They thought he was a little…supercilious,” she said.

I knew what she was actually trying to tell me. Amy and Eduard were more or less undeclared enemies at this point, and Amy had chosen to read Eduard’s natural reserve as an air of superiority—a superiority, she implied, that was wholly out of line in the presence of someone like Amy, who’d spent so much time among the wealthy and famous. What will your life be like, she seemed to be asking, saddled with a man who offends others so easily?

“He’s not,” I told her, not sure which one of us I was trying to convince with my denial. “He’s really, really not. He’s just quiet with people he doesn’t know very well.”

She left for Greece the next morning, going off to spend a couple of weeks on a friend’s yacht. Amy traveled frequently, and I’d come to hate the time she spent out of town, to feel that her presence was the only thing making my life bearable from day to day.

I don’t remember anymore what started the fight that became The Fight—the one that broke Eduard and me up. It was a hot Sunday afternoon in early June, and we’d just driven back from our usual Sunday lunch with his parents. We started quibbling about this and that, and then—in what was now predictable fashion for us—the quibbling escalated to fighting, then screaming. Eventually, I slammed out of the house and took off in my car, driving no place in particular, alternating between raw, painful sobs and pure, blind rage.

It was hours before I finally came back home. It was night already, and I realized I’d been driving around in the dark without even turning my headlights on. I walked into the house and sat down heavily on the couch, and Eduard came in and sat down next to me. He took my hand in his and we sat like that, side by side without looking at each other, for a long, long time.

I finally cleared my throat, and Eduard turned toward me. I’m not sure if he was looking at my face or if, like me, his head was turned down and away, unable to do what we both knew needed to be done if we looked at each other directly.

“I don’t think I’m in love with you anymore,” he said. Each word came slowly, the pauses between them painful and deliberate. “I don’t think we’re in love with each other anymore.”

I opened my mouth to say something, to fight for this man—this relationship—that was supposed to be my forever. Instead, I heard myself quietly saying, “Okay.” I brought my eyes up, looking him full in the face this time, and said it again. “Okay.”

Neither of us was the type who cried easily or often; that night, though, Eduard and I held each other and cried for what seemed like hours. I kept thinking about my best friend growing up, Lisa Lauer, who’d moved away in the seventh grade. We’d planned how we would stay in touch and talk all the time and still be each other’s best friends. And yet, the day the moving van pulled up, we’d cried and cried, knowing with complete finality that we would never be best friends—would probably never even see each other—again.

Finally I stood up, and Eduard offered to sleep on the couch that night. “That’s okay.” I attempted a smile. “I’ll take the couch. I’m a lot shorter than you are, anyway.”

The next day was one of the worst of my life, because it was the day when I knew how much worse things would feel before they started to feel better. I called in sick to work and pulled out the paper to look at apartment listings. The house was Eduard’s; I’d made a few small financial contributions, but, on my nonprofit salary, they were nominal at best. Eduard had discreetly left first thing in the morning, and I spent most of the day alone, trying to figure out what I was going to do.

Amy called that night from Greece, and I shakily told her what had happened. “You have to move to South Beach,” she said immediately, sounding like a little girl who’d just gotten exactly what she wanted for Christmas. I couldn’t help but smile and mentally bless her as she added, “I would be so happy if you lived on the Beach!”

When a man you’ve spent four years with has just told you he doesn’t love you anymore, nothing feels better than hearing how much somebody else does want you around. For a second I pictured how much fun it could be, living on South Beach and hanging out with Amy all the time.

Then I remembered my situation. South Beach was definitely too expensive for the likes of me.

“I don’t think I can afford it,” I told her. “And I don’t even have enough time to save up for it. Eduard is being cool and everything, but I really need to be out of here as soon as possible.”

“Get your stuff and come to my place,” she said. “I’ll call Miguel right now and tell him to give you my keys.” Miguel was a friend who took care of things at Amy’s house when she was out of town. “You can stay in the extra bedroom.”

“Thanks.” I tried not to break down for the umpteenth time that day. “I don’t know what I’d be doing right now if it weren’t for you.”

“Stop it,” Amy said. “Anyway, you know how much I hate living alone. Just go there and stock up on food—we’ll figure it out when I get back at the end of the week.”

And that’s what I did.








Two



July nights in Miami are a grab bag of humidity-induced misery—producing heat-swollen fingers, wildly frizzy hair, and a general damp stickiness that can make your own skin feel like a dirty garment you’d love to pull off. But there are usually one or two nights in the month that are temperate and gentle instead of sweltering and oppressive. Clusters of people materialize out of doors and seem to hold their breath expectantly, like a theater audience in the moments just before the curtain goes up.

It was on such a night that I landed in a club called Spin, a guest at their closing party. It was said that the owner had lost a large inheritance on the venture, and was hoping to avoid homelessness by inviting his two hundred nearest-and-dearest and charging five dollars apiece for admission. It seemed like an agreeably low-key way for me to make my first official appearance on the scene since I’d moved in with Amy.

Although I’d been living on South Beach for almost a month, I’d shied away from anything more adventurous than having a few people over to the house or throwing on jeans and nursing a glass of vodka at one of the local dives. Amy assumed my reluctance to go out was the result of post-breakup emotional fallout, and she was partly right. Just that morning, in fact, I’d gone over to Eduard’s to pick up the rest of my things—mostly the remnants of an enormous book collection that I’d put off moving until the very last minute. Eduard and I had talked in a friendly, restrained way. I was fine until I got back to Amy’s house, at which point I’d broken down completely. “It’s over,” I’d sobbed as Amy hugged me. “It’s really over.”

My boxed-up possessions, removed from the home they’d been painstakingly culled to complement, looked naked and sad in Amy’s sparse extra bedroom; I’d had a profound feeling of my own sudden rootlessness. I’d gone from having a secure place in the world to being, I told myself somewhat theatrically, a stranger in a strange land. South Beach seemed far more socially carnivorous than the “young professionals” mixers I customarily attended. From what I’d read, it seemed as though you needed at least one of three things to get by on the Beach: money, connections, or model good looks. Being zero for three, I could feel myself reverting to the chubby, bookwormy tenth-grader I’d been before puberty and self-confidence had set in.

But Amy had stood in my room that day and announced portentously that enough was enough: There was a party that night and we were going.

The dress code for the evening, as she informed me, was “casual chic.” I didn’t know exactly what that was, but I was almost positive it didn’t live in my closet. Amy solved the problem by digging around in her own copious closet and coming out with a dress she claimed would be perfect for me.

I took one look at the short black number with its plunging neck and spaghetti straps and said, “I can’t wear that.”

“Why not? This’ll look great on you.”

“Well, for starters, I won’t be able to wear a bra with it.”

Amy looked at me as if I were a little slow of learning. “So…don’t wear a bra.”

“But, um…” I felt like she had told me to spontaneously grow ten inches, or some other obvious physical impossibility. “My boobs are kind of big. I can’t not wear a bra.”

“It’s because your boobs are big that you should never wear a bra at night,” Amy said briskly. She burrowed through her shoe collection and pulled out a pair of black, five-inch platform stilettos.

“Okay, but I still don’t have the body for a dress like that. I need to be able to, you know, do something to hide my problem areas.”

“What problem areas?”

“Pretty much the whole area between my neck and my calves.”

Amy was exasperated. “Would you please just trust me?” She stood me in front of the mirror. “Look at yourself. Your waist is tiny, your boobs are huge, and you have no cellulite on your thighs. I’m telling you, you have a great body.”

I’d always thought of myself as the kind of girl who could’ve been really pretty if only she’d lay off the Entenmann’s chocolate-frosted donuts, so it was hard for me to see what Amy saw. Nevertheless, when eleven o’clock rolled around I fixed my hair, applied light makeup, and dutifully climbed into the dress she’d picked out. I didn’t have a full-length mirror, so I headed into Amy’s room, announcing myself by saying, “Okay. Get ready to laugh your ass off.”

Amy was putting the finishing touches on her own ensemble: black leather pants and a red-and-black bustier with an embroidered silver snake that twisted its way up the front, which was left over from a snake-themed party she’d thrown a few months earlier. In lieu of jewelry, she’d lightly dusted silver body glitter over her chest and shoulders. She looked coolly naughty and typically stunning. “I’m having issues with my mascara wand,” she said in irritation as I entered. Then she looked up and her face broke into a huge smile. “Wow,” she said. “I told you!”

I looked in the mirror but couldn’t quite believe what I saw. I looked the way I sometimes did in my daydreams—the kind of daydreams where I was a much sexier version of me, with a better body and wardrobe than I’d ever get to have in real life. Looking at myself now in Amy’s dress, I realized that wearing baggy clothes had created the illusion that I was about twenty pounds heavier than my actual weight. Amy had been right. The scooped neck of the dress gave me honest-to-God cleavage, in proportion to which my waist did look small. My legs beneath the short skirt of the dress were lean, and, in combination with Amy’s sky-high heels, I looked almost leggy—something I’d given up all hope of attaining the day I’d realized I would never grow past five foot two. I had a sudden, ridiculous urge to touch the glass à la Natalie Wood in Gypsy and exclaim, “Mama! I’m a pretty girl!”

Amy crossed the room to her jewelry chest and pulled out an enormous collar necklace made from turquoise, garnets, and silver, like something Cleopatra might have worn (although in fact it was, as Amy informed me, a “Nepalese ceremonial piece”). It must have weighed at least a pound. “With your coloring, you’ll look totally exotic in this,” she said. “But be careful with it; it’s museum quality and I’m not going back to Kathmandu anytime soon.” She looked at me thoughtfully. “Let’s make your eye makeup a little more dramatic. And we need to find you a handbag.”

Like a reverse Cinderella, I piled into a cab with Amy shortly after midnight. The air blowing through the open window tugged languidly at the hem of my dress. “Are you sure it’s not too short?” I asked. “I feel like I’m operating on a very slim margin of error.”

“Rachel, you’re five inches shorter than I am. If it’s not too short for me, it’s definitely not too short for you.” She rolled down her window and smiled at me. “You look great. We’re going to have a great time.”

 

The core of the party was in the garden behind the club. A DJ was stationed outside, spinning an eclectic mix of tunes ranging from ’70s funk to disco, cocktail party standards, and a few pop hits from the ’80s. It wasn’t very crowded yet; small groups of people had gathered beneath unhealthy-looking trees or were poised self-consciously on the overturned cinderblocks strewn at irregular intervals throughout the unkempt grass. There was an odd contrast between the space—neglected, overgrown, slovenly—and the people inhabiting it, who were as glossy and restless as caged predators.

I noticed a slender Hispanic man in his early twenties, holding a rectangular parcel partially wrapped in brown paper. He was circulating through the garden like a waiter with a tray of hors d’oeuvres, politely offering guests portions of something from the package. As we got closer, I could see that it was a brick of cocaine. “Do you know him?” I asked Amy.

“That’s Juan,” she replied. “I think his name is Juan.”

“Is it okay for him to be doing that out in the open?”

“It’s a private party.”

I watched Juan as he held a miniature silver spoon up to the noses of various partiers. No money seemed to be changing hands. “So is he just, like, giving it away for free?”

Amy shrugged. “It’s a good place for him to find new business.”

“Oh!” I said in my best “I get it” voice. “Like when they give you free samples of cheese at the grocery store.” Amy looked at me with a vaguely horrified expression, and I tried to maintain a straight face as I added, “You know you have to put these things into a context I can understand.”

Amy laughed and linked her arm through mine. “Let’s find the bar. We’re way too sober.”

We’d taken only a couple of steps when we were accosted by Raja and Genghis, friends of Amy’s who’d been spending significant time at her house during the past month. Having seen so much of them, I had tentatively come to consider them my own friends as well.

Genghis was a darkly handsome Greek portrait artist, notorious on the Beach for his charm, his philandering, and his occasional moments of devastating social cruelty. He was equally well known for his startling and heavily stylized paintings of women and drag queens, which hung in many of the hipper galleries all over town. He was gay, but overwhelmingly masculine—enough to make it sting a bit if you were a straight woman.

Raja was a sloe-eyed drag queen, originally from England, and a frequent subject of Genghis’s paintings. She (because, as Amy put it, “even when he’s not in drag, he’s always a she to me”) performed at Lucky Cheng’s, a drag revue on Lincoln Road. Raja had a compact, graceful build and—unlike a lot of drag queens, who went screechingly over the top—her style was always delicate and incredibly feminine. Tonight, for example, she was wearing a simple, black-sequined cocktail dress that fell to just below her knees. Her voice was pleasantly pitched in an octave that could have been either male or female. Raja always enunciated each word clearly and carefully, making even her most simple declarations seem full of stagy significance. After five or six drinks, she would usually claim to be thirteenth in line to the British throne.

“Darling,” she said to me. “You look fabulous!”

“Tell her how good she looks,” Amy instructed. “She fought me on the dress every step of the way here.”

“Oh my God, you look like Marilyn Monroe with those curves,” Genghis said. “I had no idea you were hiding a body like that.”

“That’s because she usually looks like something out of Frumpier Homes and Gardens,” Raja said. “But tonight she’s a goddess. Here, wait a second.” She reached down the front of my dress and adjusted my breasts slightly, lifting them up higher against the material.

I didn’t want to show that this minor invasion of my personal space had made me uncomfortable, so I backed away slightly as I said, “Do I really look okay? I don’t look like one of those deluded tourists with horrible thighs who wear the short-shorts anyway?”

“Sweetie, you look hot,” Genghis said. He slid an arm around me and nuzzled my ear. “I think you’re giving me straight issues.”

It should be noted that Genghis loved to flirt with women as well as men, and would probably flirt with a brick wall if he had enough liquor in him. Still, I was pleased. “Really?” I said. “Because, you know, I haven’t been with a man in a very long time. So what you’re doing is like teasing a puppy in a pet store window—unless you’re planning on taking me home with you, it’s just kinda mean.”

“Who says I’m not planning on taking you home with me?” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively and I had to laugh. “I’m never attracted to women, but I’m very attracted to you right now.”

“So you’re saying I look like a guy in this dress.”

“I’m saying you look exactly the way a woman should look. You have to let me paint you someday.” With a smile that turned a shade evil, he added, “I’d love to get you in just the necklace.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what I’m planning on telling every man who uses that line on me tonight: Buy me a drink and we’ll talk.”

I looked over to Amy and Raja, to see if they wanted to join us at the bar, but they had their attention focused on a muscle-bound guy at the other end of the garden. “He looks straight,” Amy was saying.

“Straight to my bed, honey,” Raja replied in a sly, conspiratorial way. And, with that, the two of them were off.

 

Genghis and I stayed at the bar for a while, jostled every so often by partiers angling for the magically reappearing lines of coke laid out on the bartop. It was fun being taken under his wing as he entertained me with gossipy stories and pseudo-flirtatious come-ons. I had a few drinks—two, maybe, or three. Genghis introduced me to people, mostly gay men, one hand resting possessively on my shoulder or the small of my back as he repeated his litany: This is my friend Rachel. Isn’t she beautiful? And, one after another, the well-dressed, well-toned young men would murmur an admiring assent. She’s gorgeous, they’d say. Sexy. She has such great energy.

I couldn’t remember ever having received so much positive attention at one time. Maybe it shouldn’t have meant that much coming from gay men, but, in a way, it almost seemed more genuine than the compliments I’d received at bars from straight men over the years. After all, it wasn’t like any of these guys was hitting on me. In my partially inebriated mind, it seemed as though their compliments must be completely sincere, because what other agenda could they have?

I didn’t know South Beach well enough yet to understand that beauty was as much about location as it was about physical attributes. To be in the right place and among the right people was to be presumed beautiful; as a point of pride, nobody on South Beach ever associated with anybody who was less than extraordinary.

Nevertheless, the combination of the flattery I wasn’t used to and the alcohol I’d never had much tolerance for left me feeling warmer and more accepted than I ever had—more than I’d felt in the entire last year of my relationship with Eduard. I drunkenly decided that I belonged here in this place, among these people who made me feel so attractive and included. I started to believe I was the girl the people around me were describing—the dazzling party girl to whom this all came as naturally as it did to Amy.

Emboldened as I was, the next step in my progression seemed perfectly clear. So when I eventually lost Genghis to an aspiring model named Kevin, who he’d been eyeing for weeks, I went back outside to look for Amy, spotting her—as I’d hoped—standing with Juan.

 

That night wasn’t the first time I’d seen cocaine up close and personal. Since I’d moved in with Amy, it seemed I was constantly around it one way or another. I’d witnessed the lines being chopped up on the coffee table and the frequent bathroom trips when we were out at bars, hands pressed together in clandestine fashion as small plastic bags found their way from person to person. I had witnessed without judging, but also without participating. I was, after all, the veteran volunteer of any number of outreach programs aimed at keeping drugs out of schools and off the streets.

At that moment, however, I was tired of weighing every decision I made as if it were some unbreakable link in a chain that was building toward the rest of my life. I was sick of being the socially conscious girl, the girl who always got good grades and could always be counted on to do the right thing. Suddenly, all I wanted was to be young and sexy and as cool as the people around me were—as Amy herself was. It occurred to me that I’d trawled through cheap motels behind Eduard’s back at least as much for the illicit thrill of the thing as for the male attention that was supposed to compensate for my loneliness. I wanted to go further now. I wanted to see what it would be like to do something that was, unquestionably, bad.

I walked over to Amy. “Rachel, meet Juan,” she said, as she lightly rubbed her nose.

Juan smiled and inclined his head at a friendly angle, holding his diminutive spoon close to my face.

“I think your friend’s trying to nasally violate me,” I said to Amy.

Amy laughed. “He’s just offering you a bump.”

“Well, in that case…” I raised an eyebrow mischievously and reached around to pull my hair back.

Amy’s face registered the smallest glimmer of happy surprise, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she merely helped me to position one nostril over the spoon. I pressed the other nostril closed with my finger and inhaled in a noisy, theatrical way. It burned like hell and I winced visibly.

“Now do the other one.” Amy seemed entertained by my discomfort. “And don’t hold your other nostril shut this time—it actually makes it harder to get a good inhale.”

The second bump burned as badly as the first one had, but I was prepared for it and didn’t recoil quite so hard. I noticed a thick, bitter taste in the back of my throat. “How’s it feel?” Amy asked.

“Fine,” I said, surprised that it was true. “I don’t think I feel any different.”

I was used to drugs like alcohol or pot, where you feel a sort of progressive buzz that eventually culminates in an Oh my God I’m so stoned moment. Cocaine isn’t like that. Cocaine just makes you…happy. It comes on you immediately like a flash of sheer exhilaration that you somehow feel isn’t even related to the drug. You think to yourself that you simply didn’t realize a minute ago how good you felt, how sexy and confident and how much you liked talking and laughing and dancing. You also feel deceptively in control—not as if the drug is taking away your inhibitions, but as if you’re making a well-thought-out decision to let them go.

That’s at first and if the stuff you’ve gotten is good. Later on can be a much different story, but later on, fortunately, is never now.

I found myself trying to expound upon this at great length to Amy, about how I didn’t feel any different, really, although I did suddenly feel happier than I had at any point in the weeks since I’d broken up with Eduard and how I’d expected I didn’t know what but some kind of a major difference or to feel out of control or not aware of what was happening around me and instead it was just this really really good feeling of being happy to be at the party and happy to be making friends and so happy I’d met Amy and did I mention that I totally appreciated her letting me borrow this dress that everybody agreed looked so great on me?

When I finally paused, Amy said, not unkindly, “Slow down, Chatty Cathy. And don’t keep clenching your jaw like that—it’ll make you look tweaky.”

I realized that I’d been unconsciously shifting my jaw back and forth. “What’s that about?”

“It just does that to you. You’ll get used to it eventually and be able to control it better.”

I was suddenly dying for a cigarette and pulled one from my bag. The first drag was another small moment of bliss. I exhaled and looked around, noting that the party had filled up considerably. One tall, lanky man in particular caught my attention; he was standing under a tree in the middle of a small group of people. In a party fully inhabited by the pretty and intriguing, he stood out as forcefully as if he’d been on a stage with a spotlight trained on him. Touching Amy lightly on the arm, I nodded in his direction. “Who’s that guy?”

“What guy?” Amy followed my gaze, then subtly squared her shoulders and straightened her back in a way that made her seem two inches taller. “That’s John Hood.”
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I can’t say that I’d never seen anybody like him before, because I had—anybody who’d seen Humphrey Bogart in The Maltese Falcon had seen somebody who looked like this guy. My guess put his age somewhere around thirty. His outfit was a cool noir gangster getup, straight off the Warner Bros. lot: a dark blue pinstriped suit, underneath which he wore a light blue shirt and a dark blue, red, and white tie. There was a neatly folded white handkerchief peeking from his breast pocket. On his head he wore a cream-colored fedora, underneath which his dark blond hair formed a widow’s peak at his forehead.

His face wasn’t conventionally good-looking, but it was compelling. It was a face constantly in motion; from moment to moment, his expression would change with such subtle fluidity that you didn’t want to look away. His slightly crooked nose and lean, wiry build hinted slyly at criminal mischief and back-alley brawls. His manner was both casually elegant and studiously tough.

I watched him as he accepted a hit from Juan and talked with his companions. When he spoke, he could become intensely animated—swooping arms, large gestures, sudden giant steps backward. But when he was listening, his movements were small and controlled. Even the way he smoked his cigarette seemed like an homage to black-and-white mobster movies. His thumb and forefinger maintained a death-like grip on the filter, and, in between long drags, he would jab the smoke out impatiently—as if, now that he was done with it, he was annoyed to find it still hanging around.

“What’s his story?” I asked Amy.

“How much do you want to know?”

“Just the basics, I guess.”

When dealing with John Hood, even secondhand, nothing was ever basic. The first thing you should probably know is that “Hood” was not, in fact, his real last name. Nobody knew his real last name, or even knew of anybody who knew it. It was as if he’d sprung up fully formed one day, complete with a hardboiled persona and cartoon alias like an implausible story he was gonna stick to. Amy told me that not even the cops knew Hood’s real name—this despite the fact that he allegedly had a rap sheet longer than War and Peace.

Like any place inventing a history for itself, South Beach already had its legends and tall tales and epic heroes. John Hood was one of them. He was the man behind Fat Black Pussycat, the famed Monday-night party at a club called Risk that was credited as one of the original prime movers of the SoBe scene. Even I had heard of Risk, a club co-owned by Chris Paciello—and allegedly financed by the Gambino crime family—that had burned down two years earlier under suspicious circumstances. It was at Fat Black where Chris had met Ingrid Casares; the two had gone on to open Liquid, and a nightlife empire was born. It was sort of like being at a party in Vegas and having somebody casually point out Bugsy Siegel to you. And even knowing what Bugsy Siegel was—thief, murderer, gangster—chances are you’d still want to meet the guy.

Hood may have been all or none of those things; nobody could say for sure. It was hard to pinpoint exactly what he was. His reputation as one of the local drug trade’s more conspicuous consumers was already well cemented, and the stories of petty thefts and con jobs to support his habit were legion. And, in addition to being a drug devotee, lounge lizard, and former club doorman, Amy told me he’d written book and music reviews for places like Spin, Paper, the Village Voice, and even Rolling Stone. Hood had been educated at Yale, and the one thing nobody ever disputed was that he was one of the smartest guys you’d ever meet.

There were, on the other hand, rumors that he was a pimp—rumors spawned by his appearance on an edition of The Geraldo Rivera Show about “pimps with degrees, or something like that.” Although, Amy assured me, it would be just like Hood to scam his way onto Geraldo—to pretend to be a pimp and make a quick buck off America’s gullibility, while mocking what the rest of the country thought they knew about South Beach.

Either way, he’d unquestionably been connected with a bank robbery two years back, earning his photo (sans name, naturally) a temporary spot on the “Ten Most Wanted” list hanging in the Miami Beach post office. After this little escapade, he’d made a hasty departure for parts unknown. Some said he’d gone to New York, others to Havana. His photo having finally come down from the post office wall, Hood had recently returned to reclaim his spot in the South Beach pantheon and look for new projects to occupy his considerable talents.

“You should definitely meet him,” Amy said as he looked up and spotted her. “He’s really high-profile on the Beach.”

Hood strolled over and the two of them embraced lightly, kissing each other on the cheek. “Hood, I want you to meet my new roommate. This is Rachel Baum.”

“Hood, John Hood.” His handshake was brief and emphatic. His voice had a smoky, whiskey-and-cigarettes quality, like someone who’d just come off a six-day bender. “Nice to meet you.”

 

When I talk about Hood now, it’s tempting to slip into the ’40s gangster, B-movie parlance he always spoke in. His knowledge of all things pop and pulpy—movies, music, fiction—was vast and spanned the last forty or fifty years, and this sensibility found its way into his everyday speech. He told us about an after-hours club that had just opened (“These cats have a groovy new spot on Lincoln Road”); a book he was reading (“This dame’s writing is like silk cuffs on battered fists”); and, after some prompting, gave us the thumbnail of his latest stint as a guest of the State of Florida (“I crocked a couple of Canadians with a blackjack after I found ’em holed up with a dame I was seeing”).

“Dame”? I found myself thinking. Who does this guy think he’s kidding? Although I had to admit that listening to him was great good fun. He never laughed out loud—he hardly even smiled—but there was laughter in his voice. It was as if everything he said was an in-joke, and he was covertly inviting you to be hip enough to get it.

The genius of it was that the comic-book dialogue made it difficult to take his rep as a thug seriously. It was as if he were playing a character, merely acting the part of the ne’er-do-well tough guy. Even the one crime I’d heard him cop to so far seemed almost chivalrous, after a fashion. Most women will tell you they don’t want a boyfriend who’d pummel some guy they caught her with, but most of us are secretly prepared to forgive—and be flattered by—the boyfriends who do.

Raja soon pulled Amy into a conference with another drag queen. Left alone with Hood, I realized how far I was from the Chamber of Commerce parties I was used to, where people could be summed up as simply as, This is Stan. He works for Merrill Lynch.

We mostly talked about books at first. Or, rather, Hood mostly talked and I mostly listened. The way Hood talked about books was obsessive almost to the point of being sexual, like a poet with a gift for describing his fetish. As a fellow book junkie, listening to him rant on the written word was like its own kind of drug—something pure and needle-sharp that mixed with the other chemicals already in my system, leaving me as close to giddy as I’d been in months. He talked to me about Hemingway and Borges and Jacques Derrida, and other writers I’d never heard of at the time, like Donald Goines and Iceberg Slim.

“If we’re strictly talking fun with words,” I finally jumped in, “my first love is Dorothy Parker. My personal favorite is, Ducking for apples—change one letter and it’s the story of my life.”

Hood cocked an appreciative eye in my direction and pulled a heartfelt drag off his cigarette. “So you’re a lit chick. Most people around here can’t spell ‘literature.’”

“That’s okay. I just spent four years with a guy who never did anything but read and work—I’m thinking there’s a whole world outside of books.”

I hadn’t meant to talk about Eduard, and the thought of him—a thought I’d been studiously avoiding—had me reaching into my bag for another cigarette, rooting around for a light. Hood reached into his pocket and, in one continuous and single-handed motion, produced a book of matches, bent the cover back and a single match forward, and struck it with his thumb against the sandpaper, holding the lit match in front of me. It was a gesture so quick, it seemed like a magic trick—I’d never seen anybody make the simple act of lighting a match look so cool.

And, as I caught myself in that schoolgirl-with-

a-crush thought, I realized I might be getting into trouble.

“You can’t blame the cat for wanting to keep you under wraps,” Hood said. “If you were my chick, I’d probably lock you up somewhere and guard your door to stop anybody suspicious. Like anybody with lips. Where are you going with those lips? I’d say.”

“So I take it you don’t buy into the whole if you love something, set it free concept.”

“I think ‘love’ is just another way of saying ‘greed.’ And greed is wanting to keep what you love all to yourself.”

“Wow, that’s…I was going to say ‘deep,’ but I think I’ll have to go with ‘frighteningly fucked up.’”

“Cheese and crackers!” Hood exclaimed, taking a giant step backward and clutching his hat with both hands in apparent horror. A few nearby partiers looked up from oversized martini glasses to see what the commotion was, smiling faintly at Hood’s antics. “What kind of language is that from a dame like you?”

I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at the thought that I might be shocking him. “You’re supposed to be a pimp and you’re giving me a hard time ’cause I said a bad word? You’re telling me you never curse?”

“A bad man needn’t have bad manners,” Hood responded. “I never swear in front of a dame.”

“Well feel free to let loose.” I tried to match his tough-guy tone. “I swear like a sailor on shore leave and I have no intention of stopping now.”

He looked at me disapprovingly. “It’s a lazy way of making your point. People who curse a lot only do it because their vocabularies aren’t as big as their ambitions.”

“I don’t know. Don’t you sometimes feel, as a writer, that the expletive is the exact right word to use?”

“As a writer, I try to find the exact right word to use without resorting to tricks that any slack-jawed high school kid could master.”

“What about something like the first line of Philip Larkin’s ‘This Be the Verse’?” I argued. “They fuck you up, your mum and dad / They may not mean to, but they do. I think ‘fuck you up’ has an impact that ‘screw you up’ would completely lack.”

“Haven’t read it,” Hood said dismissively. “There hasn’t been any poetry worth reading since the 1920s. Maybe even earlier. Nobody reads it anymore except the people who write it—it’s completely irrelevant.”

I was appalled. “How can you just dismiss an entire art form that way?”

“Because it has almost no redeeming value. All this no-reason-no-rhyme, ‘let’s talk about our feelings’ stuff is the biggest undone deal ever to waste white space.”

“I write poetry,” I told him heatedly. “And all that ‘no rhyme stuff’ just means that, as an artist, you have to be even more self-disciplined because you don’t have a set of rules telling you what to do.”

“And is that what you are?” He seemed amused, almost mocking. “An artist?”

I was abruptly embarrassed at having been startled into an expression of genuine feeling, and my neck grew warm. “Don’t ask me hard questions.” I sighed, fluffing up my hair. “It’s taking all of my brainpower right now just trying to look as good as everyone else here.”

Hood’s barbed eyes tripped over me with something like approval, but he didn’t bite, choosing instead to light a fresh cigarette. I brought one out too, hoping to see a repeat performance of his match-lighting gimmick. I wasn’t disappointed.

“Have you ever thought about quitting?” I asked him as I exhaled, not really meaning to imply that it was a good idea, but wanting to change the subject.

“Nah. Quitters never win and winners never quit.”

I laughed again and he almost, almost, smiled. “Do you mind if I borrow that the next time somebody tells me I should quit?”

“Well it’s true! I think in an era where everybody waxes tears-and-drama about ‘commitment issues,’ addicts are completely underappreciated. Being addicted to something takes real commitment.”

“So, as long as we’re talking about addiction and other taboo subjects,” I ventured, “is it okay if I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

I hesitated, knowing that I probably shouldn’t bring it up but unable to resist. “Are you really a pimp? Because—and I hope you won’t take this the wrong way—but you don’t talk the way I’d think somebody who was a pimp would talk.”

“Is it really such an interesting subject?”

“Hey, I’m just trying to figure out if you’re flirting with me or sizing up potential merchandise.”

Hood’s eyebrows went up. “Who says I’m flirting with you?”

I tilted my head to one side. “Isn’t that what you were doing?”

“I’ve been accused of a lot of things, but never anything as middle-of-the-road mainstream as ‘flirting.’ I’d go so far as to say ‘swingin’ banter,’ maybe, but—”

“You know what?” I casually stubbed out my cigarette and smiled. “Let’s forget I brought it up.”

Hood pulled his own cigarette from between his lips and threw it down into the dirt of the garden, grinding it beneath the toe of his shoe. Then he picked up my hand and held it with the palm facing up. He leaned in closer so that the brim of his hat grazed my forehead—close enough to kiss me, if he’d wanted to.

“Here’s a village,” he said, lightly touching a spot at the top of my palm. “And here’s another village.” He touched a spot farther down, closer to the base of my wrist. “And here,” his finger gently traced a line down the center, “there’s a river separating them. It’s too deep to wade across and the current’s too fast to swim or sail across and there’s no bridge. So how do the people from one village get to the other?”

It’s amazing the things your body knows before you do. Because I still hadn’t made up my mind what to think about this alleged robber of banks and possible pimp, who loved books and hated poetry—but my body knew what I thought as soon as he touched me. I can’t say that my knees went weak or my breathing became faster. But it was as if my hand was the only part of my body still connected to nerve endings, and I was hyper-aware of every ridge and crevice in the skin holding mine. I felt as if I could have visually identified his fingerprints just from the physical memory of what the tips of his fingers felt like.

“Hmmm…” I tried to think. “Airplanes? Helicopters?”

“Nope. No airplanes, no helicopters.”

I concentrated, feeling somehow that it was very important to score well on this impromptu IQ test. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to gauge my intelligence or the extent to which his touch could rattle me; either way, I was determined not to give an inch.

After a moment, Hood said, “Just say you don’t know.”

“Hey, give me a minute; I can get this.”

“No, you won’t.”

“A little credit, please.” I affected a slightly offended air as I pondered. “Is it one of those they don’t bury the survivors kind of things?”

Now he was impatient. “Look, just say I don’t know.”

I rolled my eyes. “All right, fine. I don’t know.”

“I don’t know either.” He grinned like a man who’d gotten away with the entire cookie jar. “But it’s been nice holding your hand.”

With that, Hood lightly tipped his hat and walked away.
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