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DISCLAIMER

This publication contains the author’s opinions, ideas, and stories, some containing graphic imagery and mature language. It is sold with the understanding that the author is not rendering medical or legal advice in this book. If you or someone you know is suffering from addiction, depression/other mental health issues, or the like, please seek medical attention.


 

AUTHOR’S STATEMENT

I never set out to write this book. I thought I had sold a manuscript about my youth and how I made mistakes that sent me to prison. Instead, this version was the offer on the table. I couldn’t be happier that I took it and, despite the uphill battle of writing it in four months, set out to the challenge. I finished the first, highly overwritten, draft in thirty-one days; thirty-one bottles of wine later. Over 190 hours spent alone at my desk, in my head, reliving the past twenty years of my life, pacing my apartment, smoking the occasional cigarette, and walking around the city during the “off hours” clearing my head (really just thinking and thinking about what the fuck I was writing, how it would come off, and if it was worth a shit).

With that said, this is what I remembered, clearly, that I felt worked within the context of this story. I changed names and likenesses of many people, I left others in (with their permission) and left so many others out as I didn’t think they pertained to the story, not that they didn’t hold a special place in my life at any given time; because they did. Many of the people who were left out held places, but I chose not to for my own reasons, as an author, as a storyteller, and as a human. There are some contradictions throughout, mostly due to my up and down financial situations against the timeline necessary to make the book better for the reader. But overall, I provided you with a glimpse of the past twenty years of my life since leaving the gates of prison.

Simply said, I left out far more than I have written. I worked off a timeline as it happened, but left a lot of what I did along the way out. Some of which not to bore you, other parts that weren’t my place to tell, as it affected notable people/public figures. And while on that note, although I think he is one of the greatest living actors of our generation and I admire his work tremendously, I never actually met Mr. DiCaprio. For all of the salacious “nightlife” stories I left out that you may have wanted to hear more of, I’m sorry this wasn’t a “tell-all,” but it simply isn’t my right to write about. Yes, I’ve partied and been around some crazy shit and could have used that to try and sell books by naming names and presenting proof, but that is not who I am, nor is it my intention.

I set out to write a book about struggle. About life. About pain, suffering, mental health issues, addiction, and the choices people like me make as we are trying to survive, and succeed, in this thing called Life. I can only speak of my faults, fuckups, mistakes, small successes, and the myriad of failures along the way, which despite how low they affected me mentally, I continued to plow through. The “don’t take ‘no’ for an answer” philosophy. The “work hard and continue to try and fail” mentality that eventually finds success. That is what I found when I started to write this book. The ability to find a way up the mountains that lay before us. To carve our own path within the rough terrain.

I hope that anyone who reads this is both inspired and warned. Life is hard. It is even harder when the deck is stacked against you. But that is not a reason to give up and complain and blame the system or others or any other factor you have no control over. Gut check yourself. Pull your pants on, tighten your belt, and set out to work hard to achieve whatever it is that you desire. Trust me, the impossible is possible. Godspeed to you all, may you find happiness from within the darkness and success where you felt you would never find any.

Thank you for reading.


 

INTRODUCTION

Prison changes a man. Changes a man more than you could ever imagine. The sheer dehumanization of it all. The violence. The sounds. It is not a place of rehabilitation. Instead, it is a place of survival, mentally and physically; for your will shall be tested throughout your sentence. Can you keep your sanity? Can you survive attempts on your person, or your life? Can you manage to do time, as they say, lest it do you? There is nothing about the experience that churns out productive members of society upon release. No tools that increase one’s chances at success upon your release. Nothing useful that is. Just a bunch of false bureaucratic crap at the lowest of base levels that they use to get funding for these “programs” on the backs of the hard-earning taxpayers.

In fact, in most cases, chances are that the people who go through this experience return to society more of a criminal, as the entire system sets you up for failure so they can remain in power; power on a new level of invasiveness, from parole to counseling, to the various other nonsense that surrounds the business. Because make no mistake, the prison system is a business. Big Business, or so it has become. A churning machine utilizing human beings and their indiscretions, mistakes, crimes, or socioeconomic classes against them.

If I had to compare it to something that would allow you, the reader, to truly understand the depths of hell that is a state prison, it would be being drafted into war.1 However, when in war, you are fighting for something: your country, your life, your loved ones; an ideal. Yet in prison you are also fighting: for freedom, respect, dignity, and self-worth, in addition to your life and person. Though the main difference between the two is that those who end up in prison most often do so by their own poor decision making, as I did, which leaves no excuse.

I have seen people get jumped in the hallway, beaten and robbed of their commissary packs of food, cigarettes, and new underwear. I have watched people fight like gladiators, naked save their boxers and prison-issued boots. I have slept with one eye open, peering and listening as a group of young men beat another with a sock full of locks while he slept, praying I would not be next. I have gaped at someone getting shanked, and heard the sound that it makes when it pierces the skin (most likely the cracking of bone). And saddest of all, I have been witness to a man who was beaten so savagely that his skull was cracked open on the concrete of a dining hall floor; pieces of his brain scattered around him as the corrections officers (COs), who couldn’t be bothered, finally got involved and called the infirmary.

And this is why many times throughout my bid I had to eat standing with one leg on the steel bench meant for my rear end, shoveling food into my mouth, head on a swivel for fear of being attacked while in a vulnerable position. I had to find times to shower when it seemed less likely to be jumped. How could I tell? That varied from day to week to month, unit to unit, and I slept so lightly that any sound drew me awake. I was on guard for my life, ready to fight if someone were to try and take me in the night. Yet I have never been to war. Never had anyone shoot at me. Never had to run from a bombing, or see people blown to bits in front of me; not as my father had. A young, poor high school dropout from a poor town outside Newark, New Jersey drafted into Vietnam, surviving his time with the award of a Gold Star for bravery, something I did not find out until ten years ago; he had never spoken of it, nor his time in Vietnam. Anything he ever did tell me, you will read about in these pages. And I only bring this up to say that these two things: war and prison, change a man. In vastly different ways, yet strangely similar.

What you are about to read is so many things: sad, frightening, hopeful, chaotic, unbelievable . . . and yet all true. This book is about struggle, addiction, hope (both loss of and holding onto), and most of all, perseverance. Not a moment in my life was truly “easy.” Yes, there were many occasions where I made it seem easy, but that was mostly because I had certain tools that society allows for it to be made so. I was born in Westwood, New Jersey. A now tiny enclave forty minutes outside of Manhattan. By all intents and purposes, I should have never ended up where I did as I had opportunity. “Privilege,” as they say now. And that is why my being able to write this story is so important to me. Because I may not have started as the underdog like so many others throughout this country, but I spent the past twenty-five years as one. And both before and during that time frame, I have met so many young men from inner cities. Lived with them; ate with them; laughed with them; taught many how to read and write, and even wrote their letters home to loved ones for them; met their families; and saw their struggles firsthand. And the biggest takeaways I have? They didn’t all belong there. The system is rigged against them, always has been. And once they are in it, they have little chance to get out and live healthy, happy, clean, and crime-free lives, as according to Background Checks. org, recidivism in this country hovers at a staggering 70 percent within the first five years of release!2

They are set up to fail once they have crossed the line of arrest, as nothing from that point on is “fair” or “just” as so many politicians like to say. From the corrupt parole system (as Meek Mill and Robert Kraft have brought light to) to the criminal justice system overall (cops, attorneys, and judges). So, why do I feel I have the right to tell this story? First off, it is mine and no one can take that from me. Second, the issues I dealt with, as a White, educated, privileged man, (add with that all my mental ailments—we’ll get to that in a minute) pale in comparison to those who are of color, have little to no education, fucked up family bases, no shot, or such a small shot it’s laughable, and that just pisses me off! And I want to be able to shine a light on these injustices. And maybe, just maybe, God willing, help someone, or many, in the process.

This story is about never giving up. No matter how hard it gets, no matter how close to ending it you are. No matter how you may be toiling slowly with the bottle or drugs to make it easier to end it, or to give up altogether and let things be what they may; what I like to call the “fuck it” attitude. Which is what landed me in prison in the first place, aside from the way I allowed all my anger, pain, and sadness to explode into the armed robbery I committed. I broke into a home dressed in black with masks, gloves, and a gun, and held seven people at gunpoint and robbed only their drugs—because I was “moral,” or at least that’s what I told myself.

This is meant to be a sad, but inspirational tale, one that I hope many people can relate to because it is also about mental health (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder/Anxiety/Obsessive Compulsive Disorder/addiction—my issues) and struggle. The struggle to survive. To make it out from under the hand of The System. To “make it” in life, whatever that means for you. To make and keep friends. To love and lose. To be dead broke and then to have a little scratch, lose it all and have to start over. It is about this beautiful, and often horrific, thing called Life. It is a story about humanity and all its flaws.

I have made more mistakes than I can count (or remember). I have done stupid things, said even stupider ones. I have been violent (in my youth). I have been a great friend, and a worse enemy. I have allowed anger and resentment to get the best of me at times. I have been down on myself throughout most of it, suffered from severe depression, and even attempted suicide twice while I awaited my sentencing. Thank God I didn’t succeed. And despite all of it, I am still kicking. Still living to fight the good fight, day after day, despite a massive debt load I have carried for five years, since I made the choice to leave nightlife, despite the money, as it was going to kill me. I entered a field that was just as vicious in many ways, only performed during the sober light of day, which is far better for my production level.

When I left prison, I had a few thousand dollars to my name, no debt, and one friend who wasn’t a criminal or a gang member. Now, nearly twenty-five years later, I am more broke than even those few thousand dollars I had back then, but I am a wealthy man in terms of friendship. True friendships. Far more than I can count on my two hands. And to me, that says a lot. Because you can always make money, but you can’t always make real friends. I was fortunate enough to be myself in front of them. To show them the true me; not the asshole doorman, not the prick bartender or manager, not the cocky jerk who was uninterested in useless banal conversations in various social settings; but the real me. The introvert. The Writer. The Thinker. The Artist. And lastly, the good-hearted man that I, and now they know, I am.

For them I am forever grateful. They have propped me up, supported me emotionally and financially (you know who you are and yeah, I owe lots of dinners, vacations, golf outings, and more, and one day, I’ll repay you!), been my therapists as I could rarely afford one, have employed me, even when it was to their detriment due to my state of mind, and lastly, have shown me the love of making me Uncle Nick to their children, a gift I thank God every single day for.

And to everyone who knows only the “stage versions” of myself I displayed throughout my time trying to climb my way towards upward mobility, I apologize you never met the real me. And for all those who have come across me impaired by drugs and far more than copious amounts of alcohol, I am sorry as well, for I can be a whirlwind of craziness in addition to fun. For as any addict will only ever admit once they are finally ready to (and I finally am) this is a process, a journey; not a destination. And as I have decided to make this book not just about how I was able to go from prison to a highly notable person in a very insular world in a relatively short amount of time when I knew not a single soul who could “put me on,” I also wanted to tell the truth of all the internal struggles I faced while doing so and still face today, though not nearly as much as a few years ago.

I want this book to be relatable to many. And I want everyone who is struggling mentally to know, you will get through it, with help, change, and most importantly, WILLPOWER. And equally as important to me, that every person who has ever left the gates of a jail or prison and stepped back into society as a “free” person, you have the power to metaphorically leave that experience behind those gates, not mentally, for that will always be with you, but through hard work and change. My grandfather, an Italian immigrant who made his way in this country, always told me to work hard and save my money. He said that no matter what the job was, if you did it well, people would notice. And from there, promotions and opportunities would come. Whether you are scrubbing toilets, flipping burgers, or shoveling shit, do it with everything you have and I promise you, if you continue in that vein, no matter how long it takes, you will find a way out.

I hope this book can serve as both inspirational and as a warning of what not to do at times. Because despite all this, I’m just a well put together FUCKUP who keeps failing and trying; who hopes that one day he will find the peace and success he has spent his whole life working for. This book is a good start.

 

1 I would like to make it clear that I do not believe serving a prison term and serving in the military bear the same weight, but there are elements that are comparable.

2 “U.S. Prison Population vs the World.” 2019. Background Checks.org. May 5, 2019. https://backgroundchecks.org/us-prison-population-vs-the-world.html


CHAPTER 1

SAINT-TROPEZ

Saint-Tropez, France—2015

He who has a why to live can bear almost any how.

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

I woke up to a flight attendant shaking my shoulder. As I opened my Xanax-clouded eyes, I noticed she did not look pleased as she continued to shake me.

“Sir, your seat back, please!”

I mechanically performed the duty.

“Sorry,” I smiled through my chapped, Xanax-infused, sleep-crusted lips.

She did not return the gesture. Instead, she walked away, and continued to perform her job as the captain spoke over the intercom in French, none of which I understood, but thought to myself how beautiful it sounded; a romance language, one I had the choice to learn in school. Instead, I chose Spanish as I thought it more useful to me in the States, not that I ever worked at it. The captain repeated himself in English.

“We are beginning our descent into Côte d’Azur airport. Flight attendants, crosscheck for our arrival.”

I pulled the window shade up to reveal the aqua, azure, and navy blues of the Mediterranean beneath us fading into one another. All I could think about was what awaited me: the feeling of the lukewarm water, and the sun’s rays shining down, transforming my skin into the sun-kissed bronze of a wealthy person who spends their days lounging on a yacht. Ah. The south of France.

As we made our way onto the tarmac, my thoughts were lost in the romanticism of the country, one I had never visited before. I wanted to take in those small pockets of European bliss, on what they call the French Riviera, knowing fully well I might never be able to afford to travel there on my own terms. It was a work trip, and one I was honored to be asked to attend, as the event I was “working” had one of the most exclusive guest list invites in the world: the Leonardo DiCaprio Foundation, supporting donations and awareness to climate change and our oceans.

We taxied for a few minutes before arriving at the terminal. Having heard the plane’s engines cease and the ping of the cabin unfasten seat belt sign, I unbuckled and awaited the moment when I could stand and stretch my cramped legs after the longest flight I had ever taken in my life. I watched impatiently as the passengers in the various rows before me got up and attempted to retrieve their carry-on luggage from the storage above while the ones behind attempted to push past one another trying to get off the plane and to the luggage carousel first. I laughed to myself at the selfishness of people on planes. How is it that no matter where you are in the world, airplane passengers all act the same? It was no different there, despite the plane only having what seemed to be a few Americans, the rest French citizens, making comments about one another which I could not understand, but could feel, from the energy they exhibited toward one another. When it was my turn to stand, my legs almost buckled. I grabbed the seat back and steadied myself, shaking my legs out upon maneuvering into the aisle as I reached up and swiftly grabbed my carry-on, pulled it out over my head, and walked down the empty aisle before me.

As I reached the gangplank, a feeling of excitement rushed over me. I was in Europe for the first time in my life and had one full day to myself to explore before having to work the next evening. I couldn’t wait to get to the hotel, have some lunch and a glass of wine, then go to the beach and feel the sand between my toes and the warm embrace of the water as I dove in. I was lost in thought when I realized I was in the middle of the smallest airport terminal I had ever been and was, essentially, lost.

I hadn’t planned for that trip very well. I was told I was going only two days prior and since I had never been, and it was on their dime, I requested to arrive a day earlier and settle in at a hotel, get a lay of the land, and try and make a bit of a vacation out of it. Surprisingly they acquiesced with my request and handled the bookings for me. The only issue was that everything I needed was trapped in my phone. I shook the device as if that would change something, until I noticed an icon in the top corner that advised me that I did not have service. Of course, why would I? I was in another country for Christ’s sake. I quickly remembered that people had warned me, and told me that if I used WhatsApp, it would be free, and I wouldn’t receive exorbitant international charges. I thought I made the right decision, only I didn’t take into account the fact that it ran only on Wi-Fi. How would I get service in cabs, on the street, and the like? I would have to figure it out and adjust accordingly, on the spot. Maybe I should have planned better.

I approached an elderly woman running a kiosk of all that is French to sell to tourists on their way home.

“Excuse me, do you know the Wi-Fi here?”

She looked at me with a scowl, then a shake of her head. I quickly remembered all that I had heard of France in the past: that they did not like Americans, further, that they hated Americans who made no attempt to speak French. Deflated, I smiled at her and walked away in search of a person who looked like they spoke English. I searched for Wi-Fi on my phone and found the airport’s, however it was password protected. Dammit. I approached the airline ticket counter and was quickly introduced to a man who told me clearly, in English, the password and that the service was very spotty and only worked in two areas of the airport. I thanked him profusely as I headed to the exit area where cab drivers gathered to find new fares. I sat on a bench beside them and logged on. The bars came alive and suddenly a slew of emails flooded in. I scanned through them, all from the past night’s correspondence of my coworkers at the club, of no issue to me at that point, and quickly found my hotel information.

I opened the Uber app and read that they did not operate in the country. Shit.

I thought for a moment before screenshotting the hotel address, knowing that I could forget it, or some other calamity that would leave me without a device to communicate in a country whose language I did not speak, and walked up to the nearest cabbie to ask for a ride.

“Sir, can you take me to Le Suffren Hôtel in Port Grimaud?” He nodded his head and spoke to me in broken English.

“Oui, sir. Eighty euros.”

“Do you accept cards?” I asked, showing him my credit card without being able to do the conversion rate to see how much he was robbing me for the trip.

“Oui,” he nodded, took my bag, and began to lead me to his car, a white compact with a blue “taxi” sign on the roof.

He tossed my bag in the back as I entered the car. We drove off of the airport’s grounds and onto a road on a cliff, overlooking the sea. I rolled down the window, let the wind whip against my face, as I took in the scent of salt, dirt, the ocean, and trees; all of which were in perfect bloom. I saw olive and lemon trees on some of the properties we passed, a mix between exquisite hillside mansions, small, run-down clay-style homes, and perfect little farmstyle abodes. The ride took roughly an hour, but the views were so impeccable it made the time fly by as I was lost in thought, dreaming of a life that included that backdrop. As we pulled off the main highway and into a harbor, my stomach began to drop. No longer were there large homes with stately manicured gardens, but instead, a small port town with beaten-down boats, many stained yellowed from years of neglect and salt water. Nothing about the town screamed wealth. It was as if I had gone from Dune Road in Quogue to Seaside Heights on the Jersey Shore. I became even more disheartened when he pulled up to a shabby little three-s tory stucco building with cracked clay tiles in the middle of the harbor. Nothing about it rang “French Riviera,” and I started to grow concerned that it was, in fact, the hotel that had been booked for me.

“Are you sure this is it sir?”

“Yes, Missur.”

He exited the vehicle and locked the doors, prompting me to join him after I used the payment screen on the back of his headrest.

“Sir, this is Saint-Tropez, right?”

He laughed.

“Oh no, Missur, this is Port Grimaud. A small fishing village. Saint-Tropez, is weal—” he cut himself off as he gestured the money symbol with his fingers.

“Welcome to the real France.”

He extended his hand, and I mine. He entered the car and I watched him drive away. I took in the town, one I was not expecting, but was determined to find the beauty in since I was there on my company’s dime, and surely beat my dark, ground-floor railroad apartment with bars on the windows. I walked towards the hotel and into the lobby. A small desk cut into the door frame with a room leading to who knows where occupied the check in area. I tapped a silver bell on the desk and within a moment, a woman who had to be in her eighties wearing a house dress like my grandma used to do came before me smiling softly.

“Bonjour, missur.”

“Bonjour, madam. I am checking in for the night.”

She stared back at me blankly. This language barrier is gonna be an issue.

I pulled the phone from my side and showed her the picture of the reservation. She pulled a pair of reading glasses dangling on her necklace up to her nose, squinted, and studied the phone as I held it to her. Satisfied with what she saw, she nodded and returned to the room behind her. I heard the sound of things moving around before she reappeared holding a key with a large plastic charm and a few sheets of paper. She slid both across the desk and without speaking, simply pointed to the information, then looked up at me, silently asking if I understood her before she handed me a pen. I produced my credit card and she ran it through the processor. Satisfied, she pointed to the staircase that led to my room on the second floor.

I thanked her and made my way up the stairs and down the short hallway to my room. As soon as I opened the door, I felt a sense of happiness and calm, for the room was well kept, with a terrace view overlooking the harbor. There was a sense of history in the place. A world where people woke each day, prepared fresh food, went to work with their hands, said hello to their neighbors and lived long, fulfilled lives. I placed my suitcase on the chair, logged into the Wi-Fi, and began to WhatsApp my coworker. She welcomed me and told me to enjoy my night alone, then informed me not to be late for pickup the following night as we were there for work and had a very tight schedule to be kept. I Googled the address and discovered that it was located directly in the heart of Saint-Tropez, off the boulevard that ran through the town. It was a private residence and I wondered why I hadn’t simply been booked there for the two-day trip, where she and my other coworkers were seemingly staying, instead of here, twenty minutes away, in a seaside working town. Yet with one look out into the sun-stroked harbor, I decided to enjoy my day. I Googled the nearest beach, and luckily, it was within walking distance.

I changed into a bathing suit and walked out of the hotel and through the small town. I passed a small crêpe station tucked into a building looking out at the water and ordered a traditional ham and cheese crepe and a beer. I scarfed it down as I sat on a bench facing the harbor, not having eaten anything since before my flight the night prior, and downed the beer in a few swigs. After I passed the end of the harbor, I walked up a hill into the other side of the town where small, picturesque houses dotted the landscape. When I reached the top, the vista opened up into a vast beach area neatly tucked into the rock formations on both sides. The beach was filled with families lying under umbrellas on the rockstyle sand. I made my way to an empty area before the water and laid down a towel I took from the hotel bathroom. I quickly realized I had forgotten to pack sunscreen, but nothing was going to ruin that moment of pure bliss. I sat on the towel and watched as small rolling waves rippled against the shoreline. I gazed on as I noticed families playing together on the sand and people frolicking in the calm, green-blue water.

It wasn’t long before I made my way out into the sea, floated around on my back, and lapped in the drift as the sun beat down and rejuvenated me. When I sat back down, something hit me: I was the only single person in their thirties as far as I could see. I thought about that for a moment. The simplicity of life. The beauty and value of that, so far removed from the fast-paced world of wealth and vapidity back in New York. The world that brought me to the continent to perform my duties at a famous nightclub where we were doing a pop-up event. I laughed at myself and those thoughts as I laid down to rest in the sun... When I woke I could feel my skin beginning to char. I looked at my phone. I had been asleep for over two hours, the sun began to wane in the sky as it was after five. I decided it was time to take a final dip, gather my things, and head back to the hotel to prepare for dinner. I showered, learned what a bidet was (and enjoyed the experience), then changed and ventured out into the town in search of a restaurant.

I came upon a small shack with outdoor seating on a hill, adjacent to the harbor. I managed to order some wine and food without being able to read the menu and proceeded to watch the sun fall behind the hills as I listened to the sound of the boats crashing against one another. It was peaceful; the antithesis of what surrounded me on a nightly basis: raucous crowds, people yelling and whining like little children, attitudes of expectancy, people impaired by alcohol or drugs, slurring, yelling, fighting; and that was just outside the club. After dinner and a few more glasses of wine, I ventured back to the hotel to get some rest. I laid on the bed with the French doors open, and listened to the breeze and the boats. I began to think what a simple life would be like. To live in that kind of paradise surrounded by nature, living off the land. Where people seemed happy and food was affordable suddenly seemed ideal. Only I chose to live a life of constant hustle. Of vast ups and downs, smiles and tears, and prayers. It’s what brought me there. I couldn’t be too mad. I just knew I wanted more, and that I was more than my job and the role I played. I hoped one day I would return under different circumstances. It’s the simple things that matter; I tried to convince myself. Instead, I lived in New York City and chased dreams. And when I woke the next morning, I would be living within one.

The taxi was waiting for me when I stepped out of the hotel. The nice woman at the front desk had called it for me. I slept like a child with the French doors open all night; a feeling of calm I have never had before. It recharged me. I was ready for whatever awaited me that day, as I had no idea what I was expected to do other than to secure a tuxedo and be ready to work, whatever that meant. Who was I to argue? We traveled further into the cliffs, through the rolling roads, the sea at our side. As we made our way, the landscape changed dramatically. The homes were suddenly larger, if you could even see them, tucked behind large shrubs and age-old trees, hanging gardens and various types of vegetation. As the driver pulled off the main stretch, the road seemed tighter, feeling even more cramped than Grimaud, as we were suddenly within the town of Saint-Tropez. Old, small European homes lined the tight streets. Carpets and clothes hung outside on lines. Cobblestone streets and small paved sidewalks. This was the Europe I had been excited about. I wanted to get lost on those roads, turned around and spun in every direction. I wanted to shop in little storefronts and grab a pastry and coffee. While lost in my reverie we came to a stop in front of one of the nondescript buildings. The driver pointed to the small, slanted numbers displayed on the stucco, next to a large wooden door. He helped me get my luggage from the trunk and drove off. I stood, without cell service, before the door and knocked. No answer. Only silence. It was then I noticed a bell. I pressed it and its sound reverberated against the walls. A middle-aged woman with a slightly worn face and a large nose peeked her head out from the door, sizing me up and down with judgment.

“Is this Traves de Conquetts?”

“Oui,” she nodded her head.

“Unit three?” I inquired.

She opened the door fully and welcomed me in. I entered the courtyard. Cobblestones ran the length of the floor; a dank smell of cellar permeated the air around us. She pointed to one of the four, smaller, wooden doors facing one another throughout the courtyard. I smiled and thanked her as she closed and locked the main door behind me. I walked to Unit Three, which was painted in black script on the door, and knocked heavily. I waited as she entered what was most likely her unit. I knocked again and waited. After a few moments I heard some shuffling from within and the door opened, revealing an enigmatic woman in her late twenties, with long chestnut hair, emerald green eyes, round cheeks, and a chiseled face with perfectly pouted lips. It was as if time froze. I was taken, and it wasn’t until she spoke that I came to.

“Can I help you?” she spoke clearly with the hint of an accent.

Was it German?

“Oh, yea. I’m sorry, shit. You speak English!” I said clumsily.

“Fluently,” and looked at me as if it were my turn to tell her why I was standing at her door with my luggage.

“Oh, sorry. I am here to meet Jacques. Is he around?”

“Oh! Are you Nick?”

“I am,” I stated confidently, elated that she had already heard about me. What did she know? Or was it simply my ego and narcissism getting the best of me?

“Well, come on in, I’ll show you your room.”

She stood aside from the doorway and let me in. I stood in the foyer looking up at a cramped, tight apartment with a kitchen I could see at the back and a living area without a TV, only a couch.

“I’m Andrea,” she said as she extended her small, fine hand. I took it in mine, soft as it was and felt a spark. I pulled back. Was that real?

“We’re right upstairs,” she shifted the conversation and walked onto the staircase.

I couldn’t help but notice her slim, sinewy limbs and her formed figure which was on display from the cutoff jean shorts and tight T-shirt she was wearing. She led me down a tight hallway with four doors on one side. When we reached the last door, she opened it.

“This is you.”

The room was small. It had a twin bed with a small throw blanket and sheets that reminded me of my grandma’s house. A small bathroom was adjoined.

“Jacques said he would be back in a few hours to get ready. Here’s the Wi-Fi.”

She took my phone and tapped away before handing it back to me.

“We’re going to head to town for lunch if you wanna join?”

“Love to...”

“Cool, so why don’t you settle and I’ll see you downstairs in fifteen?”

“Cool.”

I laid my luggage on the bed and took my tux out and put it on a hanger in the bathroom and searched for an iron. No dice. I stared at my wrinkled tux for a moment, hoping someone in the house had an iron. I took out my travel case and rested it on the sink, brushed my teeth, and looked in the mirror. All seemed in place as I threw some water over my face and patted it dry with a towel. I went through my phone and sent a message to my coworker that I had made it. She sent back the numbers of our driver in case of emergencies and reminded me that I must be ready to go by 3 p.m. I kept the same clothes on and made my way downstairs where Andrea and another stunning woman were standing in the foyer, ready to go.

“Hey Nick, this is Frederick, my best friend.”

All six feet of her tall frame stood over me as we shook hands.

“Nice to meet you, Frederick. We waiting on anyone else?

“Nah, they’ll all be back later,” Andrea stated.

“Cool, you two lead the way.”

I followed them down the cobblestones, through the wooden door (which I found out we had a key for), and onto the narrow street corridor. As we walked, they spoke in the language I thought must be German to one another. I didn’t feel it rude as I did not know them and figured it was kind they allowed me to join them for lunch. Then Andrea turned back to me and said, “Sorry about the Dutch, but her English isn’t so hot.”

“No worries,” I replied as they continued to chat, realizing how naïve I was about other languages.

A few blocks later we made a turn and we were out onto a walkway on the water. Before us sat the largest yachts I have ever seen. Hundreds of feet long, their tails resting against the base of the water wall. Multiple outdoor cafes faced the water. It was the antithesis of where I had been the day previous. No families, no simple people living a simple life, but instead, supreme wealth. The brands were everywhere you looked: Chanel, Gucci, Prada, and the like. The fashion and sunglasses transported me. It was what I had dreamed of. A tiny fish within a great pond. I was in awe and began to start feeling myself. As if I belonged there. But I didn’t. I just happened to be there. Act as if.

“Let’s sit over here and eat, cool?” Andrea asked.

We agreed and sat at an empty table in one of the café’s facing the slips. The waiter came over and dropped menus before us and began rattling off questions I couldn’t understand. Andrea responded to him in what seemed perfect French and turned to me.

“Do you know what you want to order? I’ll tell him for you.”

“You speak French too?” I asked, surprised.

“And German. The difference between us and you Americans. We learn multiple languages.”

“I can speak a little Spanish.”

She laughed and spoke to Frederick in Dutch. They laughed together. At me? I looked over the menu and decided on a simple burger and a Coke, then told Andrea.

“Anything to drink?”

“Not now, it’s going to be a long night.”

“But a fun one!”

The waiter returned and Andrea ordered for us, some wine and mussels for her and Frederick, a burger and Coke for me. We began to chat and I learned more about her and what brought her there. She worked in Amsterdam doing some sort of charity stuff, but spent a lot of time previously modeling in Paris, where she knew Jacques from his time there working in clubs. Although she was proverbially “out of the game,” she was invited and asked to bring a friend to the event to help round out the guestlist so all the rich men had women around; a typical nightlife recipe. Beautiful women (models) bring wealthy men (money) and nightclub owners win (success/notoriety/celebrity).

That’s the equation.

And I was there to get to know the wealthy men, befriend them, and get them to come to our events around the world and our clubs in NYC. I was the outlier as I was not a true “invitee” like the rest. I had a purpose, to network. But no, I was not on anyone’s “you must know” list. More of a function of the system. A cog in the wheel. But I would use the opportunity to the best of my advantage. For my Rolodex. My future endeavors. For fundraising for making a movie—or so I thought. When the check arrived, I paid, attempting to be a gentleman, only to be taught a very important lesson: know where you are. I never expected a lunch with two glasses of wine to be $400 USD. I would have to work an extra shift when I returned to make that money back.

Lesson number one: this is not your world.

After smiling off the small heart attack from the price realization, we walked back to the house. Andrea and I couldn’t stop speaking to one another. So much so, Frederick was a little aggravated, feeling like she was suddenly the third wheel on the journey. I could feel her sense of relief when we got back to the house to get ready for the event. She was happy to see me run off to my room, leaving her to her friend. When I entered, I immediately noticed my hanging tux and shirt, still rumpled. I went down the hall and knocked on Andrea’s door and asked if she had an iron. Not only did she; she offered to iron it for me because I treated them to lunch, which I happily accepted, as I hate ironing. An hour later I was dressed in my formal wear and standing outside alone, waiting for a car to pick me up. And when the clock struck the noted time a large black Mercedes-Benz Sprinter arrived. A man stepped out and introduced himself to me as Jim, a six-foot-four monster who was a part of Mr. DiCaprio’s private security detail, and informed me he would be my driver during my stay. Now we’re talking! I asked him if I could sit in the front seat as I preferred that to the stale, dark back of a windowless Sprinter. He had no issue with it and off we drove, through the small streets of the town.

“Where are we going, by the way?” I asked

“Domaine Bertaud Belieu.”

“Nice!”

“Been here before?”

“No. I just know wine. Never been to a vineyard.”

“You should be in for a treat . . . overall,” he winked at me.

Before long we came upon a vast piece of property in the middle of the cliffs. The sign outside stated the name of the vineyard, but that was not all. The level of security at these gates as we made our way up was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. You would think the president was coming to town. We were stopped, and I had to present my ID as the car was swept for bombs. We were soon cleared and allowed to drive up the long winding road where vines stretched out for as far as the eye could see. A large building rose into plain sight. We pulled into a large driveway and the car stopped.

“I’ll be here when the event is over. Once you are ready, I’ll bring you to the club.”

“Appreciate it, thanks.”

“Enjoy,” he smiled knowingly.

I began to walk up the stone stairs, onto the veranda overlooking the property. When I reached the top, I saw my coworker dressed in a gown, taking photos in front of a lemon tree.

“Welcome!” she said and walked over to give me a hug, “Damn you look good!”

“Thank you, so do you. Love the dress.”

“Dope, right?” she stated as she spun around, the frills trailing as she turned.

“This place is insane,” I replied.

“It’s a dream. Can you take a few shots of me for IG?” she asked.

“Sure,” I answered.

“Get some facing this way, then we can do some that way.I want to get all these backdrops in.”

I proceeded to photograph her for a few minutes as the event staff finished setting up the various bars and tables for the cocktail hour. When I was done, I handed her phone back and we stood overlooking the vineyard, its vast rolling hills out onto the horizon.

“How do you like your rental, sorry it had to be with a promoter, but the hotels here were way too expensive.”

“That’s why I was out in a fishing town last night?”

“Better than New York, no?”

“True. Where are you staying?”

“With a client at his house. Sick!”

“I can’t get the look?”

“He’s not going to let a dude he doesn’t know stay. Sorry.”

“All good. So, what do we do now?”

“Have fun.”

“Wait, I thought—”

“Honey, we are guests for this!”

“Really?”

“Yes boo!” she said and walked over to one of the standing tables where her purse was. She reached inside and pulled out a seat number and handed it to me.

It read: Table 12 Seat 4 and showed a small seat map for the table so I would be sure to get it right.

She looked at her watch.

“People should start to arrive soon, go get yourself acquainted.”

I left her outside and made my way to the main room. It was a large hall, transformed with large flower arrangements, banquet tables, chairs, a stage with two large screens, and a podium. It was about the size of a wedding venue. It was grand, yet intimate. On the stage there was a shimmering, jet-black grand piano. I walked around a bit, admiring the flowers and the flatware. It was an event fit for a king, modern-day kings, I thought to myself. I had never worn a tuxedo before and had surely never been to an event of that magnitude. And although I was technically “the help,” I was told to take part. To enjoy, have fun. Sounded easy enough, but I started to get a pang of nervousness in my stomach. Who the hell was I to be here, in this room, with these people? I worked rooms every night; rich and powerful people, celebrities, it never fazed me, I felt at home. The difference was that it was my world, hospitality, within the club I worked for, that modicum of power I held which gave me the confidence to interact with anyone who entered. Why should this be any different? Though it was. I was not in my element. I was Cinderella at the ball without Prince Charming. And as I wandered around in thought, the lights suddenly changed and a band, which I didn’t even notice had set up, began playing on the stage.

I shook my fears aside and told myself to act the part. That it may have been my first time in a room like that, but as an aspiring actor, writer, director, it would not be my last. And really, weren’t most of the people in the room self-made? Probably not, but at least I could tell myself that and that they were only people. Like you, me, mom, and dad. And as I began to give myself the confidence I needed to get through the night without feeling less than, I found myself outside on the veranda again, watching intently as glamorous people began to arrive.

I found my coworker and sidled up next to her.

“You don’t mind if I stay by you for a bit? Maybe introduce me to some people?”

“Sure. Relax, you seem nervous. You ain’t never nervous.”

“I am, actually.”

“Just be yourself,” she smiled and squeezed my arm. I don’t think she had ever been that nice to me before.

I stood silently and watched as people began to flood the room. It was surreal as I watched people I had mostly only seen in movies, on red carpets, or nightly talk shows casually enter, grab a drink at the bar waving, smiling, and hugging one another like a high school reunion. I soon felt more at ease as I settled in, watching those people in their element. There was no pomp or circumstance, save the elaborate dresses and jewelry of the women, or the buttoned-up tuxedos of the men. They were no different than “normal” people at a wedding, birthday, or any other event. The thought calmed me, and before long























































OPS/images/pub.jpg
EDITIONS














