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FOREWORD

			I still don’t know why I didn’t hit delete. An email sat in my inbox from someone I did not know. That means delete the message and mark it as spam. My writing partner, Dave Krinsky, and I have had some success with King of the Hill, Blades of Glory, and Silicon Valley, so we get a lot of projects sent to us from just about everywhere. Our lawyer has always been very clear: “DELETE!!! Do not even read the email. That could open you up to a lawsuit!” So, with a severe lack of judiciousness, I opened and read the email.

			It was from someone named Richie Stephens, who made it clear he was legitimate by including his IMDb page, which showed he was a working actor. An actor—wonderful. But I kept reading, and his email was so straightforward and polite that I found it engaging. He wanted me to meet with him to talk about the business. Could we meet for coffee to discuss? Obviously not…right?

			Well, there I am the next day at Starbucks, sitting across from this blond, rugged-looking guy. As handsome as you can look with a clearly broken and poorly set nose. This was Richie Stephens.

			I had talked Dave into coming. For some reason, I figured Dave needed to witness this fiasco as well. So, there we were, listening to Richie. Not just listening, but hanging on his every word. Part of that might have been because he’s Irish—not of Irish descent, but off-the-boat Irish. He kept calling me and Dave “Mush,” and we had to ask him to repeat things that we just couldn’t understand.

			As we talked, intriguing pieces of information kept falling—“Before I was sober,” “When I was a dealer,” “When I quit being a gangster to get sober.” Okay, this conversation was getting very interesting…especially when Richie said, “Of course, when you are a drug addict you obviously want the best drugs, and the best drugs were sold by an Asian gang in San Francisco…so I moved there from Ireland. And when I couldn’t afford to buy all the drugs I was using, I joined their gang so I could deal them and keep enough for myself. Now, it was an all-Asian gang…well, until they had me.”

			Then, off-handedly, he mentioned that he had lost his mind to drugs and alcohol and nearly committed suicide before getting sober and moving to LA to become an actor. The last part was the saddest part of the story to Dave and me. There is nothing harder than being a struggling actor. He understood the irony of that as well. He had a comic understanding about how surreal his life was, and a pleasant sense of gratitude for having survived to tell the tale.

			Still, I could not figure out why I was not hitting delete. I am leery of drug addicts and alcoholics because they don’t go down without dragging everybody around along with them. And I find their rationalizations tedious. But Richie was sober. When I asked, “How long?” he replied, “Just a bit shy of nine years.” This gave me pause; my wife is a psychologist and has told me that until an addict is sober a solid ten years, you can’t trust them. But there he was, laughing about something that his kids had done and talking about his need to stay sober and help others find their way out of the morass of drugs and alcohol that had consumed him.

			I looked over to Dave, who literally just nodded. We were both in. Richie did not even know that we had decided that his story had to be told. So, we never hit delete. I have no idea why. I ask Dave, and he just shrugs. Sometimes things don’t make sense and cannot be explained, but, if you follow your heart, you end up where you need to be. That is what Richie’s story is all about.

			—JOHN ALTSCHULER





STEP ONE

			IT ALL MADE SENSE AT THE TIME
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ADMIT YOU ARE POWERLESS OVER DRUGS AND ALCOHOL, AND THAT YOUR LIFE HAS BECOME UNMANAGEABLE
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			I had my first drink in 1998 at the age of fifteen. I had my last one (hopefully) on August 31, 2010, when I was twenty-eight. In between were countless steps, missteps, stumbles, and face-plants, from backstreet pubs in Ireland to Hollywood parties to whorehouses in Australia to too many other fucked-up places in between to count or remember. Booze and drugs got me ass-kickings, trips to jails and hospitals, and cost me a shitload of friends and lovers. But, oh, that first drink was something special.

			It was a wet Irish summer day, and I was on a bus coming back from “The Big Day Out,” one of those festival-type concerts. Pulp was the headliner, and the bill included the Beastie Boys, Garbage, Cornershop, and Ian Brown from The Stone Roses. While I don’t remember much about the performances, I remember well the girl who gave me my first drink—Aoife.

			Aoife went to the same primary school as me. Her parents were rich; they owned a factory in town and had airs and graces. They even had their own private plane. Maybe all this money and privilege is what made Aoife such a rebel; she was well known as a drinker and cigarette smoker.

			I wasn’t known for much of anything. I was just a good quiet boy, tall and skinny. Even though I was an athlete, I was barely on a team. Even though I was in the top class at school, my report card always said, “Can do better.” I was about as average as the Republic of Ireland could muster in the nineties—shy and well behaved, Mass every week, seldom stepped out of line.

			But when Aoife passed that can of warm Heineken, I took it.

			I remember thinking, I want to be cool. I better not say no to this.

			Dara Slacke, my best friend at the time, looked at me disapprovingly. If I was right down the middle, Dara moved the needle pretty far into the nerdy range. This wasn’t going to be his first drink, no way. I turned away and took a swig.

			Wow! I thought. This feels nice.

			Before this, my brain overanalyzed everything. I was always worrying about what people thought about me. I had been a reluctant altar boy at the Church of the Sacred Heart and hated it because everyone could see me up at the front. If I’d had a choice, I’d have been keeping a low profile at the back somewhere. At certain times during the service I had to ring the bell, but I always fucked it up because I was thinking about it too much. I was either too early or too late. Same shit with the water and wine. You’re supposed to go pour it in the priest’s chalice at a specific moment, but I was always messing that up too. It was mortifying.

			I was on a Gaelic football team for years, but every time the ball got passed to me I couldn’t make my mind up where to go or what to do. Before I could make a move, I’d get nailed by a player from the other team. Every year I got awarded the most free kicks. A good tactic for our team was to pass the ball to me in a dangerous position as I was sure to get nailed and receive a free for our side. But that just made me more anxious.

			My childhood wasn’t any more fucked up than most. My parents hit me, but only when I did something wrong. Everyone in Ireland hit their kids back then. There was only one kid I knew of whose dad didn’t hit him. Instead, his dad made him write fifty lines about whatever he’d done wrong. We all thought that was daft and told him his dad was a pussy.

			For whatever reason, I always felt stressed, but after swigging down some deep draughts of warm beer on that bus, I felt relaxed. After a few more, I even felt confident. Suddenly, I didn’t care what anybody thought of me. Everything was right with the world. Fuck. This is what it’s all about. This is why all these people are drinking. This was just what I had been missing. And just what I needed!

			In my English class around this time, I remember our teacher, Mad Jack, asking “Why do people drink?” We all shrugged our shoulders. It just seemed to be the thing to do in Ireland. “The reason that people drink,” he said, “is to get out of their heads.” Yes! It now made perfect sense to me in this moment. The can of beer I was drinking on the way home from Galway that day was doing just that. It took me out of my head. Although I am pretty sure Mad Jack had other intentions, all I could think was, Sound as a pound! Mad Jack was right!

			After that, I decided that drinking was going to be a thing for me. It gave me a feeling of ease and comfort that I could not manufacture on my own.

			I don’t know when comfort and ease stopped being my reason for drinking. At some point I crossed that invisible line, where drinking became something I had to do, instead of something I wanted to do. I’m not sure if I ever could control it, even from the beginning. But the consequences and situations became wilder and wilder, and there was no way to stop it. Drinking had become something much darker.

			Until I found myself on August 31, 2010, sitting in my truck on the side of Fulton Street in San Francisco, a .22-caliber pistol in my hand, ready to blow my brains out.

			In retrospect, a .22 was a lousy choice for the task at hand. The bullets are too small. Putting one through my skull might have only resulted in permanent brain damage. That was far from the desired outcome. Unless I had hollow points, which expand on impact and would have made swiss cheese out of my brain. I can’t remember which were in the gun that day.

			Like so many Irish before me, I had come to America hoping to make my way in the Land of Opportunity. For me, that meant the opportunity to get better cocaine. By that measure, I was an incredible immigrant success story. So successful, in fact, that I was ready to kill myself right there on the famous streets of San Francisco.

			An addict who’s committed to seeking help requires one of two things: the inner strength to recognize they have a problem, followed by the decision to do something about it; or hitting rock bottom. Or, as they say in twelve-step programs, “Admit you’re powerless over drugs and alcohol and your life is unmanageable.” For me, it was the latter. I had passed those warning signposts on the road to destruction countless times over the years and had missed or ignored them. First, I needed to hit rock bottom, but the problem is that when you are in it, you don’t know what the bottom is.

			The irony was that I always assumed I was the first type—a tough guy, honest with himself, who could quit anytime it felt like things were getting out of hand. Or I often had this idea in my head that I would quit at some time in the future, maybe when I was thirty, or forty. In fact, I had decided to quit several times. For an alcoholic or drug addict, this usually happens when the heat is on. When my girlfriend got pregnant with my first child, I realized it was time to be responsible and quit partying. But then that sneaky little bastard voice in my head made a persuasive point: There was no need to stop partying just because my girlfriend was pregnant—the time to stop partying was when the kid was born. I had more time.

			Of course, when the kid was born, it seemed ridiculous to stop drinking and doing drugs for the benefit of a little baby who didn’t know when he was pissing or shitting himself. (Both of which I actually did on occasion while drunk, so who am I to point fingers? Accidents happen.) I decided to keep on doing what I was doing until the kid was old enough for it to have an effect on him.

			Moving the goal line like this is a method a lot of addicts employ, and I was masterful at it. It allowed me to keep on abusing myself while telling myself it was a conscious decision, that “I could quit anytime.” One time, I stayed dry for three months, so clearly I could stop altogether if I really wanted to. A real alcoholic couldn’t stop for three months, could he? I had heard alcoholics drank in the morning, so I made sure never to drink before noon. I had heard alcoholics drank at home, so I always drank at a bar. Alcoholics get DUIs, so I made sure I never got one, because I always used cocaine before getting in my truck (or driving anywhere) to balance things out.

			These lines of reasoning meant the only option for me was hitting rock bottom.

			The beginning of the end began in 2009. I was in San Francisco, building houses by day and selling cocaine and Viagra by night.

			I built houses because after months of working for a moving company, I realized I’d never make real money that way. A buddy of mine worked construction and got me my first job as a carpenter.

			I sold cocaine because it was my favorite drug. The more you take, the more you need, so it made sense to buy in bulk. And if you’re buying in bulk, you might as well sell some to other people. Having good cocaine makes you popular in party circles. Cocaine felt like it was fixing my adult insecurities the way that alcohol solved my adolescent anxieties. Giving people the stuff that could make them happy was my purpose. I had taken to this role like a duck to water. At the time, I didn’t know what my purpose would be if I wasn’t playing this role. Between the two, I felt like I was totally in control while also out of my own head, as Mad Jack had said.

			Sound as a pound!

			I sold Viagra because coke makes you horny, but too much coke makes you limp. There’s a fine line between doing the right amount of coke to fuck all night, and too much, which results in “coke dick” and a very disappointed woman. I could usually walk this particular tightrope, but some of my customers couldn’t. Providing them with the little blue pills took the guessing out of the game.

			At the time, I was in a gang. I’ve been in a lot of gangs down through the years, but in this particular gang I was the only Irishman. Actually, I was the only white dude. They were an Asian gang, and I ended up with them for the simple reason that they had the best cocaine, which makes complete sense to an addict.

			I am pretty sure these Asians had the best cocaine in America! It was Peruvian, the shiny, flaky, glossy-rock type, not the dull, dusty, recompressed powdery shite that was mixed with that stuff for numbing teething babies’ gums. Fish scale Charlie (or Barley as we Irish in America call it) at its finest. These Asian fellas were also highly reliable and utterly professional, a rarity in gangs. I was the loose cannon. By far. As well as the tallest. The other members didn’t even do coke. They accepted me because I was trustworthy and always paid in cash. I think they also found me entertaining.

			Things were going great with my legal work (construction) and my illegal work (dealing drugs), but at home things were falling apart. My wife had a fairly quiet temperament, but we fought constantly, mostly due to the fact that I wasn’t around much…and the drugs. She knew what she was getting into when we married, as much as anybody can know what it will be like to have an addict as a partner. There was just no way in the moment that I said “I do” that I would become a solid citizen who spent his off-time driving a minivan to Ikea.

			I tried to do better. I made promises to be around more, even though I had no idea where to find the time. Then I realized that if I could make a big score, I could stop working so much…construction, at least.

			A day or two later the idea came to me. My buddies Joey and Amos approached me with a great tip. There was a safe in a business office in Haight-Ashbury crammed with gold bars! Why? Who knows? Joey and Amos were tweekers who were not big on details or follow-through. All we needed was a way to blow the safe, and I immediately knew how…

			Thermite—a mixture of iron oxide and aluminum that can burn through steel. (Place it on the engine block of a real car like a 1977 Mustang, ignite it with a blowtorch, and it will tear through the whole thing. I know this because of some trouble I got into back in Ireland.) I got everything together, made the thermite, and “borrowed” a blowtorch from a work site. It was on!

			That’s when Joey and Amos got pinched. I was having my doubts about the veracity of the story anyhow, and was ready to put them and the job behind me, except my wife found the thermite in my closet and thought the brownish powder was cocaine. I’m glad she didn’t snort it to check. She just threw it in the garbage. I tried explaining that it was not drugs, that it was something I was doing for us, but it all fell on deaf ears.

			The friction between us hit a new high and then I got some news that really shook me up. My girlfriend had been raped by someone she was seeing on the side.

			I took that news badly, and things began unraveling quickly. It all boiled down to “drunk logic” or “drug logic.” The problem was not that my marriage was damaged to the point that I had a girlfriend. The problem was that her honor had been violated! PLUS, he must have known she was with me! At the least, my girlfriend telling me meant I needed to take action or risk looking like a pussy. If you’re a criminal and someone hurts somebody close to you, the only course of action is to be the judge, jury, and executioner. In my confused state, there was only one path of action: Kill the fucker!

			I went about planning the hit. But it is not as easy to kill someone as people think, even for a criminal such as myself. First, I had to find the guy. One of my customers was a private detective called Jon. He loved his cocaine, and he loved to be peed on by hookers, but he was good at finding people. I explained the situation to him, and he located the guy. Now, I had the guy’s picture and an address. I just needed someone to kill him. If I did it, I’d be the first person the cops would question after his body was found, so I had to find a hitman.

			The first person I thought of was Norteño Joe, an HVAC man who was, as his name would imply, also a Norteño, part of the northern Mexican mafia. He had just served five years in San Quentin and was out on parole. We worked together on the same jobsite. I bought coke off him and his brother sometimes. The interesting thing about gangsters is that they are more likely to be working on a construction site or in an accountant’s office than roaming the streets doing nefarious deeds. It isn’t a job. In most cases, it is just what people do to make ends meet. In that way, your average gangster is far more normal than you might think, and more likely to live closer to you than you might like.

			Joe and I were buddies, so I rang him up. I said, “Can you talk on this line?” He said he could, so I explained the situation and told him I needed this fucker killed. “Can you do it?” I asked. He said he could—for five thousand dollars. “Fuck Joe, that’s a lot of money. I’ll give you two thousand.” He wouldn’t do it for two. I had to keep looking.

			I went to Ronald, my point man in the Asian gang. He was an investment banker, but also an organized crime figure who supplied me with cocaine. I explained the situation and asked if they would do it, but he said they would only kill someone who had fucked the gang over. They couldn’t take a contract for personal reasons.

			Some people would have quit at this point. The thing about drug addicts is that we are tenacious, and I knew I had to get vengeance and kill this guy—for some reason that was getting foggier and foggier. I only knew that I had to do it! It seemed that Joe was my only option. I just needed five thousand dollars. There had to be some place I could get it. I didn’t have the thermite anymore, and I didn’t think the safe stuffed with gold bars was anything more than Joey and Amos’s meth-fueled dream. How could I get the money?! I needed a drink to sort this out, and that gave me an idea.

			It’s not around anymore, but back in the day there was this IRA (FYI—the Irish terrorist group, not an American pension account.) bar in San Francisco that laundered money for them. You could go there on a Friday evening and there would be a half a million behind the bar.

			Lots of Irish Americans romanticize the IRA (Irish Republican Army), often thinking of them as brave freedom fighters attacking the evil British rather than a terrorist group with guns and bombs. As a result, there are a lot of successful Irish-American businesses that shelter them or help them out in any way they can for “the cause.”

			If you were an illegal contractor or had a problem with the IRS or something, you could go into that bar with your check, and they’d give you your desired amount in cash, minus a nice tip for the barman. That laundered the money for the terrorists.

			I thought about this bar and said, “Fuck it. Why don’t I just rob it?” It was so simple. Cocaine gave me great ideas like this all the time, along with the balls to follow through on them. I just had to knock over a bar that was a front for a violent terrorist group. Then I would have the money to pay Joe and a lot left over. I was a drunk, coked-up genius!

			The problem was that it was a two-man operation. One person would need to watch the customers while the other went back to get the money from the safe. I asked a couple of guys I knew, but all of them were too scared to join me. Or, as I thought, too stupid to see the elegant brilliance of my plan. I thought maybe I could do it with my girlfriend, but she was not into it at all. Even though I was doing this for her! Sort of. (Drunk logic: The problem is not the copious amount of drugs that I take or that I have a failing marriage and a girlfriend. The problem isn’t even that I have to kill somebody who did a bad thing. The problem is that I don’t have the money to do it. And my girlfriend won’t help.)

			I’ll admit I romanticized things a bit, thought it could be a Bonnie and Clyde sort of thing, so I persisted. There was no convincing her, though. It’s hard to make an armed robber out of an accountant. Since I was drunk and high, I was incensed at her lack of understanding and vision.

			When my big score, the solution to all my problems, fell apart, so did I.

			A quick inventory of my life said it all. I had been planning a hit, an armed robbery, and I was doing so much cocaine that my nose felt like it was going to fall off. My marriage was in shit and so was my relationship with my girlfriend. I had also failed at all my most recent attempts in criminality.

			Like any good addict, though, I soldiered on, doing tons of cocaine and drinking copiously. But it was joyless. I felt like shit and was spiraling into a deep depression. I remember crossing the street sometimes wishing that a bus would just fucking hit me and put me out of my misery. My life felt unnervingly narrow. Suicidal thoughts became more frequent and more vivid, to the point where I knew I needed a break from all the cocaine and alcohol.

			I thought, maybe if I quit drinking and doing drugs I could solve the other problems in my life and stop imagining ways to off myself. If it was possible, I never wanted to drink or get high again. Even though I had said this and meant it many times before, as soon as I’d crawled out of the hole I’d sunk into with all my dark thoughts, my mind always seemed to revert to the notion that I was fine as is, that things were better than I’d thought, and I was free to return to doing what I loved.

			I hoped this time was different. I felt I’d gotten as good a look at the bottom as I wanted to see. For the next couple of weeks, I went to work every day. I didn’t drink or get high. I was determined. My coke was gone and I had no intention of buying more, because it would be impossible to sell without doing some myself.

			Prior to all this, I had worked with an Irish guy called Bernard. He was a bit younger, but a proper mountain man from Galway. He looked like a hunk from the cover of one of those Harlequin romance novels, big and strong with a full beard before hipsters made them fashionable. A good, decent guy, he was one of the publicly sober Irishmen in San Francisco. I knew that he’d had a problem with coke and drinking, that he’d started going to meetings and turned his life around. Things seemed to be going well for him. While working together on a holiday home in Tahoe, he gave me his number. “If ya ever want to get sober, give me a call.” That’s all he said. I peppered him with questions about sobriety, how it worked, how he’d pulled it off. I was curious, but he didn’t give much away. In some ways, I made fun of him, asking sarcastic questions like whether he meditated. He took it in stride, smiled, and said, “Yeah. I walk around with a little fuckin’ Buddha in me pocket! Ya bollocks.”

			He never said I had a problem
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