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To my children, the light of my life: Domingo Jr. and Paul




The king dreams he is a king,


And in this delusive way


Lives and rules with sovereign sway;


All the cheers that round him ring,


Born of air, on air take wing.


And in ashes (mournful fate!)


Death dissolves his pride and state:


Who would wish a crown to take,


Seeing that he must awake


In the dream beyond death’s gate? . . .


’Tis a dream that I in sadness


Here am bound, the scorn of fate;


’Twas a dream that once a state


I enjoyed of light and gladness.


What is life? ’Tis but a madness.


What is life? A thing that seems,


A mirage that falsely gleams,


Phantom joy, delusive rest,


Since is life a dream at best,


And even dreams themselves are dreams.


—Pedro Calderón de la Barca, Life Is a Dream, 1635 (Translated by Edward Fitzgerald)





PROLOGUE


In dreams, everything is possible.” I heard it in a whisper reminiscent of my mother’s voice, as I lay in that exquisite state between a fractured floating sleep and a sobered reality. I had been out on the town the previous night, tossing back considerable quantities of Scotch as I made the rounds, not an uncommon occurrence for me. In fact, I did it almost every night, if you must know—and I do want you to know. I will tell you the truth; I won’t sugarcoat my wild nights and club-hopping and extracurricular pursuits and “biological exploits” and painful wake-ups.


“In dreams, everything is possible.”


My mother had first told me this old saying when I was a small child longing to be an artist. I didn’t understand whether she meant “If you believe in your dreams, anything is possible,” or “In your dreams, everything is possible.”


As an aspiring artist, I was attracted to the abstract meaning of it, to the infinite possibilities that a dream has to offer—a mental landscape that is limitless in your imagination, where anything can and will happen during deep sleep.


In reality this was the way I conceived my works of art and the way I became an artist: a dream was like a nocturnal canvas, emanating from my soul and dwelling in the profound recesses of my mind, where, on a nightly basis, I devised and revised it, brushstroked and finessed it, until it was ready to be put to paint and color in the physical world—or not.


HEARING MY MOTHER’S VOICE in my head took me back to my childhood in Mallorca, where I first learned to paint. My most prized possession at the time was a little red box; I still have it. Back then, the little red box was my personal coin safe: it held my meager wages from summer employment, the fruits of labors including the imperfect washing of cars, uneven lawn mowing, and other hastily performed odd jobs. I was saving my money, for what I can’t remember. Probably to buy something for Luisa with the long black hair. That sounds right. Any beautiful girl—with hair of any length—who I was convinced needed my gifts, sounds right.


My father suggested that I, Rodrigo Concepción, his precocious and hyperactive child, should open my own savings account at our local bank. Skeptical of anyone handling my hard-earned wages, I of course had questions for him.


“Will they keep these same dollars for me and not let anyone else touch them? This ten, this twenty, all these ones, and change—will they give this money back to me?”


When my father explained to me that the bank would not return the very same physical stack of bills and coins, but others totaling the same amount, I became very upset.


“But I don’t want other dollars. Why won’t they give me back exactly what I give them? That’s not fair. And, Dad?”


“Yes, Rodrigo?”


“Will they keep my red box?”


This was my introduction to one of the ways of the world. But it was also an introduction to the way I saw the world: from a different angle.


It wasn’t that I was miserly or carrying a torch for societal fairness, it was that I didn’t want to be taken advantage of. In the case of the little red box and its contents, I suspected that someone might be pulling a fast one on me.


THESE WERE SOME of the splintered thoughts I had on a November morning in Manhattan, when I woke up with yet another metal spike pounding away at my skull, after yet another night on the town. I had been an artist for a long time now, and had achieved some success, even fame, but something intangible was missing from my life, and I had been out in search of more. What I had found so far was more alcohol, more drugs, more women. I guess that made my life, if nothing else, a tad exhilarating, if not shameful as well. But that is for others to decide.


“In dreams, everything is possible.” Even the beautiful dream of life. Then I had such a dream, and I held on to it for dear life, even while I was on the verge of falling into the abyss.


And now, as I promised, I will tell you what happened.





part one



MY WORLD
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SOHO DAZE


If you had peered through my window and observed my life, you might not have thought there was much to inspire pity. I lived in a SoHo loft with sixteen-foot-high tin ceilings and a smattering of murals left on the walls from the artists who’d worked and lived there before me. It was a privileged existence; even I can’t deny it.


“Morning, sir.”


On that day Alfonso, my butler, was right on time with my survival kit: black coffee, Advil, a joint, and omega-3 fish oil tabs served on a silver tray.


“Morning, Alfonso. My paper?”


He withdrew it from beneath his wing and extended it. “Yes, sir. Crispy, as you like it.”


He maneuvered over to the windows facing Wooster Street and opened the shades on the dark and shadowed room. He left the windows raised slightly, allowing the chill of the morning air to pass through. It was always soothing to feel that first fresh gust of the day sweeping from one end of the loft to the other.


Alfonso was Italian, with slicked-back hair, a furrowed brow, and a slender yet athletic frame. He had trained to be a butler, and his presence was something of an incongruity with the artist loft apartment. I must say the artist in me appreciated his traditional trappings, even though I was a painter of contemporary urban art. I enjoyed the contrast, juxtaposing the classic with the nouveau. Even Alfonso himself could be considered an installation conceived and positioned in that regard. Prop or hired necessity, the man was competent, dutiful, and well apprised that my bedroom constituted a judgment-free zone.


As the parting gesture to our morning ritual, Alfonso twisted on my bath, and the brass fixtures shrieked as he adjusted them to the perfect temperature. When he left the bedroom, he was as silent as the cool breeze he had let in. I downed my dose, detached and disassociated myself from all things bed, and plopped with little grace into the tub for the big soak.


In the bath I would try to reconstruct my dreams from the night before. I had always dreamed extensively every night, but lately I often had a difficult time remembering them. Maybe it was my own mind protecting me from myself, rejecting these unsettling nocturnal visions and surreal, eerie fantasies. I had had no blow to the head and never suffered from hallucinations or endured any type of psychotic break, but as an artist, when the dreams came, I had to follow them. I felt their presence lurking in my subconscious, haunting me.


While I lay back and tried to recall these elusive phantasms, Rafaela pitter-patted into the adjacent bedroom. Rafaela was more a friend than an employee, and though she was in her late thirties, you’d never know she was no longer the gorgeous twentysomething Colombian model of yesteryear. Her skin was olive, tight, and smooth, her face refined and sculpted, with mesmerizing blue eyes that were all her own. Her South American beauty lit up the loft. I was attracted to beautiful art, destinations, landscapes, and unforgettable faces, and I confess Rafaela’s belleza had indeed been a factor in her hiring. More important than her beauty, however, was her competence: Rafaela kept my overwhelming daily agenda of appointments and commitments straight for me. The demands on my time were way more than I could have managed on my own.


She also kept me in line. She was a cherished confidante and semi-pro life coach. I had fame, money, and beautiful women throwing themselves at me like I was some sort of god. But Rafaela didn’t “yes” me; rather, she told it as she saw it, a bottom-line type that I desperately needed to help keep my life on track. And man, was it nice to look at her during her no-nonsense lectures. Any lecture. Any time.


“Rafaela, amor!” I bellowed in desperate Spanish-American-bullshitter slang.


She was used to my high-velocity hollow charm and said nothing. Carrying her clipboard, she sidled before me barefoot, wearing yoga pants and a stretch top with nipple pops. She took one look at me in the tub and began to reassemble the ponytail mechanism corralling her thick dirty-blond mane.


“You look like shit, Rodrigo,” she said through gritted teeth as she clamped the tortoiseshell hair fastener in place.


“I feel vulnerable,” I spun offhandedly.


She laughed that one off, as she should have. “And you stink of alcohol. You’re still drunk.”


“Perhaps. But look at me. I’m here all stripped. And insecure. And unsure. Of myself. And everyone around me.”


“Bah!” she volleyed.


“Including you.” I smiled then.


“You missed your calling. You should have been an actor.”


“And to further my weakness, I’m naked in front of you.”


“I prefer to call it sexual harassment. On your part. But I’ll let it slide. Today,” she added.


“Will you turn on the music, please?”


She snapped on the bathroom stereo, and a wicked AC/DC number made the house tremble.


“So, did you get biological last night?” she asked, using my own language against me.


“You know, Rafaela, you’re like an old wife. The dreaded ball and chain. The one that I don’t get to fuck!”


“Come on, Rodrigo, you probably fucked the entire city last night.”


I sighed and lit up the joint that was the most essential part of my survival kit tray. Marijuana was crucial to my existence. I was hasty. I was manic. I had the metabolism of four hummingbirds, and I zoomed along at bottle-rocket speed. The morning treatment of weed helped calm me and keep me in bounds.


Did I have a problem? Of course. A few. But, I kept telling myself, the main one I suffered from was of the hyperkinetic variety. That was the real challenge: to slow down. Everything else I indulged in was a sedative or numbing agent to counter it.


This was my mood weather pattern on a daily basis: a bit breezy and abstract in the morning, with a touch of clouds that burned off by the midday sunshine, beholden to and in anticipation of a clear and crisp night that, with any luck, may involve moonlight. Or not.


I pushed aside any stray thought that might upset this delicate balance and remind me that my current lifestyle could result in situations with a strong potential to make me miserable. Maybe even freak me out.


“Your suitcase is ready.”


“For what?”


“You have a plane to catch.” She eyeballed her clipboard and spun down the volume on the stereo. “Time to get dressed.”


“Don’t turn it off! That’s the best part!”


“You don’t have time! Tex is picking you up in twenty minutes!” Rafaela went over the healthy options. “I’ll lay out your vitamins. Did you take your omegas?” She did look out for me, and I loved her caring, maternal side.


“Yes, amor,” I said sweetly. “You’re coming, aren’t you? Art Basel won’t be the same without you.”


“Later flight.”


“Promise?”


“I always come. You know that. Otherwise who would be there to hold your hand once you landed?”


“I am an actor, you know. And it’s all an act. I play helpless so you’ll stay close to me.”


“I know that, too.”


“So that one day, maybe—”


“Enough! Get ready!”


Like a child obeying his mother, I got out of the tub, took my vitamins, and dressed. I was ready to go downstairs and meet Tex.
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THE TECH COWBOY


In the bright morning sunshine, a diamond-black Rolls-Royce Celestial Phantom pulled up on Wooster Street and hummed down to an idle. Michael, the driver, wore the traditional black-and-white garb of a chauffeur and doubled as Tex’s bodyguard. He got out—all seven feet of him—popped open an umbrella, and opened the rear passenger door. Tex emerged in his white suit, obscene yellow sunglasses, and signature red hair. His father had made big money in the oil business, and Tex used some of the spillover funds right after graduating from Texas Tech to found and cash in on several startup Internet companies and smartphone applications. Given the family money, plus what he’d earned on his own, Tex was worth a good billion dollars at this point, and he was a better-than-an-acquaintance friend of mine, for good reason. Tex had bought a fair number of my pieces over the years and always paid top dollar.


I’d met him at a SoHo gallery art opening, and this self-anointed “King of Fun” had shown me immediately how he’d earned his nickname. We became partners in crime, going out carousing and chasing girls, enjoying generally debauched excursions together to St. Tropez, St. Barts, Ibiza, and other saturated hot spots. Tex had a Gulfstream V, and he traveled well and heartily, and in that regard he was easy to spend time with.


For all of his twenty-first-century tech success and modern know-how, however, you could never take the backwoods Texas upbringing out of him. Having never been schooled in the finer things, he shamelessly lacked class, etiquette, and sophistication. He wore tacky clothes and bought tacky toys. This redneck geek was American nouveau riche at its finest—he did everything over the top. Hence the extravagant arrival.


The fact that I was Rodrigo Concepción, an artist and famous for it, made me attractive to Tex. That was clear. Our friendship had to be based on more than merely pursuing ladies after midnight. The truth was, had there been no commercial element to our union, we probably wouldn’t have been friends. Tex would fly all over the globe in his GV to throw down bids at art fairs and fancy auction houses, party like a rock star on a nightly basis, and brag about it. He was savvy enough to recognize that if he bought art and became a known commodity in the art world, it would give his personal profile a boost in the direction of being perceived as cultured.


I followed Alfonso and my packed rolling bag out the front door. Tex was there to greet us on the front walk, standing under the umbrella held by Michael. We squeezed each other with a warm locker-room hug.


“Come on, Tex, it’s beautiful out!” I derided him, nodding at the umbrella. Tex had a strong aversion to the sun and would never let it touch his skin if he could avoid it. “You could use a little sunlight.”


“I hate the fuckin’ sun.” Tex was also a germophobe and always afraid of getting sick, which I found odd for a Texan. It may have been the most interesting quirk about him.


“Might be good for you.”


“Cocaine and pussy are good for me. You can have the sun.”


“Just be careful you don’t get burned . . .”


“Amen,” he allowed. We piled into the vast rear interior of the Rolls, and our voyage to Teterboro Airport was under way. Tex immediately made us a couple of Scotch and Cokes with spring-break-bartender fervor.


“You know this was the last car trip John F. Kennedy Jr. ever took,” Tex semi-boasted.


“How upbeat of you. Cheers to better luck.” We tapped lowballs, and as I sipped on mine, Tex downed his in one haul and poured another.


He reached for his glowing laptop on the side table and placed it before us, then proceeded to fly through about fifty young fashion-model portfolios, mostly naked shots.


“They’ll all be in Miami,” he stated. “And check this out—” He flipped to a picture on his iPhone.


“Another Picasso?”


“Damn straight, just bought it.”


“How much?”


“Thirteen million. What do you think?”


I hesitated and distilled out the envy that was weighing down my voice. “I think you have one of the best collections money can buy.”


I wasn’t envious of Picasso or the prices his work commanded. It was that Tex could have three squares a day surrounded by some of the world’s greatest art treasures—and they were just accessories to him. Of course, then I thought of other wealthy collectors I knew. Were they really any different? It is, was, and always has been about show—acquiring and having as many treasures as possible.


Having presented his new acquisition for maximum-impress effect, Tex fiddled with the overhead command center, and some explosive music from a rock band called 4AM took over in a deafening thumpathon. At eleven in the morning. In the midst of my hangover.


“Tiësto for breakfast?” I remarked, referring to the Dutch DJ who had promoted the band and made them famous.


“This is their performance live from Rio, 2012. Does it get any better?”


“Yes. If we had Molly.”


“If?” Tex sent right back with a mischievous grin. And with that, he withdrew from his white jacket a baggie filled with white baby capsules. We laughed evily.


“Later,” I suggested. Tex stashed them away in silent agreement.


Right then I experienced a downtick, a rapid shift in feeling. I had experienced it occasionally for years, but recently, it had been occurring more often, without warning, and it threw me into an unpredictable state of mind quite unlike that of my usual self; also, I seemed to have no control over its coming or going or how I felt during or afterward. It was the dreaded disconnect, one of the things I didn’t like to think about, that always made me feel like someone else was living my life for me, and I was watching it all happen helplessly from above.
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THE RAVEN


No one knew his real name or why he was called The Raven. Where he came from was anyone’s guess, and no one particularly cared. He simply appeared, and he was the type of jackass you loved to hate unless he was on your team; then he was a welcome, indispensable guest. The Raven was a provider. A procurer. His commodity: women. Beautiful women. The young, impressionable ones. The mid-twenties, more seasoned ones. The older, somewhat wiser ones who were hanging around a little too long, still in search of a scene and the hip place to be. When it came to inviting and corralling these international beauties—models, mostly, the most glamorous twenty-first-century commodity—The Raven was a genius.


You can groan, complain, and roll your eyes at the word “model,” but at the end of the day their impact is immediate: they can incite the envy of women and men in seconds, and suck the oxygen from a room in minutes. It all begins and ends with one definite asset—beauty.


The Raven’s personality was not electric, but it was effective. He tossed off enough macho, enough cool, and enough of a sense of humor to get beautiful models to like him. Or to feel comfortable with him, which was all that was needed, really. If you asked him, he’d say he was in PR. But he was really the fool of the court of any sufficiently affluent and important person who was in need of his services.


In actuality, The Raven was creepy, a little sweaty, and had a noticeable belly. He was rather disgusting in that he lived like a rock star without a nickel in his pocket. He was a dolce vita disaster who always hung with the biggest names, boarded the biggest boats, frequented the most beautiful houses, rode in the most expensive cars, drank the best wine, consumed the best drugs, sat at the best tables. He was always broke and borrowing, but this total shipwreck of a guy had one talent, and that talent was finding the greatest girls in the world and getting them to simply . . . come along. The deal was he’d get a hundred dollars per girl.


The Raven stepped into the cabin of Tex’s GV, which was parked on the Teterboro tarmac, and he did not disappoint. Although they were half an hour late in arriving, the models had indeed come along, and they kept on coming, up the stairs and through the doorway, ten in total.


“Sorry I’m late. We had to wait for Amber,” The Raven stated in a scolding tone, and pushed his ornate black-and-gold D&G shields partway down his nose, the better to eyeball the girl in question. In this arena, beauty needed to be tamed, and The Raven was a maestro. “Don’t ever do that again.”


“I’m sorry,” the drop-dead-beautiful brunette with the most perfectly shaped hornet-stung lips said meekly.


For the entire flight from New York to Miami, the jet was transformed into an EDM rave complete with disco lights, bottle service, coke, and Molly. The girls were dancing, jumping, making out with everyone and one another. I remember three pairs of breasts lined up before me in the bathroom as I performed some form of Charmin squeeze test crossed with a Himalayan alpine climb. There may have been some fellatio involved, too, when one pair dropped suddenly out of sight.


“Hey, Rodrigo, you got that five hundred?” The Raven asked just then.


“What five hundred?”


“Need to borrow it for my phone bill.”


“Did you ask me for it?”


“Tried texting, but my phone didn’t work. Dude, my phone is off—”


“So be it,” I think I said. I sometimes said that. But I may have said instead, “Sure, no problem.” In the circumstances, I really wasn’t paying that much attention to what I was saying. And despite the attention of the models, I was still in a strange mood.


But later on, when I tried to recall the events of the trip, this was the only spoken exchange I could remember from the plane. And it hadn’t even been with one of the unbelievably beautiful models; it had been with The Raven.





4



TOWER SWEET


A glaze seemed to be covering my eyeballs. I became aware that I was in bed in an immense room. Across the immaculate white expanse of the room, I could make out the unmistakable curves of a woman’s beautiful backside in the bathroom. At first I wondered if I was dreaming. I must have slept through much of the afternoon, and when I tried to recap the day’s activities after the hazy plane trip, I could not remember anything that would have inspired this gorgeous rear-end cameo. All was quiet until: “Rodrigo, time to get ready . . .”


I opened my eyes and Rafaela was looking down at me, her hair wet.


“I used your shower. I hope you don’t mind.”


I was still too groggy.


“My room wasn’t ready yet. The previous guests wouldn’t leave, and there weren’t any other rooms. Place is packed.”


“You have a beautiful ass.”


“What? You were watching me?”


“I think so. I knew it would be, too.”


“Be what?”


“Perfect.”


I rolled over and groaned into the pillow. The groan was a release of angst brought on by my present headache, frustration at never being able to touch Rafaela, and wondering what the hell had happened on that plane ride.


I ordered OWC and showered quickly. The One While Changing feature was a courtesy perk for those inhabiting tower suites at the Soho Beach House, Miami’s outpost of the exclusive London club. A bartender came to your room and served you while you got dressed or engaged in whatever activity you had in mind. I needed to equilibrate myself, and a dry martini was the appropriate hair of the dog.


The suite was enormous—an entire floor, one giant room with a bathroom. There were leather club chairs, a freestanding bathtub, fainting couches, Cuban tile floors, and oceanfront views. It was London-between-the-wars meets Havana-before-the-revolution. In lieu of a minibar was a maxibar, a gorgeous art deco reproduction stocked with lemons and limes, an impressive array of crystal stemware, and a silver cocktail shaker. I counted thirteen liquor bottles. And the act of counting made my head start to grieve again. Make no mistake, Art Basel was the international art world’s excuse to have a party, and the Soho House was the place to be. And if you had a suite, so very much the better.


Rafaela and I debated a quick dip in the plunge pool on 8, but realized we didn’t have time. We needed to get to the marina.


After the early-evening cocktail, in true fiesta fashion Rafaela and I found ourselves speeding across the waterway in Tex’s lemon-colored Cigarette boat with the name Viagra emblazoned on either side in electric blue. Pfizer normally paid for the advertising, but Tex welcomed the Viagra logo free of charge. We were on our way to an exclusive charity dinner and auction on Hibiscus Island. Michael was there, too, and thankfully, he’d left the umbrella behind. But I was happy he was with us, because I was certain we’d need his talents as a body defender soon enough.


The kickoff event was being held at Avi Scheiner-Ross’s notoriously overdone house, which was less infamous than the owner himself. Many things had been said about this Israeli who had made Miami his home: rumors concerning everything from guns, to planes, to drugs. And that type of sinister ambience was perfect for the sit-down dinner for forty, held in the luscious garden, where the cream of the art world’s buyers and sellers convened—stars and starlets, and of course billionaire collectors, too. The party was a private viewing of artworks by assorted contemporary artists, and it served as a preview for the big show at the Convention Center the following day. To get things rolling and to raise money for a local Miami cause, a representative from Christie’s was to auction ten pieces before the doors were opened to the after-dinner crowd.


I greeted everyone, most of whom I knew, and although I’m generally considered a gregarious and genial guy, it wasn’t long before I became sufficiently bored and emotionally detached to want to get away from the crowd. Was it some kind of lingering effect from the downtick I had experienced earlier in the day, in Tex’s limo? I didn’t know. I pulled up a seat for Rafaela so she could sit next to me, and I didn’t give a damn if anyone got upset.


“Are you okay?” she asked thoughtfully. She even patted my thigh.


I just looked at her. The answer was a resounding “no,” but I chose to remain silent. I was already tired of the talk, the stroking, the bullshit, and the bullshitters. And the auction hadn’t even started.


About halfway through a performance by African-American men in diapers wielding swords and ladies on stilts, I got up to find Tex, who seemed to have vanished. No doubt he was rifling rails in a bathroom somewhere, and I was soon on a mission to join him. As I passed through gaudy rooms adorned by Avi’s collection of ancient Samurai swords, I felt a sudden rush of indigestion and I began to sweat. I crept up the stairs slowly, holding on to the banister, only to come upon another display I wasn’t likely to forget soon.


The party’s host, who had been absent from and oblivious to the festivities below, was whipping a naked woman chained to the wall. She had bright ruby lips and a Catwoman mask. The dominator was wearing a black leather Speedo and face mask. The woman craned her head slightly and looked at me, and I could see the most curious expression in her eyes and on the part of her face not covered by the mask—a certain sadness pushing through her seeming attempt at kink and submission. Had it been the me of yesteryear, the righteous, caring man of conviction and defender of Good, I would have released her. I moved on quickly, although the host did twist back and see me.


“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said deceptively, then laughed uproariously. And he resumed his activities without closing the door.


As I looked back over my shoulder in astonishment at the scene playing out, I rammed right into none other than Tex himself, who had found a pretty blond partner with whom to go extracurricular.


“What do you think of the art?” he said, all jittered up.


“Who cares?” I said, deadpan.


“Here,” he said, and jammed a packet into my palm. “It’s all yours.”


I thanked him and proceeded to find the nearest party corner. I was not really worried about anyone witnessing my intake, largely because of the medieval Olympics going on nearby. It made my indulgence seem rather tame in comparison. Any discretion at this point was overkill.


When I returned to the table, Rafaela was gone, and the waiters were presenting dessert. As I looked around, I had the conscious feeling of a frenzy being whipped up. I could feel the energy, and there was noise coming from outside the house. Certainly, the after-dinner throng of scenesters, wannabes, and hobnobbing hopefuls had collected outside, trying to get in. I took it all in and sniffled several times.


An aggressive hand assaulted my shoulder. “Hey, where’s The Raven?” It was Tex again, and I just shrugged. The Raven, who hadn’t been invited to the exclusive dinner, had planned to arrive for the party afterward. Tex moved on to table-hop. He was running on bathroom inspiration, and from this jacked-up perspective, he felt comfortable enough to assault the famous crowd.


“There you are,” a half-panicked voice said in my ear. Without turning around, I knew it was Jazzy. She was a pal, too, and we’d been fucking around for a couple years. Her eyes were buzzing and she looked disheveled, with her long, wavy black hair twisted in an awkward low knot. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”


“Here I am.”


Exasperated, she plopped herself down in the seat next to me. “This party sucks.” Jazzy, a singer, was a constant target of the press and the paparazzi, and a lot of it had to do with her own publicity-generating antics. She was part African American and gifted with a gorgeous face and café au lait skin, like a modern Beverly Johnson. She was a mess, really, a victim of the prototypical torture that often accompanied her half-white, half-black lineage. On top of that she was a pop singer, a profession that offered a perfect storm of psychological pressure on an already troubled psyche. She rope-swung through unfulfilling romances and relationships, and she’d been in and out of rehab for drugs and alcohol. She was not supposed to be out or be seen out, especially in a way-public scene as explosive as Art Basel.


“How are you, babes? Are you hungry?” I said.


She looked at me like the thought of food hadn’t been enticing to her in several years. As we looked around, we could see the party growing in numbers, more and more people shooting past us to the open bar.


“I barely got onto the island. There’s a total traffic jam of cars trying to get in, cars getting blocked from leaving. There are so many cops out there. I saw The Raven, too.”


“What was he doing?”


“Trying to get in, but he was getting pushed around by the crowd.”


I overheard someone saying the auction had raised fifteen million dollars.


Just then I could feel the weight of something. Danger, perhaps. It seemed the place was getting out of control, transforming into some sort of Caligula-style free-for-all. Pushing, drinking, clamoring, laughing, yelling, and it was getting deeply primal very fast.


“Let’s escape,” I suggested just as Jazzy said, “Let’s get the fuck out of here.” We both knew that much.


I took Jazzy by the arm, and we dashed toward the entrance past a brace of cops who seemed determined to shut the party down. As we slipped past the hordes desperate to get in the front gate, I heard The Raven’s unmistakable voice frantically calling my name, but I didn’t want to deal, so I pretended not to hear him. Then I heard him groan like he was getting sideswiped. I looked back and saw a cop giving him a hard time and roughing him up a bit. The Raven could “cop an attitude,” too, as his years of dolce vita access made him feel, act, and talk superior to the masses—police included.


Jazzy and I quickly realized there was no way we’d get a cab in such a cluster-fuck mess. “How did you get here?” she asked, looking around for a way out.


Of course: I had come over on Tex’s boat. As Jazzy and I spun around and carved our way through the rapidly increasing crowd to go in the direction of the private dock, I had the feeling of becoming unglued from everything around me. I wondered if it was a cocaine-infused reaction to the swirling crowd.


Finally, we made it to the Viagra. I thanked the skipper for taking us on board and instructed him to go back to the party to get Tex and his entourage after he dropped us off.


“He already left. They went to the club, but he told me to get you. They’re waiting for you at The Rock.”


“Oh,” I said. “Thanks.”


Soon we were charging back across the waterways. I could see the choke of cars and the sea of brake lights on the mainland, all lined up trying to get onto Hibiscus Island.


We hailed a cab and instructed the driver to take us to The Rock. As soon as I had a moment to myself, looking out at the beautiful sweep of lights emanating from downtown Miami, Jazzy’s lips landed on mine, and we made out the rest of the way. I stuck a decent but polite finger beneath her skirt and let it swim in her pussy for a while to make us both feel like we were actually having a great time. Perhaps we were. It didn’t really matter one way or the other.


And then I thought about the face of the woman with the Catwoman mask and bright red lips. The woman the host had been whipping. I wondered what she thought of the art.


WE PULLED UP BEFORE The Rock Lounge at the Mina Hotel, and I shoved the cabdriver some cash. As we emerged, the paparazzi went nuts, and Jazzy shielded her face with a scarf while I just looked down.


“Hey, Rodrigo, who you with?”


“Not tonight, guys . . . not in the mood . . .”


“Not in the mood? It’s fucking Art Basel!”


“Who are you with?”


“Who you meeting?”


The flock of paparazzi followed us right up to the velvet ropes.


“Hey, Rodrigo, who’s inside, anyone famous?”


“I’m beautiful, famous, and have more money than Santa Claus. Who else needs to be here?”


Julio, the doorman, got a kick out of that one and smiled as he ushered us in. The joint was jumping to some house grooves. I saw Tex there, doing his “shopping for tables” thing. His MO was never to make a reservation at the hottest places, and then to show up with ten people, an entourage to exclude you from any possible table consideration. He’d walk around, spot a good table, and say something along the lines of “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, my name is Tex, and I am the King of Fun.” Then he would show them the cover of some recent financial periodical with his picture on it, Fortune or Forbes or the WSJ, that he always carried folded up in his suit-coat pocket. “I started at the bottom, but now, well, here we are. I apologize, I forgot to book a table, but I would love to offer you a nice sum for yours, say, forty thousand dollars? Sorry, ladies, I don’t mean to be rude, I’ve been travelin’ a lot, and I just want to have a great night with my friends. Of course, my offer is to this fine gentleman for his table, but all you ladies, the beautiful angels of the world that you are, are more than welcome to stay.”


Once the guys picked their jaws up off the floor, they would snatch the bank check made out to cash and magically disappear. The young ladies were usually all too happy to stay. And at that price, the guys didn’t really mind. I found the routine somewhat funny, as crass as it was.


“Hi, Rodrigo.” The shapely young maître d’ greeted me with a total-body embrace that told me I could have a table or anything else I wanted. I had her number but hadn’t been around to give her a call yet. But she was worth the time. As she held on to me, I could see the row of annoyed faces impatiently waiting for her attention and service.


“Thank you, darling. I’m with Tex tonight. Don’t need a table.” And I said, out of earshot of Jazzy, “But your company is always appreciated.”


“I’ll come by,” she said slyly.


The Rock was one of South Beach’s celebrity-friendly boîtes. It was smaller and cozier than a lot of the other Miami clubs and had great DJs who made it a dance party. It was always filled with hot girls and models and various movie and rock stars.


After successfully negotiating yet another table takeover, Tex waved at us, and we joined him and his posse of newfound honeys, several gals he had piled onto the Viagra who weren’t going to call it a night after that kind of ride. The rest of the girls had decided to stay on after the table had been literally bought off their escorts. Tex was already fueling their palms with his pocket powders as we sat down.


Mario, the portly owner, came up and comped a bottle for the table, which was gracious. But any time I appeared, he would hit me up for some reciprocal artwork. I could always feel it coming, too.


“Say, Rodrigo, when you going to do that drawing for me?”


“Mario, dear boy, I don’t really feel like getting into the restaurant business tonight. Some other time.”


Tex heard the irritation in my voice and broke up laughing, and the others caught on and laughed, too. At least they made it look like they’d understood what I meant. It was a riff off the old Picasso urban legend. Mario just walked off without saying anything.


The energy was at full tilt. The multicolored lights transformed the room into a surreal dream. I looked at Jazzy, sitting next to me, and she was crying. The lights made her makeup look like rainbows smudged with black paths where her tears were trailing down her cheeks.


“You okay?” I asked as quietly as I could.


She just held her head low and shook. I looked up and saw a bunch of people eyeballing her. It wasn’t the time or place to ask why she was crying; these people didn’t need to hear any answer that might cause trouble for her if the press got hold of it.


“Let’s get out of here,” I said.


We left Tex and his entourage to finish the place off, and took a taxi to the next club, an Art Basel pop-up of a New York club, housed at a local hotel.


I knew the owners from New York, and they’d informed me about the secret entrance. We were slotted at one of the best tables, and I took in the scene with a detached amusement. There were more movie stars and star athletes, and the Cristal was immediately popped and flowing. It soon turned into a splashing champagne extravaganza, and everyone was getting soaked.


I had a tableful of beautiful girls not even thinking of going home any time soon. And then it happened. As I spent some significant club time at other tables catching up with some acquaintances, I noticed Jazzy stand up at our table, slam down her drink, and run off.


“Where did she go?” I asked our waiter.


“She was mouthing off about your leaving her at the table and seemed pretty pissed. Think she went to the bathroom.”


That didn’t sound good, given Jazzy’s history and her long list of late-night weaknesses. But by then I was more concerned about the fact that she was trying to cramp my style than that she was indulging in her usual theatrics. I wondered, What the fuck am I doing here with her, anyway, when she’s acting like this?


I decided to make a bold move in the hope of salvaging the rest of my night. At the next booth over, I eyeballed two models who seemed to be good friends.


“Hey, you and you. Come with me,” I commanded.


“What?” said one.


“Now?” said the other.


They looked at each other and shrugged with smiles that seemed to appreciate my directness, after what had probably been an evening full of shy and awkward marauders hounding them but lacking the cojones to tell them what to do or where to go. All they needed was a plan.


I grabbed each by the hand and walked them to the front door. The locusts were out there flash-popping away, creating another blinding explosion, but I didn’t give a damn.


“Rodrigo!”


“Hey, amigo, look this way!”


“Who you got there?”


“Thing One and Thing Two?”


I waited for an unoccupied cab and put up with the attention from the paparazzi. After all, I didn’t like what they did, nothing about it—unless they didn’t do it, and that, it could safely be stated, was the era’s catechism.


We piled into a seventies hack and headed back to the Soho House. The ride over was forgettable.


I made a round of drinks, we got to know one another for about seven more minutes, I told them what was going to happen, that we were all on the same team. And we needed teamwork. I unzipped them out of their dresses, stripped comfortably myself, and then we powdered and sniffed off of one another’s bodies. Each line placement became riskier until we had nothing left to hide. I shredded bedsheets and made ties. I fucked them both together, then apart while the third party gave erotic boosts from above or below. But it wasn’t a one-way street or some form of male domination. They even had their way with me, to satisfy any personal needs they may have had for revenge on the male species—needs that, as I found out, were considerable.
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THE SHOW; OR NOT


I opened sore eyes with aching eye sockets. They were fixated on something wide and white and soothing. The ceiling. For some reason, I feared casting an eye around the expansive space. Rafaela appeared in my periphery, which was a relief. I peered lower and saw that the spacious open room was empty.


I looked to Rafaela.


“They’re gone,” she said reassuringly. “I untied you.”


“Are you sure they’re gone?”


“Poz.”


“Thank God, I can have breakfast now.” I rubbed my wrists, which showed red constriction marks. “Gracias” coughed out of my throat.


“I gave them forty dollars for a taxi. You owe me.”


“No problem.”


She slapped the day’s New York Post on the bed. “Nice job.” Some of my night’s antics were featured on Page Six.


I eyeballed her and had nothing to say.


“Anyway, you have an interview in half an hour. Luckily, it’s downstairs.”


I groaned. When I was younger, and just starting out with the first exhibits of my work, I thought—as everyone does—that publicity and fame and critical acclaim would be exciting and I would love all of it. But demands on my time and energy from both the public and the press became overwhelming and repetitive, and now it was mostly the same old drill, telling the same old stories.


After a decent shower, under a showerhead large enough to provide rejuvenating steaming-hot hydrotherapy, I went downstairs and met with a bunch of journalists to talk the talk for a couple of hours. Then I had a private sit-down with a foreign art publication that wanted to feature my works in France and Italy, and despite my ennui, I had to admit that it was nice for my work to be appreciated. Afterward Rafaela and I grabbed a cab and buzzed off to the Convention Center for the preview show. I greeted everyone warmly, feeling somewhat revived and vital and of this world again.


As I was making my rounds, I heard a commotion, and Rafaela pressed my arm to get my attention. “Look at the door.” The Raven was jumping up and down, frantically gesturing, looking gamy and sweaty and still wearing his previous day’s clothes. We walked toward him.


The guard looked at us in surprise. “He says he’s a friend of yours, Mr. Concepción.”


“Yes. Let him in,” I said neutrally. As soon as he was allowed inside, he made a beeline right toward me. “Yo, what happened to you last night?” I said, playing dumb. It was the only way. “You got lost—”


“My phone wasn’t working! I told you!” he semi-shouted, and that pissed me off.


“All right. Get lost, for real—”


Since some serious collectors were standing nearby, Rafaela guided me away from the pathetic and grizzled Raven to avoid a potentially embarrassing scene.


“What about my five hundred bucks? I need it, Rodrigo!” he called after us, referring to his request from when we were on Tex’s plane and I was in the bathroom with the models.


Rafaela spun back and handed The Raven a twenty-dollar bill. “Now go use a pay phone.”


This encounter with The Raven, small as it was, was enough to change my mood from upbeat to dark, then angry. It happened so quickly it took me by surprise, especially since I had been savoring the attention and the positive reaction my work was receiving.


I was upset, but I spoke with each of the collectors anyway. Each worth five hundred million to a billion dollars. Schmoozing with the people who would buy my paintings was an activity I normally enjoyed, but suddenly, I didn’t care. I didn’t like them. I didn’t like the way they dressed. Or the things they said. Sure, they were smooth and urbane, but that was all a cover. They were unctuous, too. They were no better than that Israeli host at his whipping post. They might have been worse, because they caught people unaware. Fooling them. Conning them. Cheating them. At least The Whipper played it straight, as in, what you see is what you get. You come, you get whipped. You don’t come, you wonder what you missed. And basta.


Here I was, Rodrigo Concepción, a famous artist at the artist’s Super Bowl. Art Basel. And I didn’t give a shit. I truly didn’t. For quite some time now, especially whenever the downtick took over my emotions, the feeling of being disconnected, of disgust and anger at the phoniness I saw everywhere, of dissatisfaction with my own life and even my own paintings, had been building up, and I had had enough. I had always aspired to do better, to improve with each painting—any serious artist does—but during the disconnect, this feeling of discontent seemed to encompass my whole world and was something bigger than I knew how to cope with.


In this state of mind, I was relieved when Art Basel was all over and I could meet Tex and go home. In fact, now it seemed that the best part of the trip to Miami was the Gulfstream flight home. I didn’t want to be with or near anybody. Just to be alone with my sleep and my elusive dreams, the ones that would disappear into gray mist and be forgotten upon waking.


When I returned to my loft in SoHo, I lay down and fell deeply into a comatose passage, the most superior sleep of all, don’t let anyone fool you. It was needed and well deserved. And during that heaven-blessed sleep, I dreamed once again, and it was the beginning of the most amazing and life-changing series of dreams of my entire existence.
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