
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for North Bay Road

			“In my one hundred years, I’ve read my fair share of books and I can tell you Richard Kirshenbaum’s North Bay Road was among the most enjoyable of reads.” 

			—Norman Lear

			“If you loved The White Lotus you are sure to love North Bay Road. Once you start you won’t be able to put it down. Did anyone say TV series?” 

			—Bill Gerber, 
Academy Award-nominated Producer, A Star Is Born

			“North Bay Road is not only the ultimate beach read, but the ultimate Miami Beach Read.”

			—Ernest Lupinacci, 
Co-Producer, The Offer and Author of The Godfather Gang

			“A lush, descriptive, evocative look at inheritances of all kinds, even the most unexpected, with Richard Kirshenbaum’s keen insider eye at work yet again. An immersive triumph!”

			—Zibby Owens, 
Author of Bookends: A Memoir of Love, Loss, and Literature, Host of 
Moms Don’t Have Time to Read Books 

			“Richard Kirshenbaum is a magnificent storyteller. Liz Galin’s life is not turning out as she had hoped. When she is bequeathed a palazzo in Miami in need of repair, she sets out to fix her own life as she solves the mystery of her inheritance. North Bay Road will find its way on to every beach chair in America and will have readers turning pages long after the sun has gone down. Houses hold secrets, but in Richard Kirshenbaum’s hands, not for long.”

			—Adriana Trigiani, 
Author of The Good Left Undone
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			To my muse Dana,

			I always love you…just a little bit more!

			XO Richard





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“Amantes, ut apes vita (m) melitta (m) exigent. Velle”

			“Lovers like bees pass a sweet life like honey. I wish it were so”

			Latin inscription, behind entrance

			House of Lovers, Pompeii





Prologue
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			Miami, 2020

			The vast estate seemed invisible, despite its grandeur, due to the overgrowth of dark jade palms, gnarled bougainvillea, and centenarian crape myrtle. The growth was so dense that despite the Miami sun, the villa lay in cool repose, immune to the resting, prickly heat. The overgrown confederate jasmine seemed to overwhelm the villa in its tense grip; the edifice succumbed as the vines wrestled the chipping stucco to the ground. Unlike its newer, shiny, celebrity neighbors, the villa’s imposing gates were swirled and rusted. The ornate ironwork lent an air of bygone glory and obscurity, as did the few disintegrating slabs of pink-tinged coral stone on the exterior columns. If one took the time to stop and notice, the villa could have been taken for a faded, regal estate in Capri on the Via Tragara or in the colini Fiorentini, the hills of Florence. The vast estate was a symbol of another era entirely with its formal sentry gate, the center fountain that had long stopped bubbling, and the circular rotunda pitched against the aquamarine skyline, which seemed impervious to the stray overhead planes ferrying vacationers to the southern tip. Occasionally, Argentine black and white tegus roamed the shoreline, oblivious to any other unlikely tenants.

			Built in 1927 in the Mediterranean revival style, the estate had wowed its neighbors and was the envy of its lesser rivals, boasting a large folly, a greenhouse, a bayside pool, and an enclosed tennis pavilion. Even neighbor Carl Fisher, the acknowledged founder, and unofficial king, of Miami Beach who had built his palace at 5020 North Bay, had been suitably impressed. Eighteenth-century Neapolitan tiles and lusty veined marble statutes had been stripped from impoverished estates in Amalfi and Tuscany and hastily installed in the new world’s Riviera. During one particularly frothy day in the heady ’20s market, the owner had approved an ancient mosaic floor to be ripped from a villa unearthed in Pompeii and reassembled in the entry gallery. The arrival of the famous black market mosaic caused havoc in Port Miami; there was even a small mention in The Herald, which officially dubbed the new mansion “Villa Pompeii.” The name stuck, and the architect eventually implanted a discreet, ceramic tile in the pink, columned archway he had commissioned in Vietri. No one had even considered that christening the villa with such an ominous name might portend impending disaster. When one stepped into the foyer, the ancient, black-and-white mosaic floor, which featured an octopus engulfing and defeating a spiny lobster, added an eerie feel to the great house.

			Throughout the decades, the grand mansion had not only seen the booms and busts of the Florida peninsula, but also the waves of differing nationals all adjusting and peeling under the ribald sun. It had also been exposed to larger themes; love and loss, obsession, and, despite the sunshine, dark passion.

			It was said that a hint of a woman occasionally appeared on the dock in silk scarves and dark glasses facing a balustrade, leaning on a cane, or sitting in a wicker wheelchair. She was known to take in Biscayne Bay at dusk, the shimmering diamonds of downtown Miami flickered to life as the orange globe bowed to the new skyline. Perhaps the distant, gleaming sprawl unsettled her, if she was actually there. Few people entered and exited the property. Real estate brokers could never find a way to contact the owner and eventually gave up trying despite the heat of the market.

			“Madame is not at home or is indisposed,” was all the remaining leery staff were able to utter. In her later years, her nurse and housekeeper didn’t even speak English, only Polish. Shrouded in secrecy, Villa Pompeii eventually became an oversight. The parties, tennis lessons, and tea dances had ended so many years earlier that even the ghosts didn’t remember them. The gardeners had been dismissed decades ago, encouraging the overgrown tropical jungle to flourish and strangle the estate’s remaining, dimming lifeblood.

			Zosia, the Polish housekeeper, would arrive in her rusted Honda before the neighbors awoke and exited the drive at dusk after locking the iron gate. A familiar sight to early morning runners, she appeared thick, pallid, and of no consequence. It was as if the house had taken on the air of a locked government building closed to the public.

			Despite its reticence and dereliction, North Bay Road preened and bustled and was dubbed the “Fifth Avenue of Miami.” Celebrities found the wide bay, glittering sunset views of the downtown skyline, and easy proximity to the beach a boon, and, best of all, one could get a larger yacht onto North Bay Road unlike neighboring Pine Tree Drive or Indian Creek with their thinner canals. In recent years, North Bay Road had become a haven for celebrities. They waxed and waned like the Florida hurricanes, arriving in a great storm and departing in the jet stream when they were low after a drug high or an expensive divorce wiped out a new fortune.

			The great lady didn’t know or care about her neighbors; they came and went like tropical gusts which was fine with her. Therefore, it wasn’t given much thought when a new neighbor’s security team, in an operation that was as choreographed as the Russian ballet, arrived one overheated summer morning to take possession of the house. The team disembarked from sinister-looking, blacked-out Mercedes-Benz buses and began surveying the property, setting the bayside protocol, and activating the new codes on the front gatehouse. They were mostly lean, muscled, humorless men with walkie-talkies wearing discreet noir polo shirts, navy trousers, and opaque wire Ray-Bans. As they surveyed the perimeter of the property, everything appeared as it should; the massive glass box was clean, fresh, and spanking new after the Venezuelan designer’s custom gray chalk paint and 30 percent fees. As security walked the property, they found the neighbor to the left, an aging Cuban American liquor magnate with highly secure, but too bright, lemon stucco walls, benign enough. As they approached the hidden property to the right, they were somewhat dumbstruck by the looming verdant jungle, what nearly a century of unpruned growth did to a place.

			Bemused, puffed up security walked up and down and poked through the tangled web of mammoth ancient palms and overgrown Japanese boxwoods to see if there was a security risk, as she knew they would. A crumbling concrete wall divided the two properties and what they saw from the crisp, clean, striking, modern mansion seemed like another world entirely. The minions poked, prodded, and viewed the formidable estate and shoreline from their speedboats before finally deeming it of no consequence. She was sure of this as well.

			The new owner’s Wheels Up Gulfstream was expected to land at Miami-Opa Locka Executive Airport that Thursday evening. Playing stadiums of thousands looked glamorous but proved exhausting, and with the Covid shutdown, he had retreated to his farm, trying his hand at writing new songs for his next album, riding horses, milking cows, and swimming in the lake. Now, he was ready for a bit of civilization again. At 8:30 p.m. on a particularly humid evening, the head of security, a chiseled Israeli named Eliad Shiraz, received a call from the Miami police that a paparazzo was seen trying to enter the property by climbing over the gate of the neighboring, crumbling mansion. Within the hour, the intruder was cuffed and booked for trespassing. That evening, security gathered their information, held meetings, and spoke with the authorities. The lower part of the neighbor’s gate posed a security threat, but it was not theirs to reinforce. One consideration was buying adjacent or additional properties, as many of the celebrities on North Bay Road had done, for a larger guardhouse, extra parking or building higher, unsightly walls.

			“Create an estate like Barry Gibb,” the local security team advised in such matters, by adding an additional lot; many millions more for true peace of mind! However, the next few days proved vexing to the tireless Mr. Shiraz; there was no way to contact the owner. Ringing the gate, sending letters, and poking around at city hall had only revealed the neighboring estate, once called Villa Pompeii, belonged to an ancient and dusty socialite who was never seen, had no family to speak of, and no forwarding address, just the elegant name of Elsa Sloan Barrett. The housekeeper spoke no English and wouldn't respond to her native tongue when they found someone to speak it. She appeared to be the only resident of the property, living over the garage on the weekends, and seemed either mute or not mentally engaged. There was no way around it. They would have to talk the security issues over with the new owner when he finally arrived.

			G Alvarez hadn’t become a household name until he’d been asked to perform at the Super Bowl halftime show and strutted his stuff. Reggaeton wasn’t rock ‘n’ roll, but when he took the stage, he wowed the audience, endorsed by the talents, sex appeal, and enduring popularity of J.Lo. He often joked he was the most famous non-famous person in America with forty-five million Instagram followers. As a singer, producer, and composer, he had racked up multiple Latin Grammy awards, and his reggaeton version of “Baby I Love Your Way,” the classic Peter Frampton hit mixed with Dominican bachata star Juan Luis Guerra’s “Estrellitas y Duendes,” won Latin song and then album of the year. It didn’t hurt that he had asked Frampton to play the guitar and Juan Luis to sing a duet on the remix. Like Shakira, he was already a huge star in Latin America, and while he could walk down Michigan Avenue in Chicago without attention, he needed top security in Buenos Aires or Brasilia. His concerts were packed with adoring fans, and he made millions in stadiums from his native Colombia to Argentina. Fame meant bodyguards and bling, and huge purses meant expensive toys.

			The gleaming, modern mansion on North Bay Road had been hastily disposed of by a film star during a tumultuous divorce where the wife walked in on her husband having a drug-fueled ménage à trois. Upset that she was not even asked to join in, she immediately filed for divorce, and the property was soon put on the market as a whisper listing. Hailed as a modern architectural masterpiece, it was well-known to real estate doyenne Esther Percal, who had sold it twice before. She herself had been born in Cuba and was often referred to as the Queen of Miami real estate. She was tight-lipped and discreet, which the rich and famous appreciated and why her celebrity clientele was extensive. The moment she heard there was trouble in paradise, she went into overdrive, subtly of course. The modern mansion was exactly what her client, G Alvarez, was looking for. It was reduced to $25 million and, under Esther’s tutelage and artful bargaining, G stole it for $18.5 million. It had a grandfathered dock for his yacht, 150 feet of pure, unadulterated Miami waterfront, and, as she mentioned to G on the phone in Colombia, it was only twenty minutes to Joe’s Stone Crab!

			Before arriving at his new manse, G dismissed most of his staff and posse, giving them time off for a long weekend. He wanted to recuperate and experience his new home alone. Before his final concert had been canceled due to Covid, the five-country-ten-city tour had physically and emotionally drained him, and he felt he was scraping the bottom of the barrel—not to mention a nasty case of laryngitis. He longed for sleep and solitude. The farm had provided that, but it didn’t provide much fun or alfresco restaurants with beautiful people. That was what Miami was for, and hopefully inspiration for new songs as well—fresh hits currently eluding him.

			The stark white architecture blinded him at first as his Mercedes-Benz sedan entered the front gate: skyscraper sheets of glass with lustrous mahogany details. He had only seen photos and a well-produced video of the estate, but he was a child of poverty and such excess seemed otherworldly even now. The first night he crashed, but the following morning, he awoke early and spent hours roaming the rooms, touching the gleaming surfaces, and spent the afternoon tanning at the infinity pool. He called his assistant Karolina in Atlanta and asked her to order in Mexican since he did not know how to do it himself. Once the food arrived, it was promptly given to the security guard at the gatehouse, who gave it to the bodyguard, who silently placed it in the kitchen. Maria, his housekeeper and chef, knew to plate his lunch as usual, since she assumed G would not know where anything was. The day flew as he soaked up the bountiful sun on his $2,500 lounge chair. His skin turned a golden brown, and with his Afro-Latino genes, he only needed one day for a tanning reset.

			August had turned to September. The sun burned late seeping into a Bloody Mary sky which contrasted the bay turning dark blue. G smiled when he finally saw the hint of dolphins. With less boating activity during the Covid lockdown, the bay had seen an influx of natural wonders. He rode the newly installed, high-speed, burl-wood-and-chrome elevator to the tower balcony to take in the vista and the apparent sea life before the sun went under. He walked the length of the terrace and saw languorous dolphins jumping and a manatee gliding near the surface. Then he turned to the dense property and tower next door. The old estate was seemingly deserted, so he was shocked to see a nurse with an ancient, ailing woman on the bayfront, concrete dock. From afar, he could see the sobering image of an intravenous bag affixed to the wheelchair, set against the more whimsical candy cane striped, decaying poles implanted in the bay, like he had seen when he was on tour in Italy. In Venice, they were called pali da casada, and his tour guide revealed that they distinguished each Palazzo and “beckoned guests and their gondolas.” He had been told the neighboring property was vacant, yet here they were, two inhabitants venturing out to see the late Miami sunset.

			So, there is someone living next door after all! G thought to himself.

			He remembered an elderly woman in Bogota with a lone stray hair sprouting from her chin who made him rice and peas when he was an orphan. Older women and the Sisters in the orphanage had always loved G and cooked for him when he was young. He knew, even as a child, his slightly crooked, smile melted hearts. Did the old woman still cook? Perhaps she was too ill. He saw the unlikely pair silently looking out towards the arts district to the right and downtown to the left. Suddenly, a plane overhead took their gaze towards G standing outside on his balcony. The nurse shielded her eyes with her hands, and the woman in the wheelchair adjusted her dark sunglasses as she looked up at the plane and then directly at him. It was G’s natural instinct to wave, and as he did, she immediately looked away.

			Not an exactly friendly neighborhood, he thought.

			She motioned for her nurse to wheel her promptly inside.

			It was just as well. Like many of the women in his life, Elsa Sloan Barrett disappeared in an instant, never to be seen again.





Chapter 1
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			December 2020
New York City

			The call came so early and so unexpectedly that Liz dismissed it out of hand. The voice mail message left afterwards sounded too much like another annoying direct marketing call. She deleted the message and then twirled her caramel-streaked hair into a messy French knot and wrapped an antique, silken, kimono-style robe lined with cashmere around her elegant, ivory shoulders. She had splurged on the robe at her favorite thrift store on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles. She marveled at the skillful bird of paradise design set beyond a glorious dragon whose teeth were bared; the raised Japanese needlepoint against the silk and fringes was ’20s flapper chic. The store owner had insisted that Gloria Swanson once owned it and charged Liz fifty dollars more for the silent film star’s provenance. She almost didn’t spring for it but as she dug through her vintage YSL bag and scrounged for change, she came across three old, crumpled twenty-dollar bills she didn’t know she had. Serendipity! It was meant to be. The backstory was worth the extra money, and she dined out on it whenever she had guests over who complimented her find. “You know, it belonged to Gloria Swanson in her Queen Kelly phase,” she would say with a smile and shrug in an offhand way knowing it reinforced her reputation for elevated taste.

			The cold permeated the wrap as she walked over to the small floor radiator and tried to unscrew the paint-flaking heat knob, despite knowing it would do nothing but hoped the attempt might actually help. Magical thinking.

			“Fuck December in the city,” she cursed under her breath.

			She had never spent the entire winter in her small walk-up off Avenue A on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Pre-Covid, she was always flying out to balmy LA for a shoot during the winter months and adding vacation days to extend her time there. An A-list stylist in demand for her eclectic, creative curation, and innate fashion sense, Liz Galin had earned a reputation as the go-to stylist for Indie actresses who needed a cooler red carpet look than what top couture houses and more conservative, mainstream stylists could provide. She would scour vintage and thrift stores in LA and Palm Springs for the unusual: a one-of-a-kind, jeweled, Judith Leiber minaudiére in the shape of an ice cream cone or a dachshund, or a smoky, vintage Hollywood mink fur stole that belonged to Jayne Mansfield. She would then pair it with an up-and-coming designer. These unlikely pairings became her signature and, before long, her career was on fire. She was so busy, in fact, she would often go from one shoot to another and had an assistant, Lily, in Venice Beach. It had been an exciting and fairly indulgent schedule; after she completed her styling jobs, she would take a few days and fly down to Cabo with Lucy, her married best friend, or Roy, her makeup artist of choice and other BFF, and they would spend hours on the beach—sipping margaritas, people-watching, rating the bad bathing suit choices, and taking in the occasional whale sighting from the shore. This worked well as her boyfriend Cary, “the nice doctor” from Canada, was always working. His residency always took a front seat, but Liz didn’t mind. Her mother Linda would often wag a manicured finger and remind her, “What’s hard in the beginning is easier in the end and vice versa. You’ve gone out with too many schmucks and bad boys; this one’s a keeper. Trust me.” Sadly, Covid made mincemeat of Liz’s career and her travel schedule, not to mention her bank account. As for Cary, she was now in social isolation, not able to see her boyfriend during her mother’s cancer treatments until they were all able to get the vaccine.

			“Thank G-d for ramen! Forty-nine cents a meal!” she clucked to herself as she brought out the small, wrapped, plastic pack and started boiling water on the stove. She bought packages of the noodles by the armful when she ventured out, fully masked. Ramen was cost efficient and wasn’t putting any weight on her, and when she added an egg after stirring in the flavor mix packet, she felt like she was splurging with the extravagance. Little treats were a small consolation after canceling her gym membership since she was no longer able to afford the monthly fee or brave the germs without the vaccine.

			“Is shivering exercise?” she asked herself as she turned on CNN, then turned off the sound as she couldn’t bear any more election news. Liz longed for the days when the scandal of the day was Clinton getting a blowie, not the divisiveness of two parties on the verge of civil war. A feeling of dread overtook her, and she flipped the channel to a Friends episode.

			Ah, the good ole days. She wrapped her robe tighter, delaying getting dressed. She eventually forced herself to shower and quickly layer up due to the cold, opening her tiny closet door and pulling on her decidedly utilitarian North Face parka. She topped it off with a navy, Carolyn Rowan, cashmere hat dotted with Swarovski crystals and the matching glove set—she wasn’t going to go that far down the rabbit hole without any panache. Then she forced herself to walk down the sloping staircase into the frigid cold to the corner bodega to stock up on crackers, mac and cheese, Tic Tacs, and more eggs.

			How exciting my life has become! Liz was saddened that the highlight of her day was scanning the food shelves for a sale bargain, Chinese take-out where she could stretch three meals out of one order, or a salad dinner with her savior Netflix. Then she’d call Lucy in LA and spend hours on the phone complaining about her dead-end life or Roy who was living at his ex-boyfriend’s house up in Hudson and they’d laugh well into the evening talking about the latest celebrity gossip: who was a sex cannibal, who was gay, and who was dating which Kardashian. Cary would call her around midnight that he loved and missed her, but that was about it. She knew he was reticent about talking too much after an exhausting day and only wanted light diversion. Regardless, she knew he was a Covid hero in the emergency room, and she was proud of his sacrifice and service. She would blow him a kiss over Zoom, then head to bed where she would crawl under three childhood quilts and put on a knit hat to try and banish the chill. And then all over again!

			The next morning, Liz was awakened by the sound of a ping on her cellphone and felt an odd, metallic taste in her mouth. She remembered she hadn’t brushed her teeth when she got into bed the night before because she was too tired and too cold. She looked down and heard the ping again. She blinked as a text popped up on her iPhone.

			“I hope this is the cell phone of Liz Galin. I have been trying to reach you regarding an important legal matter. Please call me back.” Information about an office on Biscayne Boulevard, including a phone number, followed. The text ended with, “Sincerely, Ira Reznick.”

			Sounds like someone’s Uncle Ira, Liz joked to herself. Ira Reznick with a Z. Uncle Ira. The Ira. She sat up and yawned, then peered out the bedroom room window onto the skeletal, icy branches of Tompkins Square Park. She deleted the text.

			The last thing I need is a lawsuit or owing some tax money from an old photo shoot. She yawned again, remembering a shoot she had done in Miami the previous year before putting the text firmly out of her mind.

			Walking gingerly into the kitchen, she belted her long, ’40s, pink Laverne & Shirley–style bathrobe into a loose knot as she inserted a metallic pod in the Nespresso machine—her one, expensive luxury. She saw the long, empty sleeve and realized she was running low.

			It’s my version of crack. Would I be an espresso pod–whore and give the cute guy at Nespresso a blow job if I had no money? I might, she joked to herself, knowing she never would. The NY Post had been delivered to her front door, despite her having canceled her subscription. She scanned an article on Jeffrey Epstein’s alleged madam, Ghislaine Maxwell, and her plight in jail. She claimed her hair was falling out due to stress and solitary confinement. The thought made Liz shudder. Solitary confinement was the worst, but then again, did she have it that much better trapped in a 650-square foot studio in the East Village with marginal heat and rattling pipes during Covid and only able to see her mother?

			I’m in jail too. She pursed her plump lips. I can’t see my boyfriend because he’s a doctor, and my mother is going through chemo and needs me.

			Not exactly an optimal situation. Coupled with the fact that Liz Galin—the fabulous, socially connected, and super cool stylist Liz Galin—was currently 100 percent unemployed except for a lone, lifesaving shoot for Harper’s Magazine with Kaia Gerber in Westchester. Covid had closed down her bread and butter. Movie premieres and advertising shoots were now all done by Zoom, and there were no more red-carpet events. Liz’s career had been going to new heights with a prime assignment for the newest Bond movie premiere in Monaco, which was to be hosted by the Princess Grace Foundation, before the premiere had to be unceremoniously shuttered with no rescheduled date to look forward to. Her bank account had dwindled, causing her to eat into most of her paltry savings with seemingly no end in sight. Like many singles her age and background, Liz had always lived for the moment and never given much thought to the future or the possibility of little work and impending catastrophes. Luckily, her mother, Linda, received a generous insurance policy when her father Joe had passed, and she was able to supplement Liz’s meager savings. Much of that money was being spent on medical care not covered by insurance, but she was able to send Liz money each month for rent and food.

			“You have enough clothes, Liz!” Her formidable mother would both scold and caution her.

			With her bank account on its last fumes, Liz sold a prized, vintage, Hermés Kelly bag on the RealReal for her mother’s last birthday. This provided her with enough money to not only pay her mother back for rent and a few stray parking tickets that had accumulated, but to buy her a new cashmere zip-up with matching sweats that she could wear to chemo. Linda was thrilled and touched; she told Liz that she wished her daughter hadn’t but was secretly glad she had something super comfortable and stylish to wear during her sessions. Liz was happy too as she knew her mother would have never bought something like that for herself.

			“You see, Mom. I’ll just live off my bags. But each time I sell one, it’s like selling a child.” Liz shrugged.

			“You think that now…until you actually have children, then you’ll know what real love is.” Linda smiled sadly.

			Liz looked away when she saw her mother’s sorrowful gaze and the pain in her eyes. Turning thirty, she knew she was disappointing her mother’s grand-maternal clock, and with the chemo underway, Liz was unsure if she would ever be able to let her mother see the grandchild she always yearned for. It was hard, that look. Liz was sure Cary would eventually propose; he had probed her on marriage and family on their first date and casually dropped that Park Avenue Synagogue had an amazing preschool. Liz was impressed; a doctor who attended Friday night services at the top prestigious Manhattan shul was hard to find, and when she told Linda, she nearly swooned. Everything was going swimmingly with weekly dates, heavy petting, and then, as the relationship progressed, living together two nights a week. However, once Covid hit, he had other, more pressing concerns than his girlfriend. Liz also made the decision to put off seeing Cary during her mother’s chemo treatments and broke the monotony each week by driving out to Great Neck to care for her. Every time Liz resettled into her old bedroom on Long Island, it seemed like her life was a total failure. She was comforted by the pink-and-white flowered wallpaper, quilted bedspread, and old pink phone, yet once her eyes scanned the gold tennis trophies from her Great Neck South High School and UCLA days, it reinforced her sense of failure. She had been well on her way to go pro, but she stopped having the drive to practice every day. She now wished she had been more serious about it during college as she glanced at the faded, black-and-white newspaper clippings of her tournaments and her unfulfilled promise stared back at her. She had been more interested in clothes, boys, and her sorority events rather than practice and that was that.

			I coulda been someone! She shook her head at her internal Rocky voice. Now that she was turning thirty, she started thinking about her biological clock. Just clothes and some old press clippings to talk about. Nada!

			They would order in Chinese takeout from a good place on Northern Boulevard for dinner, and the next morning, Liz would take her mother, all bundled up, to the hospital in Linda’s old, yellow Lincoln Continental. Leaving the house by 9:45 a.m., they fell into a routine for Linda’s chemo. Mother and daughter double-masked and Purell-ed before they went up to the hospital entry desk. They checked in and sat waiting for the appointment to begin since Liz would not be allowed entry into the inner recesses due to the pandemic. Liz looked down over her medical mask as her phone buzzed.

			“Always that phone! Is it Cary?” Linda looked up brightly. Despite the chemo, she was still a formidable, blonde beauty.

			“No, but we have a Zoom tonight. How romantic!” Liz sighed wistfully.

			“Don’t get down; he loves you. I see the way he looks at you. Once you get the vaccine, you can get back to your life again,” Linda said, trying to be upbeat.

			Liz frowned when she saw the phone screen.

			“What? Who is it?” Linda prodded.

			“Oh, nothing…” Liz paused, not knowing whether she should say something or not about the mysterious texts she was receiving.

			“Liz?” Her mother’s strong gaze meant business.

			“Okay, this lawyer from Florida I’ve never heard of keeps calling and texting me. It’s weird.” She shrugged and showed her mother the phone screen text.

			“Well, call him back. He’s a lawyer!” Linda admonished. She thought anyone who was a lawyer must be important.

			“No way. If someone is suing me for back taxes, they’ll win, and I’ll have to pay them in Birkins.” Liz’s expression reflected this possible, impending catastrophe.

			“Liz, you’ve always avoided things. I’m sure it’s not that,” Linda opined.

			“Then why is a lawyer named Ira Reznick calling me from Miami? I’m telling you it’s back taxes. I did a shoot in Miami, you know!” Liz groaned at the thought.

			“Here.” Linda waved her own phone. She made a face like she was tasting something spoiled. “Text me the number. I’ll call him. How can you not call the man back? No one will mess with Linda Galin, I can assure you. I’ve known these Ira-types my whole life….”

			“Fine.” Liz texted her mom the name and number.

			“But Liz, you have to call people back. It’s not right,” Linda lectured.

			“Okay Mom, whatever. Just relax.” Liz sighed. She knew her mother had a point and was proud that her fiery personality wasn’t being affected from the chemo, but her mother always managed to make Liz feel like she wasn’t doing enough despite everything she was doing. She was thrilled, though, that her mother only had two more chemo sessions left and was scheduled for the Covid vaccine, a light at the end of the tunnel.

			The next morning, after propping her up in her bed and bringing her a brunch tray, Liz air-kissed her mother goodbye and drove her broken-down Subaru back towards the city. She always despised the drive back to Manhattan—the long line of cars idling in traffic infuriated her. What was she driving back to? What did she have to look forward to? Would she find a well-located parking spot when she finally got there? These thoughts always coincided as she passed the huge and depressing cemetery off the highway that seemed to go on and on forever.

			Who were all those faceless people buried there? Liz wondered. Did they manage to have any fun when they were alive? She pondered endlessly. As the bumper-to-bumper traffic let up, Liz looked out the window at the uninspired Queens architecture and spied a billboard for Jamaican tourism featuring a romantic, tanned couple in bikinis, which made her miss her former life even more.

			I’m drying up! She thought. After grueling traffic, the Midtown Tunnel beckoned like an oversized vacuum cleaner. Liz suddenly felt her phone vibrating; it was her mother. Of course. Always her mother. She loved her mother, but Linda reminded Liz of her friend Marisa Acocella Marchetto, the cartoonist who coined the phrase “smother” in her New Yorker cartoons. The two often laughed about how their hovering mothers were so similar.

			“Please call me, it’s very important,” the text read.

			Yeah, it’s important that I owe tax money, she moaned to herself. She heard her phone vibrating again.

			She wasn’t in the mood to answer, and soon a voicemail popped up.

			“Call me. It’s important. Why aren’t you picking up? I’m worried.” Liz heard her mother’s throaty voice. She groaned and immediately called her mother on speaker as she idled behind a row of cars.

			“Mom, you want me texting and driving?” Liz complained.

			“Put me on speaker.”

			“I have. What’s so important?” Liz rolled her eyes.

			“I called that lawyer, Ira Reznick, once you left.” She paused. “From Florida!” The gravity of inflection of the words “from Florida” were akin to her making a long-distance phone call to Asia.

			“And?”

			“And, you’ll never believe this Liz,” her mother said in a tremulous voice.

			“Believe what? Be quick, I don’t want to lose you in the tunnel. Am I in trouble?” Liz shook her tawny head.

			“Trouble? No, but I’m not convinced that this isn’t a scam.” She could hear her mother pacing.

			“What scam? Please fill me in?”

			“You’re not going to believe this, but…” Linda’s voice went up an octave.

			“But what, Mom? You’re stringing this out like cheese,” Liz admonished.

			“But apparently, some old kook I’ve never heard of, in Florida…” She paused dramatically.

			“Yes?” Liz pressed.

			“Left you her house in her will!”





Chapter 2
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			“This is a joke, right?” Cary Simon tried in vain to wipe the creases from his hazelnut eyes and ran his fingers through his short, cropped, tousled, brown hair. It had a touch of auburn in the sunlight, but his locks hadn’t seen the sun’s rays in months, and his hair was usually damp from sweat. His cheekbones were marked with blotchy rashes from the N95 masks he constantly wore in the ER. When he took the Hippocratic Oath, Cary never anticipated that he would be on the front lines of the worst public health crisis in recent history. It was Cary’s childhood dream to become a doctor like his father and grandfather, but he had never imagined it would start off like this. As a young boy, Cary had seen firsthand the trust friends, neighbors, and patients put in his grandfather and father, country doctors in Calgary the western province of Alberta, Canada. Descended from immigrants from the Pale of Settlement, the Simons had started as peddlers. When Cary’s great-grandfather Abraham Simon realized that there were multiple peddlers selling linens, pots, pans, and bedding but virtually no doctors in the vicinity, he advised his son Samuel to go into the profession that was much needed, despite how much or how little money anyone had. It was a good lesson in supply and demand, and Cary grew up with dreams of eventually having his own rural or suburban practice with a possible son or daughter to take it over. No one, however, had cautioned Cary on the nature and frequency of pandemics, and lessons of supply and demand took on new meaning with a dearth of doctors, harried nurses, and a limited supply of PPE.

			Today had been a particular nightmare for Cary. An older Italian couple, a husband and wife, died within minutes of each other, holding hands in the ICU. He was usually not prone to sentimentality, but it was the little things that broke through. The image of the man’s blue-veined hand, the tape around his wedding band intertwined with his wife of fifty-six years, would haunt him. Cary sighed and then went back to the myriad of patients who desperately needed oxygen and respirators. His natural tough-shell and intense energy allowed him to push through, wade through the misery, and swim with the tide. Afterwards, when he finally got home to his modern one bedroom overlooking Central Park on 102nd Street and Fifth Avenue, he stripped off his hospital gear in the foyer, as he usually did, and left it in a wicker basket he had placed next to the umbrella stand for his housekeeper Carmen. Each day, she would wash and iron his street clothes before he donned his scrubs at the hospital. He immediately headed to shower, washing every crevice with precision, and then, still dripping wet, headed for the small kitchen where he scarfed down a quick frozen dinner Carmen had heated and left out on the stove wrapped in tin foil.

			Turkey meatballs and a beer. Just what the doctor ordered. He shrugged to himself. Shit! I totally forgot to get her cash, and tomorrow is Friday. He hated paying Carmen late, knowing she was braving the subway and the virus to come and do his dirty work. He would go to the ATM first thing in the morning, double back to his apartment, and leave it with the doorman in an envelope. He wrote it down on a list next to his bedside table where he kept a small notebook and a pen. Cary thrived on order, punctuality, and cleanliness and held messy people in mild contempt. It was an issue he had with Liz, his girlfriend, whenever she used to stay over pre-Covid. He gritted his teeth remembering her overflowing bags, stray towels, cotton balls, hairbands, and thongs which seemed to grow daily and spill out onto the floor in piles. He ate his meal standing up in the kitchen, then washed, cleaned, and dried his dishes. He took his frosted glass out of the freezer, poured his beer, sauntered into his spartan living room, turned on CNN, and then switched to ESPN before his nightly call to Liz. Despite her messy gene, these late-night Zoom calls always calmed him and helped him fall asleep. When they FaceTimed or Zoomed, she would talk his ear off before he fell into bed and got some much-needed rest. About what, he often didn’t remember, but their conversations were easy, fun, and, at the end of a miserable day, he needed the light diversion. Tonight, though, he was unusually talkative at her seemingly unbelievable news.

			“Wait, I don’t understand! Some woman you have never heard of or met before left you her house in a will?” He shook his head in total disbelief.

			“I still can’t believe it myself; I’m in shock.” She spooned some Van Leeuwen salted caramel ice cream from the container and onto her tongue.

			“Do you think she just picked your name out of a phone book? There must be some connection, or maybe it’s a total scam!” he cautioned. He was skeptical, and his prickly side was kicking in.

			“Not that we can think of. Her name is, was, get this…Elsa Sloan Barrett. Nobody in my world is called Elsa Sloan Barrett.” Liz yawned. “Not much is known about her except she was some sort of socialite from Boston who moved to Miami in the ’30s and lived to 104. Mom is as shocked as I am. We Zoomed with the lawyer today, Ira Reznick. I checked him out through Richie Steinberg who lives down there, and he said the guy’s a totally major, legit, high-end lawyer,” Liz explained, excited but was as baffled as Cary was.

			“Well, that’s a good sign.” Cary was trying to process the information. He was totally a right-brain kind of guy, and this made absolutely no sense to him. He was convinced it had to be some kind of scam or joke.

			“And he looked exactly like an Ira Reznick would, right out of central casting…so lawyerly and all,” Liz explained. “When we asked him, he said that he worked for Missus Barrett for over twenty years. But get this,” she paused, “he never met her!”

			“Okay. Normal.” Cary raised a bushy eyebrow. It seemed to be getting worse with more facts.

			“He said that they spoke on the phone for years and she always paid her bills on time, but he never met her. Not even once! She would just call him and her maid—this woman, Zosia, who still works there—would drive to the office with any papers. The only time she ever left the house, that he knows about, was to have her documents notarized. He said he gave her the name of a notary near Lincoln Road. He wanted to meet her there, but she insisted he not come. He called the notary afterwards, and he said she showed up in an ancient Cadillac from the 1960s. The notary confirmed she was very lovely, refined, and sent him an orchid with a handwritten note. Can you imagine?” Liz scraped the sides of the container with her spoon trying to get every last drop of ice cream.

			“Wait, so this Ira must know why she left you the house?” Cary scratched his testicles over his boxers, hidden from view on the Zoom call. Or so he thought.

			“Actually, villa. He called it a villa,” she said with new authority.

			“Fine, villa.” He rolled his eyes at the slight pretension.

			“We asked a million times, but he has no idea either. He said she was extremely polite but very evasive and that she left it to me in trust,” Liz went on.

			“Wait what did you say the address was?” Cary probed.

			“North Bay Road.”

			“What number?” He pushed.

			“I think it’s…” She looked down at her phone. “Oh, 4345. 4345 North Bay Road.”

			“Wait. I’m Googling it on my phone, and it’s not coming up.” He Googled again on his iPhone. “The other houses all have photos on Zillow.”

			“That’s because the woman was a recluse,” Liz surmised.

			“That is just plain weird.” He frowned again.

			“So is this!” she paused. “The only stipulations in the will are that I have to live in the house for six months and one day out of the year to become a Florida resident. I can only sell it after I have lived there five years. If I don’t want it after five years I can sell it, and I can rent it when I am not there,” she explained.

			“Liz, do you know how crazy this all sounds?” Cary shook his head in disbelief.

			“I know.”

			He breathed deeply. “I’m looking online, and the houses on the water on North Bay Road are like twenty or thirty million dollars. Did you say it’s on the water?” He was finally getting excited.

			“I didn’t ask.” Liz shrugged.

			“How could you not ask?” he said in a somewhat condescending tone.

			“Why would I think it’s on the water?” She continued to scrape the bottom of the ice cream container with her spoon even though nothing was left.

			“Because it’s in Miami?” he questioned.

			“So what?” Liz countered and sighed. Cary was very right-brain and could be difficult if one didn’t follow his line of thinking.

			“Well, it seems that the houses across the street on the dry side are still a few million dollars, but the bayside houses are where the money is. You’ll have to call this Ira and ask if it’s bayfront.” Cary seemed a tad exasperated.

			“Okay, real estate broker! That’s a good question. I did ask him if he’s ever been to the villa, and he said he has driven past it but never been inside. But he’s getting the keys now, and Zosia, the maid, is going to open the house for us when I get there.”

			“Wait, this sounds like a total trick someone is playing on you…or a horror movie,” he said firmly.

			“Cary, don’t rain on my parade. I just inherited a multi-million-dollar villa from some dead socialite who sends handwritten notes and orchids. Let me enjoy it before getting all rational on me.” She grimaced at the now-empty ice cream container.

			“How do you know she’s even dead?” he pondered.

			“You don’t think I’m that stupid? He knows she’s dead since he saw the death certificate and went to the funeral. She was also one hundred and four, not exactly running marathons!”

			“Any relatives ready to pop out of the woodwork?” he asked.

			“He said no, and no one else is mentioned in the will. It’s all left to me, baby, so you better watch out because I am now a woman of means.” She teased.

			“Don’t let it turn your head!”

			“You’re the one who is going to have to sign the prenup if it’s…bayside.” She smirked. “That is, if we ever get married.”

			“Clearly.” He nodded, thinking about the asset at hand.

			She laughed. “So, are you going to come with me?”

			“What do you mean, come with you?” he asked in a baffled tone.

			“Well, I don’t want to go to Miami alone, and Mom can’t travel. Maybe you can take a vacation? Please, pretty please?” she begged slightly.

			“They don’t give vacations for first-year residents, Liz, you know that, especially in the middle of a pandemic.”

			“Well, maybe you can spend some time at the Mount Sinai down there. It is literally in walking distance from the house. Uncle Ira told me,” she said in a more conciliatory tone.

			“Uncle Ira? Now he’s Uncle Ira?” Cary shook his head vigorously. This was classic Liz but at a higher level of insanity.

			“Well, I have to call him something. The man just showed up with a very generous present,” she said in a deadpan tone.

			“Sorry. The two Mount Sinais have the same name but are not affiliated,” he explained.

			“Well, maybe over a holiday then?” she offered.

			“I think I might be able to swing that.” He paused.

			“I hope so. I’ll need to spend at least six months a year there…. It can’t be worse than my freezing apartment on Avenue A living on ramen,” she lamented.

			“What’s crazy about all this is that it’s starting to sound plausible.” He paused. “I’m going to miss you all the way in Miami.”

			“What’s the difference between NY and Miami? We can’t see each other anyway until I get the vaccine.” She pursed her lips.

			“Can your mother go with you?” Cary asked.

			“She’s finishing her chemo, but when she’s vaccinated, she’s going to come for a few days. Cary, isn’t this crazy? I mean, really crazy? Some old wackadoodle left me a villa in Miami. I still can’t get over it.”

			“Only you Liz, only you.” He nodded.

			“And did I tell you I get spending money too?” She laughed.

			“What?” He perked up, not able to get over what he was hearing.

			“Uncle Ira said I can spend money as long as it’s for upkeep on the property and that I should just send him the bills. It’s kind of great, no?”

			“It sounds like you won the loony lottery. Did Linda or your father ever know this woman? They must have. Was she a client of his?” he asked.

			“No, Mom never heard of her.” Liz shrugged.

			“How much did she leave? I mean for the upkeep?” Cary probed.

			“I’ll find out all that when I get to Miami. She didn’t want me to know before I accepted. If I don’t accept the terms of her will, the house will be sold and donated to some preservation society of Miami and all her effects will go to a charity,” she explained.

			“What charity?”

			“I don’t know. It’s part of the will Uncle Ira will read to me when he takes me to Joe’s Stone Crab.”

			“You can’t be serious…like, a date?” Cary said in a not-too-thrilled tone.

			“Aunt Sheila is coming to meet me too!”

			“Who the hell is Aunt Sheila?” He laughed out loud. Liz always had a flighty sense of humor, but this was really next level.

			“Stop! The Reznicks have been married forever. She’s the head of Hadassah!”

			“So that makes it all legit?” He laughed.

			“We’ll figure out a travel schedule once we can actually see each other.” She paused. “I just wish I was sharing this crazy adventure with you, that’s all.”

			“Me too. Liz, I always knew great things were bound to happen for you, and I do hear that Miami real estate is going through the roof. What did Linda say?”

			“At first she thought it was a scam, but Uncle Ira assured us both that the will is valid and rich people are eccentric,” she explained.

			“I’m sure Linda is kvelling.” Cary often peppered his conversation with old-school Yiddish words he learned from his grandfather.

			“She is. She was so tired from the chemo that she was drifting off, but she did say something weird before she dozed off to sleep, that maybe it has something to do with—”

			“With what?” he interrupted.

			“‘With the photographers when you were born.’ That’s what she said.”

			“Photographers?”

			“I was literally yelling into the phone, and she dozed off. She said she would ‘talk about it with me tomorrow.’ Can you believe it?” Liz sighed.

			“What could that mean?” Cary pondered.

			“I have no idea, but it’s all very Miami Vice!”





Chapter 3
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			Yellow. White. Blood orange. Eye-blinding shades of light bounced off the cathedral-high impact windows that refracted the heat, offering a reflection of the confident high-speed Rivas, Wallys, and Donzis cutting through the turquoise bay and strutting their mahogany and fiberglass allure.

			G leapt up in one sinewy, athletic movement onto the recently varnished dock and elbow-bumped and thanked his toned yoga instructor, Crystal, as they wrapped up his hour-long session. He ran his hands through his freshly dyed, red, crew cut, and the sun reflected off the tiny diamond stud in his nose. His sleeve of Indian tattoos rippled with glistening sweat; the images undulated as he moved his body in a feline motion. He immediately checked his cell phone and walked back to the house slowly, avoiding tripping by keeping one eye on his phone screen and the other on the creamy, Jerusalem stone pathway. Crystal inhaled serenely, taking in the view she knew she could never afford, before rolling up the two thin yoga mats. She walked across the stone patio to store them in the pool house. G’s house manager and his childhood friend from Bogota, Santiago—or Sant as he was known by—met Crystal at the pool house with a cash envelope and escorted her around the perimeter of the house to the newly constructed carport. Sant didn’t walk as much as waddle, his overweight frame sweating profusely through his black T-shirt in the searing Miami sun.

			Only Sant, G’s security team, and G’s cook Maria were allowed in the house because of Covid. G’s intense, swarthy, head of security Eliad approached; his cut, muscular physique was imposing in the standard, black polo shirt. He tossed G an ’80s Blondie concert T-shirt.

			“G, you gotta put some clothes on. We paid a lot of money, or I should say you paid a lot of money, to get that photographer’s camera. There were naked photos of you that could have shown up on the internet,” he griped.

			“So, you don’t want to see my pinga?” G crudely grabbed his crotch through his Versace micro-speedo and smirked. “Did you get off?”

			“Everyone wants to see your pinga; that’s the problem.” Eliad shook his head indicating he thought G was acting like a child.

			“Well, I was wearing this bathing suit for yoga.” He shrugged.

			“Your butt crack was exposed during the tree pose,” he said with his gruffly tinged accent.

			“I spent close to twenty million dollars on this place, and I still don’t have any privacy.” G frowned.

			“You have some privacy. But there are boats going by and helicopters flying overhead, and they all want a shot of you naked. It’s worth money to the rags,” Eliad explained.

			G led the way, and Eliad followed into the huge chef’s kitchen. Maria had poured a blueberry-chia seed-almond milk smoothie into a tall glass, garnished it with a tropical flower, and placed the glass on a starched, linen napkin on top of the white, Caesarstone island.

			“Gracias, mami!” G said as he entered the flawless, white kitchen. Maria smiled and revealed a shiny gold tooth. She and her husband Carlos, who doubled as the caretaker and the driver, lived in the small guest house above the garage. She didn’t talk much, but she made Colombian food, which G often craved, and seemed to know exactly what G wanted before he wanted it. Today, he inhaled the familiar aroma of empanadas and Ajiaco Colombiano; the hearty, shredded chicken, corn, and potato soup simmering in a giant pot on the stove. He would have stolen a car or robbed a bank for such food when he was a kid living in the orphanage.

			“Listen, Eliad, the security team down here said the best thing to do is buy the property next door for privacy and safety. Where are we on that?”

			“We’re working on it.”

			“Work harder.” He sipped his smoothie. “Make the old lady an offer she can’t refuse.” G looked up at the rock-solid Israeli; his six foot six frame cast a dark shadow on the kitchen island.

			“Old lady? There’s no one living there except the housekeeper on weekends.” Eliad seemed annoyed at the question.

			“Why am I paying you all this money? There is an old woman next door; her housekeeper was strolling her around one night like she was at a carnival.” G took another sip of the healthy concoction; his eyes narrowed in the direct sunlight.

			“It’s just the housekeeper. Name is Zosia. Doesn’t speak much English, but won’t talk anyway. We’ve tried everything: ringing the bell, stopping at unexpected times, handsome guys…visiting city hall and even bribes. She’s tight as a drum.” He frowned and then added, “As far as I know, there’s no old woman in that house.”

			“Maybe that’s why you got tossed from the Mossad, dude.” G laughed. “I saw the old lady with my own eyes one or two months ago.”

			“When? Why didn’t you tell me?” Eliad narrowed his eyes at the news.

			“Why would I think to tell you? I thought you knew.” G shrugged. “When I was up on the terrace, I saw her taking in the sunset like I was. Around 7:45. She was in a wheelchair pushed by that woman.”

			“Well, maybe you were drinking some of your mezcal and it was an apparition,” Eliad countered defensively.

			“No, my friend. I saw her with my own eyes. She wore sunglasses and had a scarf tied around her head and under her chin…like this…” G tied a fictional scarf under his chin.

			“Next time you see her, let me know?” Eliad shook his head in a disapproving manner.

			“I’m not working for you, dude. You go ring the bell and tell the woman she has a deal on the table. I mean, she’s like a million years old, and I’m sure she’d want some cash before she croaks.”

			‘Okay, G. I’ll check it out.” Eliad seemed miffed at the news.

			“I want to be able to swim naked in the pool and have sex on the fucking lounge chair without people snapping photos of me,” G said in a saucy tone.

			“Well, until we do, keep your speedo on.” He surveyed him with a critical eye. “I’m glad you’re back to doing yoga.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” G’s tough veneer quickly crumbled.

			“You need to get back into fighting shape, that’s all,” he said with a dose of Israeli honesty.

			G looked down and shrugged. “I may have gained some weight on the farm…”

			Eliad reached out and patted his stomach. “Some weight?” He grabbed a handful of G’s belly and smirked.

			“Fuck you! Don’t touch me!” G glared.

			“Don’t get upset.”

			“I said don’t fuckin’ touch me.” He was red-faced at the indiscretion.

			“Sorry, but I’m the only one around here who tells you the truth. You don’t want to hear it, fine. Okay.” He smirked again. “G, you look amazing! Your abs are so fucking tight!” He sneered.

			“Do you pride yourself on being an asshole?” G raged. Eliad always knew his Achilles’ heel to keep G under his thumb, and he went for it.

			“Yes.” He smirked.

			“Well, that’s for me to decide, I’m the one they’re paying to see, not you!” he said petulantly. “I’ll get back into shape.”

			“If it wasn’t for me, you’d be in National Enquirer with a dad bod. That’s part of my job too.”

			G turned sideways and looked in the mirror across from the dining room, grimacing at his paunch. He heard his phone buzz. It was his assistant, Karolina.

			“Hi G, how was yoga?” He heard her Southern-tinged accent when he picked up. She had proven to be an efficient and dedicated assistant through lockdown, and even now, she managed to run his life without a hitch despite living in Atlanta. She had moved back and rekindled an old romance in Buckhead that looked to be heading for an engagement. G knew he couldn’t get on without her and told her she could work remotely at full salary. She had been thrilled at the news, and his generosity only seemed to make her work harder. There were few people G trusted completely, but she had proven her loyalty over time. She was also incredibly proactive, and he felt that she knew what to do without having to be asked. He would tell her he was getting back into shape, and he knew she would work with Maria to have diet and vegan snacks delivered to the house. She would up the yoga to three times a week without bothering him with the scheduling details. She booked his travel plans and table reservations and became friendly with all the important maître d’s in town. She also kept him on schedule, always texting and reminding him of his appointments. He had received a text just minutes before that he had a conference call set up with his manager Ryan about tour dates. If he was lazy, she found him; if he dozed off, she sent Sant to wake him. G was generous as could be when someone was in his inner circle and doing a great job. He threw money, bonuses, and expensive gifts at his staff, and they all sported new, gold Rolexes and Cartier Love bracelets after Christmas Day.

			G knew he could trust Sant and Karolina, and Maria of course. Eliad was another story, and the jury was still out on him. Eliad had been G’s head of security when he did his first Israeli concert in Tel Aviv; his commanding presence and unwavering confidence had caught G’s attention. Eliad literally picked up a fan who rushed them to get a selfie and tossed him off like a fly. He flaunted his machismo and physical size, and his aloof and arrogant attitude had G feeling a bit intimidated yet protected. He also looked super cool like an action hero, and G liked his posse to look the part. Sant, who was out of shape, was a bit embarrassing in that department, but he was given a pass as he was considered family. Sant had taken an immediate dislike to Eliad when he was hired, and while he didn’t voice his opinion often, he noticed that Eliad was always doing things that infuriated G. On G’s part, it was hard to say Eliad wasn’t tough, professional, or didn’t look the part for security. Although he often overstepped his bounds, deep down, G knew he needed the extra push when it came to his diet and exercise and forgave Eliad for his blunt indiscretion.

			He was lost in thought as Karolina asked if he wanted her to order lunch—she would often call take-out places in Miami from Atlanta.

			“No, no…. This will be my last good meal before I officially go on my diet. I smelled Maria’s empanadas, and I have no self-control.” G laughed.

			“I can smell them over the phone, too.” Karolina licked her lips at the thought. Maria was one incredible cook, and Karolina had enough of her home cooking to understand G’s plight.

			“I did make a dinner reservation tonight at Katsuya at the SLS Hotel,” she said. “They only have six or seven outdoor tables, and I booked them all.”

			“Great. I’ll go with Sant,” G agreed.

			“Ryan wanted to know if you are in the mood to have Lena and Jasmine with you tonight?”

			“I’ll play it by ear. Thanks Karolina. How’s Atlanta anyway?”

			“I’ve had enough family time to last me a lifetime.” She laughed through the phone.” Oh, and I FedExed you the cover design layouts for the new CD and tour posters. The shots are awesome. I think you’ll be very happy.”

			“That was pre-tour when I had a six pack. Now, I’ve just been drinking them,” he said in a self-deprecating fashion.

			“You always get into shape. Are you enjoying the house? Sant said it’s a fantasy,” she asked.

			“It’s really perfect except I need to buy the property next door though for some extra security.” G looked over and could hardly see the roofline from the dense foliage obscuring it.

			“Well, if anyone can, you can,” Karolina stated firmly.

			“Thanks, have a great day.” He clicked off the call.

			“Hey Gabi.” Sant was the only one to call G by his childhood nickname Gabi, short for Gabriel.

			“Ryan’s on my cell.” He waved the cell phone as he grabbed a handful of corn chips and shoved them quickly in his mouth, yellow crumbs creating an abstract pattern on his black T-shirt.

			“Thanks, tell him I’ll be out in a minute.” G walked over to the gleaming Wolf stove, took a small ladle from the drawer, and tasted a steaming spoonful of the soup.

			In the mirror, he saw Eliad turn and smirk at him breaking his diet. Eliad was always there, always watching. There was something normal about this for G. He had always had a protector. He needed and craved it as it was a childhood pattern.

			Yet, if truth be known, his protector had also been his abuser.





Chapter 4
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			Zoom was definitely one of the silver linings of Covid. No longer did Liz have to dress to the nines, battle traffic to attend superfluous business meetings in midtown, or fly to LA for the weekend at the drop of a hat for a celebrity fitting. When it came to talking to a relative in the convenience of one’s living room, sweatpants and Clearasil triumphed over lipstick and vintage couture. Before her afternoon Zoom meeting with her mother and Ira, Liz had decided to splurge on some Banza pasta which she often made with a simple but delicious aglio e olio recipe. She navigated her sliver of a kitchen and first filled the aluminum pot with tap water. After letting the water boil, she stirred in a pinch of salt, reached into the small cabinet above the sink, plucked the distinctive orange box, and poured its contents into the angry bubbles. Banza was pasta made from chickpeas offering a high in protein and lower carb solution, but it had the taste and mouthfeel of wheat pasta and was certainly a culinary upgrade from ramen. She always made her favorite aglio e olio, garlic and oil, recipe the first night of her period since it seemed to comfort her. She had gotten her now-favorite pasta recipe in Milan from an old boyfriend, well, not exactly a boyfriend.
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