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			Introduction: 

			The Studio 54 Effect 

			I’ve had a thing for clubs since childhood. Social clubs, officers’ clubs, nightclubs, and supper clubs—I love them all. It started the night my parents took me to The Copacabana for the first time. I was ten years old and it colored my world forever. Looking back, everything that has happened in my life from that point onward propelled me on a trajectory toward Studio 54. 

			I became the owner of Studio 54 in 1980 and from the very first night we opened, in 1981, I was swept up in a world of celebrities, drugs, power, and sex. I was the ringleader for nearly four years and I became intoxicated with the scene—bodies gyrating on the dance floor, sex in the balcony, and anything goes in the Ladies’ Lounge and Rubber Room. Every night, celebrities and stunning women made their way through the crowd, up the stairs to my office to sip champagne and share lines of cocaine using my golden straw or rolled up one-hundred-dollar bills. Nighttime can make you feel somehow protected, operating under a cloak of darkness. It alters your perception of right and wrong, sane and insane, in an arena far more cutthroat than the corporate world I had known before. 

			I was the guy in control, the owner—the host of the party. It was my duty, my job, to make sure everyone had a good time. It was a responsibility, a heady feeling, one that I gave myself over to wholeheartedly. The legendary New York City nightclub was at the “center of a strange bit of American history that touched a powerful nerve in our culture.”1 It was an exclusive world where anything could happen. New Yorkers and visitors alike were desperate to get inside and be a part of it. Studio 54 was part of a journey that I was meant to take and one that nearly killed me. 

			After a long battle with the State Liquor Authority, I reopened Studio 54 in September of 1981. That night, ten thousand people stormed the main entrance in a near riot and the police were forced to close the block to traffic. Celebrities like Mary Tyler Moore and others were unintentionally turned away while Ryan O’Neal, John Belushi, and Jack Nicholson managed to slip in through the back door. 

			Did I think about how this might impact my life or how it could change me and nearly destroy me? If I did, I don’t remember. Nothing would have stopped me. I fell under the influence of Studio 54, along with many others, from owners, managers, competitors, bartenders, and DJs to lawyers, patrons, and friends.

			My involvement with Studio 54 began years earlier, on the night I walked into its main room for the very first time. The heavy bass and the collective energy of so many bodies dancing as one drew me in. The crowd was hot and beautiful. Next to the dance floor, on a long silver banquette, several stars relaxed together passing around a joint as if at their own private party. I envied the original owners, Steve Rubell and Ian Schrager, for creating this pleasure palace. When I heard about them getting in trouble and then losing their liquor license, I made my move. My visits with Steve and Ian, at two different federal prisons, were orchestrated by their pit bull of an attorney, Roy Cohn, who was famous in his own right. 

			Articles have been written about Studio 54, but the “behind the scenes” story has never been told—the 1998 film, 54, didn’t come close. Mike Myers did an incredible job of playing Steve Rubell, but Ian Schrager was never mentioned. The film revolved around the life of a fictional bartender from New Jersey and had little to do with the story behind the club itself. I was invited to the premiere of 54, and at the after-party, I asked Miramax Films’ Harvey Weinstein why the film hadn’t told a more accurate story. He answered, “I just couldn’t do it to my friend Ian.” In 2012, Ian gave an interview on Sirius 54 radio claiming, “The drug thing got blown way out of proportion and it’s kind of unfair. There were no more drugs going on at Studio 54 than there were going on at Yankee Stadium.” The truth is, drugs were celebrated at Studio 54 from the very first night Steve and Ian opened the doors. A ten-foot-high neon prop known as the “Man in the Moon” dropped down from the ceiling, dominating the dance floor, scooping spoonfulls of cocaine up his nose throughout the evening. The beautiful Christmas gifts of cocaine in Ian’s possession during the raid at Studio 54 and the stories of basement parties all belie Ian’s assertion. 

			Nicholas Pileggi’s article “Panic Hits Studio 54” (The Village Voice, June 12, 1978) documented the widespread use of drugs at Studio 54.

			Before opening Studio 54, Steve was unknown and his partner Ian was just another guy practicing real estate law. After the Studio 54 effect took hold of Steve, he changed. Columnist Liz Smith summed it up: “Steve went crazy.” Maybe it was all the Quaaludes and cocaine or some of the other stuff he was doing, but something caused a major lapse in judgment when he bragged to New York magazine, in the article written by Dan Dorfman, that he and Ian were “making more money than the Mafia.” 

			The New York magazine article put Studio 54 on the radar screen of the Internal Revenue Service’s Criminal Division. They took one look at Studio 54’s tax return for 1977 and discovered they had paid a paltry $7,000. Game over. The Feds raided Studio 54 and it became clear that Steve and Ian were going down. 

			The effect of the raid on Studio 54 plagued Ian for years, but he was able to move on and create a stellar career as an hotelier. Steve wasn’t as fortunate. The Studio 54 effect destroyed him, leading to his untimely death at age forty-five. It almost destroyed me as well. I didn’t want the party to ever end. I could have headed home at four or five each morning when we closed the doors to the club, but I didn’t. Night after night I’d jump in my limo and hit the after-hours clubs, or I’d remain at Studio 54 and hang out with a crowd of VIP regulars, actors, and an assortment of hangers-on looking for cocaine. With complimentary drinks flowing and an exotic assortment of drugs to please my guests, we’d sit around my office sharing our personal stories. Then, around 9:00 a.m. or so, rubbing our eyes, we’d walk out of the dark, cavernous space into the bright morning light. And while other people rushed up and down Broadway on their way to work at the start of a brand new day, we headed home from the night before. 

			I didn’t realize it at first, but by the beginning of my third year at Studio 54 my body had become addicted to the drugs that supported a lifestyle of very little sleep and working day and night. I was swallowing Quaaludes and Valium each morning so I could calm down from all the cocaine I had snorted the night before and fall asleep. When I woke up each afternoon, I was so slow and groggy from all the Valium that my body demanded more and more coke to wake up. I enjoyed doing lines of coke with all the new and exciting people I was meeting, but while most of them did coke occasionally, I was doing it every single night. After three years my body was no longer cooperating; it was demanding much more to get high. I justified some of the fucked up things I did by telling myself that it was up to me to lead the party—be a good host, show everyone how to have a good time at Studio 54. It was my job—or so I told myself.

			There are many stories of how Studio 54 changed people, and I will get to many of them in an effort to explain how people can be driven to altered states, often self-destructively, by the beat of infectious music, pulsating lights, and a generous assortment of sex, drugs, and alcohol. For eons, people have found release in music and dance. There is a rich tradition in African tribes and aboriginal cultures of getting swept up in the mind-numbing religious fervor of music and tribal dance, sometimes enhanced by hallucinogens. I have witnessed the different aspects of tribal dancing and its effect on people in my travels to Brazil and Haiti and how it influenced people at Studio 54.

			It’s not difficult to imagine how the primal feeling of so many bodies moving in unison and dancing as one became a part of people’s lives—it became a ritual. Studio 54 sucked people in, luring them back night after night, affecting their personalities and emboldening them to do things they might not otherwise have done. It became a way of life to some: that was the power of Studio 54. This is my story of the incredible highs, the debilitating lows, the consequences I suffered, and the many people I got to know and care about over those years. 

			Let the party begin.

			

			
				
					1	By columnist Liz Smith 

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One: 

			Behind the Velvet Rope

			The first and only time I went to Studio 54 without being on the guest list was in 1977. I had met Steve Rubell once and I figured, “How difficult could it be to get in?” The truth is, most people who stood waiting outside never got in. The door host Marc Benecke already knew the crowd Steve was going for on any given night—and if you had it, he knew it the minute he laid eyes on you. 

			When my chauffeured black Cadillac stopped at Fifty-Fourth Street and Eighth Avenue, Fred, my driver, asked if we wanted to walk the rest of the way. We stopped talking, looked out the window, and there it was—a long line of taxis ahead of us interspersed with a few town cars, some limos, and a mass of people crowding the sidewalk shoulder to shoulder in front of the famous Studio 54 marquee. Daunted by the size of the crowd, we almost turned and left, but we didn’t. I wanted to dance and so did my date, Michelle, a willowy blonde with long hair and a couple of inches on me with her heels on. We walked down the long block between Broadway and Eighth, pushing ourselves forward as the mob of hopeful partiers got thicker. Some people stood patiently, while others shouted and waved, “Marc, over here” or, “Marc, Marc, it’s me.” 

			I’d never seen anything like it before. I couldn’t take my eyes off of this Marc guy. Wearing a jacket and a crisp white Brooks Brothers–type shirt, he was good-looking in a preppy kind of way. His face remained neutral—a smile here, a nod there. I was fascinated by how he scanned the crowd but avoided eye contact. He was completely in control of the front door. He was surrounded by a tough-looking group of guys—with sideburns and baseball jackets—that I reasoned were there to protect him. 

			The crowd was a mixture of the absurd and the sublime. Two people off to my right were dressed like beachcombers, putting lotion on each other and carrying metal detectors, even though it was cold and close to midnight. Another costumed group could have been waiting for the curtain to go up at a Puccini opera back in the 1800s. Limos dispatched people I assumed to be A-listers. I noticed that some of them were immediately granted entry, while others joined the mob. It was a throng of the beautiful and the not-so-beautiful, gay, straight, young, not-so-young, blue-jeaned, and spandexed souls throbbing with a mutual desire—admission. Two heavyset guys in matching gold lamé suits, black shoes, Ray Bans, and black hats, carrying black briefcases—very Blues Brothers—shimmied and moved nonstop to a beat. I could tell by the way they moved that they were really good dancers. It was a wild mash-up of characters, like a scene out of Central Casting at a Hollywood film studio. All-American beauties and their beaus passed joints to stunning models speaking Italian, French, and German. Sequins, satin, feathers, leather, Levis, long legs, hot legs, tweeds, cashmeres, mink, emeralds, diamonds, gold, and silver. Perfume, cigarettes, cologne, and marijuana permeated the late-night air. The anticipation was making me crazy.

			Marc would point to a couple, then signal the tall security guys to help bring them forward through the crowd to the velvet rope. Each time this happened the crowd would immediately look in the direction of the action and try to figure out who the people were and why they had been chosen. Were they famous? How were they dressed? Why them? It was a character study just watching it all. 

			After thirty minutes it was no longer entertaining and I was ready to leave, but Michelle pleaded with me to wait just a few minutes more, so I focused on a guy wearing only chicken feathers and a jock-strap selling Quaaludes. A crowd had formed behind us but we hadn’t moved any closer to the red velvet rope. Behind me, several drag queens were shouting, “Marc, it’s me, darling! It’s me, Marc!” I was bending down to tie my shoelace when Michelle said, “Oh my God, he’s pointing at us. Stand up, stand up, let’s go.” I stood up and all eyes were focused on us. The security guys went into action. Another security man nodded and shouted, “Move aside please—move aside and let them through.” Suddenly we were important. The crowd turned to see who was gaining entrance. People were staring and glaring. Checking us out from head to toe. Who were we, and why did Marc pick us? I felt like a much-in-demand celebrity. It was magic and there it was—the red velvet rope. “Let them through please, stand back, people—please, stand back.” All these people were in my face and then I saw Marc and heard, “Good evening.” He smiled—it was wild and exhilarating. The big burly security guard opened the door and I again heard, “Enjoy your evening.” I turned to acknowledge him but he was gone and the door closed behind us. 

			We were in. I could hear Gloria Gaynor singing “Never Can Say Goodbye.” We were bathed in a warm golden glow from the low-lit crystal chandeliers above. There were mirrors everywhere, teasing me with a floor-to-ceiling reflection of me and the woman I was hoping to make crazy love to later that night. I felt wild and ready for anything. We walked the wide carpeted hallway, the music getting louder and louder. I gladly paid the forty-dollar-entrance fee for the two of us. Everyone we passed, happy and good-looking, wished us a good evening. It was a different world from outside on Fifty-Fourth Street. The girls in the coat check were smiling and relaxed. Pretty faces, long hair, short hair, dancing, and twirling, “Enjoy your evening.” We turned around and WOW—there it was—the main room. 

			“Let’s dance.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: 

			The Raid on Studio 54 

			Studio 54 first opened in April 1977 and became the most famous nightclub of all time. Its quick ascent was confounding because creators Steve Rubell and Ian Schrager were just two guys from Brooklyn in their early thirties. But they had talent. Steve’s contribution was simple: people loved him and always had. He was the most popular kid in grammar school, high school, and at Syracuse University, where he met Ian. He was short—about five foot five—and slight, weighing probably no more than 125 pounds. Stevie, as he was often called, spoke with a thick Brooklyn accent and frequently wore a goofy grin. He exuded charm and charisma. You simply felt good when you hung out with him. He had unstoppable confidence. He knew you were going to like him. 

			Ian was taller and much more powerfully built. Also from Brooklyn, his accent was somewhat more mainstream, with a slight speech impediment and a gruffer voice. He didn’t talk that much. Quiet and reserved, he listened. The girls loved him and along the way he had a series of attractive and talented girlfriends, including American fashion designer Norma Kamali. Ian was a lawyer with a precise and creative mind—he was the driving force behind the concept and design of the original Studio 54 and the renovation when I took over. 

			Regardless of the project at hand, Ian was the producer and Steve the director. Ian would always be the one working behind the scenes, watching everything, always mindful of the smallest details. Steve was the people person. Nobody enjoyed the party more than Steve the Schmoozer.

			It was a winning combination.

			It took Steve and Ian six weeks and less than $500,000 to transform the space into a nightclub. Richard Long and Alex Rosner designed the outrageous, bass-heavy, full-spectrum sound system. The extraordinary lighting effects were designed by Broadway-gurus Jules Fisher and Paul Marantz. The sound and lights worked together with unusual and ever-changing visual effects, such as the club’s famous moving backdrop depicting an illuminated Man in the Moon snorting cocaine from a silver spoon. It also had numerous theatrical drops and sets, each creating a revolving vibe to further stimulate the scene on the dance floor. But what really made Studio, as it was called by regulars, unlike any club in New York, or for that matter the world, was that on any given night, some of the most famous celebrities from film, theatre, music, art, fashion, politics, and sports could be found partying with abandon. Dancing alongside the world’s most recognizable people were an assortment of wildly dressed characters from all walks of life. It was the place to be at the height of the disco craze, capturing the attention of every major media outlet on the planet. 

			Then, suddenly, after only two and a half years, the party came to a crashing halt. The State of New York closed Studio 54 in February 1980 on the heels of the federal raid that led to Steve and Ian’s incarceration. 

			The beginning of the end of Steve and Ian’s Studio 54 era came about in November 1978. An article in New York magazine by financial writer Dan Dorfman quoted Steve as saying that profits at Studio 54 “were [so] astronomical, only the Mafia does better,” and that the club “is a cash business, and you have to worry about the IRS. I don’t want them to know about everything.” Unfortunately for Steve and Ian, these remarks got the attention of the head of Criminal Investigations for the IRS in New York City, who made a few phone calls that prompted an investigation led by United States Attorney Peter Sudler. 

			On December 14, 1978, Sudler got a federal judge to sign a search warrant and Studio 54 was raided. Upon arrival, his task force proceeded straight down to the basement and emptied out the metal safe where Steve and Ian hid their real books. They also found garbage bags full of cash inside holes and cracks in the walls and ceiling that amounted to more than a million dollars. Sudler knew exactly where to look because Steve, who everyone knew liked to brag, was known to have shown it to people. 

			According to newspaper reports, Ian walked in through the back door during the raid carrying a package of envelopes filled with baggies of cocaine, which were to be given as Christmas presents to key celebrity clients. Each one had a ribbon on it, along with cards addressed to such famous names as Calvin Klein, Bianca Jagger, Andy Warhol, Halston, and so on. Not realizing what was going on, Ian put the bundle on the floor so he could shake hands with Sudler. Once Ian no longer had personal possession of the cocaine, it was subject to search and seizure; Sudler called Drug Enforcement Agency agents and Ian was arrested on narcotics charges. These charges were in addition to the tax evasion charges levied by IRS agents, assisted by members of the NYPD. The authorities later found Steve in his Mercedes and he was taken into custody after the officers confiscated another $500,000 in cash from his trunk and apartment. 

			The federal case against Steve and Ian went to trial nearly a year later, in November of 1979. Their partner, Jack Dushey, retained his own attorney, and the three of them pled guilty to tax evasion. In exchange for a lighter sentence, Steve and Ian agreed to provide incriminating information against other nightclub owners who were known to be skimming profits. On January 18, 1980, they were sentenced to three years in federal prison, a harsher sentence because the judge believed they skimmed an inordinate amount of money. However, Steve and Ian’s attorney, Roy Cohn, well-known for brokering deals for high-profile mobsters, was able to get the drug charges dropped. He put forth the ingenious argument that there was so much “cut” in the cocaine that the actual quantity of cocaine was insufficient to break the law at that time.

			I saw the New York Post story in the fall of 1979 reporting that Steve and Ian had plea-bargained and were going to jail. I remember immediately realizing the opportunity that lay before me. Having owned a number of hotels and restaurants in New York, I had had extensive dealings with the State Liquor Authority (SLA). I knew that it would be unlikely to renew Studio 54’s liquor license for Steve and Ian now that they were convicted felons. I also believed I had the experience, the right lawyers, and the spotless record to overcome the SLA’s objections to the liquor license being granted in my name. 

			I was right. After Steve and Ian went to jail, the license was not renewed when it expired on February 28, 1980, and the club shut down. Steve and Ian thought that they could keep it alive by appointing a celebrity board of directors to oversee operations, but that was completely unrealistic. There were some talks with Dick Clark and interest from Neil Bogart, the owner of Casablanca Records—but the liquor authorities quickly put the kibosh on those plans. 

			By that time, I was a known commodity to Steve and Ian. I had had several successful restaurants in the city as well as the Executive Hotel, and I had talked with them on and off about a Studio 54 franchise at the Virgin Isle Hotel, which I had acquired in 1978. My high school buddy Eric Rosenfeld’s law partner, Bobby Tannenhauser, had gone to Syracuse University with Steve and Ian, and I figured he was the perfect person to represent me and get the ball rolling. 

			The first negotiation to buy Studio 54 occurred on a visitor Sunday at the Metropolitan Correctional Center near Chinatown, where convicted felons in New York were held before being shipped off to federal prisons around the country to serve their time. It was a modern twelve-story building but was also a scary, dark place with slits in the concrete for windows and a long line of unhappy visitors waiting to see loved ones in jail. After several hours, Bobby and I were finally allowed past reception and up a secure elevator to meet with “The Boys” (as they were often referred to) and directed to a large visitor cell. Steve turned on his charisma and gregarious personality. Ian was removed and sullen. He had recently been disbarred of his license to practice law due to his conviction and, understandably, seemed none too happy about it. 

			Both Steve and Ian were eager to get things moving. Their major concern was making sure the club would reopen. Most of the discussion focused on my past ventures and the impact they would have on licensing. Once they felt comfortable with the fact that I had been licensed in the past with no infractions, we got down to negotiating how it would all work. 

			Toward the end of the hour-long visit, Bobby asked Ian if the Mafia might in some way “interfere” with our operation. It had been reported that Ian’s father, Louis Schrager, was an associate of Meyer Lansky, well-known to be the financial wizard for the Mob. In any case, Ian, who had a Goodfellas look, said, “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it.”

			A few days later I got a call from Roy Cohn’s secretary, asking me to meet him regarding Studio 54. Cohn was the infamous attorney who rose to stardom helping to convict Ethel and Julius Rosenberg of spying in 1951 and then aiding Senator Joseph McCarthy in his crusade against “suspected Communists” who were treated as “guilty until proven innocent” during the Red Scare of the 1950s. Reputations were ruined and lives were destroyed as a result of their campaign, better known as the “Blacklist.” By the time I met Roy Cohn, he had represented Donald Trump, publishing mogul Si Newhouse, Cardinal Francis Spellman, Andy Warhol, Calvin Klein, Mafia boss Carmine Galante, Barbara Walters, and countless others. 

			Like Steve, Cohn was short, slight, and had a prominent scar on his nose, which was reportedly from a botched nose job from his youth. He graduated from Columbia University Law School at nineteen and was shaking up the world from his office in Washington, DC by the time he was twenty-six. He was about fifty when I met him and, by then, dozens of nefarious deeds had been attributed to him. One was that he had arranged to make public Vice Presidential Candidate Thomas Eagleton’s medical records. When everyone found out that Senator Eagleton had been treated with electroshock therapy for depression, he was forced to drop out of the race. This scandal was a serious blow to George McGovern, who I had campaigned long and hard for in ’72, to the extent that I had earned a place on Richard Nixon’s “Enemies List.” Nevertheless, I liked Roy and was charmed by his friendliness. I wasn’t alone. Robert Sherrill wrote in the left-leaning magazine The Nation on August 9, 2009: “Large slices of the upper crust of New York and Washington snuggled up to him, laughed and entertained one another with stories about his crimes as though they were choice insiders’ jokes, and wrestled for the privilege of partying with Cohn and his crooked and perverse friends.” Ronald Reagan was one of Roy’s biggest fans in the end, endorsing Roy during his eventual disbarment proceedings while Reagan was president.

			To the best of my knowledge, Roy arranged the final plea bargain for Steve and Ian, wherein they were forced to inform on other club operators. However, before that, he made a last-ditch attempt to get them off entirely by having them rat out Hamilton Jordan (Chief of Staff for Jimmy Carter) for allegedly snorting cocaine in the basement of Studio 54. Roy was deeply involved in Ronald Reagan’s presidential campaign in 1980 and was probably the source of this accusation becoming so well publicized and a very public embarrassment for Carter. 

			In any case, the attempt to discredit Hamilton Jordan didn’t help Steve and Ian. However, as a result of it, they were put into bulletproof glass cells for their own protection because their next attorney, Howard Squadron, was afraid of CIA retaliation against them in federal prison. Nevertheless, Roy was successful in damaging Carter’s administration, which was probably his aim to start with. 

			My meeting with Cohn took place in his impressive townhouse in the 1980s off Madison Avenue that served as both his home and workplace. Roy lounged at his desk wearing a bathrobe. Behind him a photograph of his old boss, Senator Joe McCarthy, was hanging on the wall. He called for his assistant to bring coffee for both of us. A very handsome young man wearing loose-fitting athletic shorts and a tight T-shirt revealing a muscular physique appeared. The young man put the coffee down and ran his hand across Roy’s back tenderly. Roy patted his butt affectionately and gave him a warm smile. As Le Jardin was one of my favorite clubs back in the mid-1970s, I had become familiar with and appreciated the gay community, especially in fashion and the world of dance and music. I felt flattered that Roy felt so comfortable in my presence. 

			Roy calmly and politely informed me, “If you pay a certain amount every month, there will be no problem.” I was being shaken down by the Mob through Ian and Steve’s attorney before any real business had taken place! I knew as well as everyone else that Roy had represented the Mafia in a number of cases, and this was one of the many instances where Roy was playing all sides of the table. It’s a rare person who can be associated with the Mob, Studio 54, and the Reagan administration all at the same time. Ultimately, we made a few payments to the designated person, but decided to stop a few months after opening, and fortunately nothing happened. 

			While all this was going on, I got a call from Studio 54’s former publicists, Michael and Ed Gifford, asking me to meet them one Sunday at their elegant townhouse. A married couple, they had a top PR firm and extensive contacts in the theater and entertainment industries. Ed had also been a television director for CBS and had actually worked in the Studio 54 space when it was a CBS Television studio named Studio 52. When Steve and Ian first met Michael and Ed and retained their services, they were struggling to figure out a name for this huge emporium they’d just taken on. Ed told me before he died that Michael suggested, “Why not call it Studio 54?” reasoning that the main entrance was on Fifty-Fourth Street. 

			The Giffords represented a number of my enterprises at that time including the Virgin Isle Hotel. We had become close friends and they had sent their daughter Muffin down to the island to work at my hotel. They begged me not to do business with Steve and Ian because they were “sinister criminals” who were outrageous in the way they defrauded the government. When I didn’t heed their advice, the Giffords resigned from all my establishments, just as they had resigned from Studio 54 after reading about what they considered the owners’ greed in the original indictment.

			One of the people that Steve and Ian informed on, and who was subsequently indicted, was Maurice Brahms, the owner of the nightclubs Infinity, New York, and The Underground. It turned out that Maurice Brahms and his cousin John Addison had taught Steve and Ian the nightclub business when they were partners in a Boston club, 15 Lansdowne, several years earlier. Older than Steve and Ian, but also from Brooklyn, Maurice wore business suits and didn’t quite seem to fit in the club world. I remember meeting him for the first time in 1980 at a pre-opening night construction party of Bonds, his cavernous Times Square disco that proved unsuccessful soon after it opened. Brahms had heard I was negotiating to purchase Studio 54 and sought me out in a crowd of five thousand people wearing construction hard hats to ask if I was going through with the deal. 

			I responded, “Yes, provided I get the liquor license in my name.” 

			Brahms put his face close to mine in the midst of the crowd and, with burning eyes, he said quietly but menacingly, “If you go through with the deal, I will curse you, and my children and my children’s children will curse you, for the rest of your life.” 

			That was quite a scene—and though I tried to make light of it, I would be lying if I did not tell you that Brahms sent a chill up my spine. Though it would be several months before I finalized the purchase, I realized immediately that I was about to have a mortal enemy in the disco world, particularly once I heard that Brahms was incarcerated a few months later because of Steve and Ian’s information. 

			One day, Roy Cohn invited me to lunch upstairs at the 21 Club in New York to discuss strategy. In the middle of the entrée, Roy’s driver ran up to our table hysterically shouting that Charlie Brown, Roy’s Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, had jumped out of his red Eldorado convertible, which was parked outside, run down the street toward Sixth Avenue. Roy calmly asked the waiter to bring a phone to the table and then called the mayor’s office. By the time we exited the restaurant and quickly walked to Sixth Avenue, we found that five or six NYPD cars with sirens blaring had closed down the block. A few minutes later, a couple of beaming cops came walking up to us with Charlie Brown clutched in one of their arms saying, “Here’s your dog, Mr. Cohn.” It was an impressive demonstration of Roy’s power. Robert Sherrill’s exposé in The Nation, quoted earlier, ends by saying, “the one true love in Roy Cohn’s life was his spaniel, Charlie Brown.” A short time after our lunch, Charlie Brown sired a litter and I was fortunate enough to be given one of the puppies, which I named Oliver. Over the years, every time I met Roy, he would ask “How is Oliver?”

			Roy arranged for me to meet with Steve and Ian a second time at the same federal prison in Manhattan, where they were still being held while the authorities got all the information they needed from them. By that point, we only had a short window of time to conclude the deal before the boys would be moved to a facility in Alabama to finish out their sentences. Roy’s secretary called and instructed me to meet him on a Tuesday morning in front of the prison. 

			Roy pulled up in his red convertible with his driver dressed in black. This time it was a nonvisiting day, and I knew from my first visit that only lawyers were admitted. I asked Roy, “What’s going on?” 

			Roy handed me a business card that read “Mark Fleischman, Attorney at Law” and told me to show it to the administrative guard on my way in. This gambit seemed over the top as far as I was concerned. I looked at Roy as if to say, “Are you sure about this?” 

			In his glib fashion, Roy said, “If you want to own Studio 54, this is what you have to do.”

			Like most everyone who dealt with Roy, I did what he told me to do. Steve and Ian’s protective custody meant they were in a glass cell. A series of glass doors, all opened and shut electronically by the guards, led into a large room with several transparent “cages.” I’m not normally claustrophobic, but this scene with multiple layers of bulletproof glass shutting behind me did a number on my psyche. As I walked down the aisle to their cell, I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw Michele Sindona, a banker I had met ten years earlier, in the cell next door. I had read he was there for ordering the murder of the lawyer charged with liquidating banks when Sindona was laundering the Mafia’s heroin money. Suddenly, this jail seemed even more sinister. Several years later, Sindona was extradited to Italy and poisoned in his prison cell.

			Seeing Steve and Ian sitting in jail was bizarre. Up until now, it seemed that the two of them had always gotten what they wanted. A lot of this power came from their partnership. They were very different people. Steve was outgoing, gregarious, the life of the party, the guy who drew all sorts of different people together. His energy and enthusiasm were infectious and you couldn’t help but get swept up by it. Ian, on the other hand, was straight, introverted, calculating, controlling, and plotting—in many ways, a typical lawyer. But something happened when Steve and Ian teamed up that was quite extraordinary. It was as though one was the yin to the other’s yang. It was almost as if they became one person. No matter the issue at hand, the two held the same position and attacked it together with such strength that whatever or whomever stood in their way didn’t stand a chance. 

			At least, until they took on the Feds, that is. I wondered how they had let it get so far out of control. But later, after running Studio 54 for a while, I would understand.

			With Roy presiding over the meeting, it was to the point and all business. “We’ll help you from here,” exclaimed Steve. 

			“Don’t worry about the liquor license,” said Roy.

			Ian wasn’t as enthusiastic, due to his own situation, but he chimed in to agree with Roy and Steve. “My contacts are your contacts,” he assured me. 

			They were convinced that Studio would reopen and be successful because they could continue to advise me via a pay phone from jail. (I had agreed to bring them rolls of dimes for the telephone whenever I visited.) And it was true, and to their credit most of their closest celebrity friends remained loyal to them. Diana Ross, Bianca, Andy, Calvin, Halston, and Liza—the whole crew supported them. Their unfortunate circumstances seemed inconsequential to their crowd. Steve and Ian were Teflon-coated. 

			Several weeks later, this time on an official visiting day, we signed the papers prepared by Bobby Tannenhauser in their prison cell. Since there were rules against doing business in prison, we had to stuff the signed papers in our jackets on the way out. That was the easy part. Getting the liquor license was another story, and it turned out that Roy was no help whatsoever.

			In retrospect, I don’t believe I made the best deal I could have. Whenever I visited them in jail, I was met with yellow legal notepads that had pages of deal points scribbled out by two guys with nothing but time on their hands and the benefit of knowing the intricacies of exactly how the money was made and the expenses it took to make it. The truth is I wanted to own Studio 54 so badly that I overlooked Steve and Ian’s influence on my attorney, a buddy from their days at Syracuse, and the effect that Steve’s thousand-watt charm, the driving force behind all of their joint successes, was having on me. I succumbed to it. I liked him and felt sorry for the both of them sitting in jail. Bobby seemed to hold them in awe, accepting without question most of the representations about potential cash flow (there were no financial statements presented) when drafting the agreement. 

			The reality is that I was thoroughly seduced by the idea of controlling the world’s most important nightclub, and I proceeded headlong and recklessly toward that end. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three: 

			Hooked on Clubs

			What drove me to such lengths that I was willing to impersonate a criminal attorney in order to bypass a security guard to enter a federal prison? Studio 54! I would have done almost anything to cut the deal that would lock me in as the new owner. At the time, it seemed like an adventure, a mythological journey wherein I would claim my rightful throne by executing a series of daring deeds. But at a deeper level, from the time I was a child growing up first in the Fort Tryon Park area of Manhattan and then in Great Neck, Long Island, the Golden Fleece of my dreams had been owning grand nightclubs. 

			When I was young, my parents would go dancing at some of the major clubs of the day, like The Latin Quarter and The Stork Club. One night, they took my younger brother, Alan, and me to their favorite club, The Copacabana, in Manhattan. I was mesmerized. I took it all in, relishing every moment. It was the 1950s and Harry Belafonte, whom my parents had met a few years earlier when he was appearing at a friend’s resort hotel in New Hampshire, performed that night. It was a glamorous scene featuring a crowd of well-dressed people, delicious food, and a big orchestra featuring The Copa Girls, who wore tiny panties, sparkly sequins, and fluffy feathers. To me, a ten-year-old, the girls were practically naked, and the scene made an indelible impression on me. In the 1940s, the era before television became popular, nightclub owners were considered to be celebrities because of the big-name acts that performed in their clubs like Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Patti Page, Diahann Carroll, and Milton Berle. Barbara Walters talks about her friends being envious when she was growing up because her father was Lou Walters, who owned the famous Latin Quarter nightclubs in New York, Miami, and Boston. 

			I was a child hooked on nightclubs and the men who ruled over them. And then I saw two films that forever sealed my fate. The first was Casablanca. I became enthralled with the character of Rick, the owner of Rick’s Café, an upscale club and gambling spot in exotic Morocco. He was irresistible to women and had a thing for white dinner jackets. The other film, New Orleans, starring Arturo de Córdova, was about a dapper nightclub owner named Nick who was a magnet for beautiful women and a promoter of a new musical sound called the blues. I was blown away by Nick’s charisma, love of music, and the talent of Louis Armstrong and Billie Holiday. 

			We moved to Great Neck, Long Island, when I was eight or nine, by which time my father, Martin Fleischman, a wiry, good-looking man with startling blue eyes, had become fairly wealthy running modestly priced hotels in the New York area. He had a European accent and a dictatorial manner and I rejected his authority, and perhaps all authority in general, through much of my youth. He insisted I go to Hebrew school at age twelve to prepare for my bar mitzvah, for which he staged a major dinner at New York’s Essex House, but afterward I stubbornly refused to go to synagogue. On the other hand, my mother, Sylvia Zausner Fleischman, could do no wrong. She was beautiful, smart, and loving. She graduated from Hunter College, spoke five languages, and I adored her. 

			When I turned sixteen, my father insisted I get a job if I wanted my own car. When he was only fifteen, he was sailing to America alone about to invent his own destiny. While many of my teenage friends in Great Neck were given Corvettes, I had to work to buy a souped-up 1951 used Ford convertible. I got a job as a soda jerk and was soon promoted to short-order cook. Earning that promotion felt good and I enjoyed short-order cooking, but I never told my father that. 

			By the time I was seventeen, I’d venture into Harlem along with some friends to dance at the hot spot Smalls Paradise on Seventh Avenue near 135th Street. It was a risk because I was driving illegally, having only a junior driver’s license, and Harlem was considered dangerous for white boys, but I got away with it. While most kids my age were still dancing to swing, I was moving around the raised platform at Smalls, dancing with my date to the music of Muddy Waters, Etta James, B. B. King, and Big Joe Turner. It was my first taste of what I later realized was tribal-style dancing. I was so turned on by the sensuality of the R&B music and the all-out seductiveness of the beautiful black women on the dance floor. It was hot—the music, the sweat, the gyrating bodies. Everyone around me on the dance floor was feeling it. Early on I fell in love with the blues and R&B, listening to my favorite radio shows Symphony Sid in the City and Alan Freed on what was then called WJZ. My every experience at Smalls was unforgettable, and I would go on to spend my life believing in the joy and power of music and dance. 

			Over the years, people have asked me how I had the balls to hang out in Harlem as a teenager. That’s when I tell them about Cornelia and how lucky I was to have had her in my life. In the mid-1940s when we lived in Washington Heights, my brother Alan and I had only one babysitter. Her name was Cornelia and we were crazy about her. She was a heavyset black woman who looked like Mammy in the film Gone with the Wind. Cornelia would occasionally take Alan and me to her home in Harlem when my parents were gone for the day. Back then, Harlem had a completely different vibe. I remember the streets being clean with nice brownstones and polished stoops. I got to know and like Cornelia’s boyfriend, a big, friendly, dapper black man named Mr. Smith, who wore zoot suits and spats and had a big black car with white sidewalls. I thought he was very cool and the two of them felt like family to me. To me, everyone in Harlem seemed happy. 

			After Great Neck High School, my education toward becoming a club owner continued at Cornell University where I attended the School of Hotel Administration and joined a fraternity, Phi Sigma Delta. It turned out to be a great place for me because it was a party house. In my sophomore year I was elected social chairman; that was the beginning of my appreciation for being a party host and getting high on booze. I was finally able to overcome my social immaturity, which had persisted throughout high school and into my early college social scene. I was born in February and so my mother had the choice of starting me in kindergarten a year early as a four-and-a-half-year-old, or a year later as a five-and-a-half-year-old. She chose to start me earlier and as the youngest and smallest I was always trying to keep up. 

			At the fraternity parties, I hired popular Dixieland bands to play on the main floor for dancing, while in the basement I played Sinatra records with the lights dimmed low for making out. I made the punch, which I spiked with plenty of alcohol, handled the décor, and all the other little details. I had an affinity for the role, which I enjoyed immensely. The next year, our fraternity parties became really hot when word spread across campus in 1958 that we had great rock-and-roll music that I introduced, reminiscent of Small’s Paradise in Harlem. I found the band Bobby and the Counts, and we were dancing to Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Elvis cover songs. It was infectious and the dance floor was packed. I was elected social chairman for my junior and senior years as well. Although it required real effort, it had social benefits and honed my hosting skills.

			To avoid being drafted into the Army after college, I went to US Navy Officer Candidate School, which was both jarring and enlightening. There I learned navigation, seamanship, gunnery, and how to make a quarter bounce on my tightly made bed during daily morning inspections. I was one of three Jews in a class of several hundred officer candidates. My new circle of comrades was far different from my life in Great Neck and my predominately Jewish fraternity at Cornell. Although, even at Cornell, I had a brush with anti-Semitism as a freshman in the form of a group of guys who called themselves “The White Citizens’ Council.” I was an easy target because I wasn’t very serious about my studies and goofed around a lot, so they chose to blame me for the flood caused by someone flushing all the urinals simultaneously in the freshman dorm. They dragged me out of my room and seemed ready to beat the shit out of me but I somehow used humor to defuse the situation. I got the message: I was the right color, but the wrong religion. I’m not sure what lessons I may have learned from that experience but I got along well and was considered a good naval officer in a totally Gentile environment. 

			In 1962 as a Lieutenant JG (junior grade) in the US Navy, my first assignment was to run the officers’ club and Bachelor Officers’ Quarters (BOQ) at Naval Air Engineering Station Lakehurst in New Jersey, the site where the Hindenburg burned. My participation was part of a special program for Cornell Hotel School graduates; and I was really happy about this because by that time the Army was already building up forces in Southeast Asia. I immediately set out to do the best job with it as possible, changing the club into a popular watering hole for the officers and their ladies. I threw great parties, hired fun bands, produced interesting menus featuring my version of comfort food, organized happy hours with great hors d’oeuvres, and presented personally chiseled ice carvings of navy eagles as buffet centerpieces. These innovations increased the receipts, which, together with implementing the inventory controls that I had learned at Cornell, lowered the food and beverage costs, making the club profitable within a few months. I also developed a sense of how to become a leader of a diverse group of people including black and Filipino stewards’ mates, wave receptionists, and local “redneck” civilians who bartended. 

			As the Club Officer, I found myself drinking more and earlier in the day. Five days a week the club opened at noon, and like clockwork there would be a line of navy pilots lined up by 11:45 a.m. waiting for the bar to open. Lakehurst had become a testing facility for new jet fighters as well as an anti-Russian submarine airbase, and no one blamed the pilots for having a few stiff ones. I was drinking with commanders, captains, and occasionally admirals. If I was standing at the bar talking to someone, my glass would be refilled without question by one of the bartenders, and I rarely declined when a fellow officer said, “Mark, have a drink with me.” The bartenders wanted to keep me happy. When they poured my shots, they were bigger; when they poured my drinks, they were stronger; and my glass was never empty. This practice would continue throughout my career as a hotel, restaurant, and club owner. 

			Besides my duties running the officers’ club, I was assigned “Officer of the Day” (OD) duties one weekend per month. I was in charge of the entire base while the rest of the officers were on weekend leave. One of my duties as OD was to oversee the Shore Patrol, who served as military police. I was required to carry a pistol while in uniform when I was off the base. If we received a phone call from a local bar in town reporting a fight involving navy personnel, I would head over there with the Shore Patrol, who would break it up, and then haul the navy servicemen back to the base. We didn’t want our people arrested and put into the local jails; we’d rather bring them to our own brig to sober up so they could be reprimanded by their own company officers and be able to report for duty on Monday. One time, during my watch, we had to break up a fight involving a man who, unbeknownst to us, was mentally unstable, and we put him in the brig. Later that evening the petty officer in charge of the brig called me on the phone at the BOQ and in a frightened voice said, “Lieutenant Fleischman, you’ve got to come down here right away.” When I arrived at the brig, I was led to the prisoner. He had hanged himself with his belt. That is an image I will never forget. These experiences as the OD helped to train me to oversee the security guards every nightclub depends on. It’s a skill to use their brawn intelligently to keep a drinking scene under control. 

			Just before my scheduled release after four years of active duty, I signed a deal to take over the three-hundred-room Forest Hills Inn with financial help from my father, who had always planned on going into business with me. The Inn was a venerable hotel that looked like an English country manor, with a formal dining room and a wood-paneled bar. It was located in an upscale neighborhood in Queens, and it was in foreclosure. It stood adjacent to the Forest Hills Tennis Stadium, which hosted the Nationals (now known as the US Open). I had grand plans for reviving the Inn, but there was a small complication: though I was scheduled to be discharged from the Navy in early 1965, with tensions mounting in Vietnam, President Johnson surprised us all and extended everyone’s tour of duty indefinitely. However, the deal was done, so along with my father and several investors, we took over the hotel. 

			I raced back and forth between the Naval Air Engineering Station Lakehurst in South Jersey and the Forest Hills Inn in New York, hoping there would be no consequences. I worked hard doing both jobs, managing to literally wear two hats for four or five months, until I finally received my honorable discharge from active duty later that year. It was on one of those trips to New York in 1963 that I heard on the radio that President Kennedy had been assassinated. He was my commander in chief and had offered such hope for the future. I was devastated. I pulled over to the side of the Garden State Parkway and broke down crying. 

			Renovating the Inn was a daunting task in and of itself, made harder by the fact that my father and I had very different ideas on how to go about it. My ideas were designed to create excitement, get us noticed, draw crowds, and keep them coming back for more, night after night. I believed that to make money you had to spend money, while my father thought that the only way to make money was to save money. His motto was, “The eyes of the boss keep the fat on the horse,” which is a fancy way of saying, “Squeeze every last dime out of every dollar.” He thought that my generation “had it too easy and that’s why we squandered money.” He used to say about himself, “Instead of Cornell, I learned the business at the school of hard knocks.” 

			Looking back, I realize we were both right and I should have compromised more, as our goals were essentially the same. Instead, I competed with him. He was tough, but he was kind and I loved him. I discovered later that my father helped my uncle Hy out financially without my mother knowing about it when her brother went through a bitter divorce from his second wife, who wanted to take as much money from him as she could. My father was a generous man and I wish I had appreciated him more during his lifetime. 

			Reviving the Inn involved more than just upgrading the food in the formal restaurant, the Windsor Room, and bringing in a new maître d’. I had to change the stuffy attitude of the staff as well. I went head-to-head with the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Emplyees Union. Running a union operation was an education in and of itself after my experience in the navy, where everyone followed my every word. I hired some new personnel and transformed the outdated Tournament Grill into the Three Swans, an authentic English pub that became a successful neighborhood hangout. In addition to updating the food, I modernized the music for both listening and dancing. 

			At the Forest Hills Inn’s Grand Opening, we invited local VIPs and politicians—including Mayor John Lindsay—as well as members of the press. This was the first time I was savvy enough to work effectively with the media to generate publicity, thanks to my first publicist, Richard Auletta. The Grand Opening also marked the first time I would get some serious personal press of my own, including a story in the New York Daily News by Tom McMorrow with the clever headline “Inn-Presario Gives a Hypo to Famed Spot.” The telephone awoke me before 8:00 a.m. the day after the opening, and I groggily heard my mother’s cheerful voice as she proudly read me the entire article that began: 

			Mark Fleischman, the new twenty-six-year-old executive director of the old Queens landmark–the Forest Hills Inn–wasn’t born when Big Bill Tilden, General Pershing, Sinclair Lewis, and Peaches Browning were making the name of the famed inn familiar around the world. The youthful Fleischman is a Cornell alumnus, class of ’62, who still looks like an undergraduate, spends a good deal of his time listening to suggestions from those who remember the era when Daddy and Peaches might be seen at the bar with Mayor Jimmy Walker. 

			It was a long, complimentary story and gave me the sense I could go on to greater things. I remember feeling very proud—a Jewish Naval Officer taking a sprawling, broken-down, formerly anti-Semitic hotel and relaunching it in the modern era. 

			I loved coming up with press-generating ideas, including the creation of a Celebrity Walk in front of the hotel’s sidewalk café. It was a real coup when we got Frank Sinatra to put his handprints into a block of wet cement when he headlined the Forest Hills Music Festival at the nearby tennis stadium. As soon as other celebrities heard about Sinatra’s handprints and signature, they agreed to be included in our Celebrity Walk when they performed. Eventually Barbra Streisand, Trini Lopez, Woody Allen, Buddy Hackett, and a number of others participated. I was also able to get tennis stars playing for the US Championship to participate in our Celebrity Walk, including Rod Laver, Arthur Ashe, John Newcombe, and my hero from Spain where I attended summer courses at the University of Madrid, Manuel “Manolo” Santana. 

			[image: ]

			I tried to concentrate on my studies at the University of Madrid. 
My classes were in Spanish, a language I was still learning. 

			From the 1930s through the 1960s, gossip columnists were extremely popular and very powerful in New York. The legendary Walter Winchell led the charge with a few well-placed mentions of the Forest Hills Inn in his column. His items resulted in getting people to drive from Manhattan and all over Long Island to enjoy dinner and dancing in the Windsor Room and drinks at the piano bar in the Three Swans. I continued to cultivate my relationship with the press, staging events and stunts to garner their interest, including the annual “Live Turkey Derby” on Thanksgiving, which made the local New York TV news. 

			As the press reported on the goings-on at the Inn, both bars and restaurants became popular with people from all over Long Island and a favorite neighborhood hangout where once a year the local Irish drunks came to festively break chairs over each other’s heads on St. Patrick’s Day. We were also booking three or four weddings and banquets every weekend, although that didn’t always go smoothly. On one occasion, the maître d’, a black man, Bill Nance, a former waiter and valued employee, who had worked at the Inn for thirty years, walked a white bride into the wrong wedding in the old English courtyard garden, shocking everyone. However, a few glitches notwithstanding, the Forest Hills Inn was a hit. It felt good when I overheard my father bragging to his friends about my accomplishments. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four: 

			The Candy Store 

			A bold Texan named Marion Roberts, who was a frequent guest at the Inn, often invited me to join him on his jaunts into Manhattan. His generosity in including me was probably related to his appreciation for my extending thousands of dollars’ worth of credit to him (which drove my father nuts). As the manager of the comic Pat Henry, who often opened for Frank Sinatra, Marion had currency everywhere we went. Sinatra and his Rat Pack owned the era, and any connection to them was gold. Marion had a gruff voice and a brash personality. Although stocky and not a looker, he wore top-of-the-line silk suits with cowboy boots and cut a figure that you could not miss. Moving through Manhattan with Marion in his chauffeured Cadillac was an exhilarating experience. 

			After a little club-hopping, we usually ended up at The Copacabana, which for me was still as exciting as ever. Nothing much had changed since my visits with my parents; it was still the place to be in the mid-1960s. It was located on Sixtieth Street between Fifth and Madison and known for serving great food. It was decorated with tall fake palm trees, wild Brazilian décor, and a kick-ass Latin-themed orchestra. Going to The Copa was still like stepping into another world. The guests were dressed to the nines—men in sharp suits and women in cleavage-baring cocktail dresses. The downstairs main room was filled with movers and shakers, celebrities, and, of course, gorgeous women, mainly in their twenties, dripping with jewelry. People usually had a cigarette or cigar in one hand and a cocktail in the other. No one talked about alcoholism or cancer. The air had an ethereal quality from all the smoke drifting under the spotlights. 

			Big names played there—Frank Sinatra, Nat King Cole, Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis, Ella Fitzgerald, Sammy Davis Jr., Sam Cooke, and Harry Belafonte. The Supremes made their debut at the club in 1965, paving the way for The Temptations and Marvin Gaye. We’ve all heard Barry Manilow’s famous song “Copacabana” about Lola, The Copa showgirl. The Copa Girls performed each night and were not only beautiful, they exuded sexuality. They still wore skimpy mink panties, sequined brassieres, exotic-looking plastic fruit-laced turbans, and sky-high heels. Both Joan Collins and Raquel Welch started off as Copa Girls. There was also a crowded, smoke-filled street-level bar upstairs populated by characters that seemed like they were straight out of Guys and Dolls and Goodfellas. The place was owned by Jules Podell, widely known to be connected to the Mafia.

			It had been fifteen years since my first visit to The Copa with my parents. It was just as magical at age twenty-five as it had been at ten and I still felt that pull to own a major nightclub. 

			If a single word could define nightlife in Manhattan during that era, it was “swanky,” and I was in the middle of it all. I remember feeling that this was the pinnacle of nightlife, as good as it could ever get. Eventually I became somewhat of a regular at The Copa, as well as at Jilly’s across town, which was owned by Sinatra’s best friend and bodyguard, Jilly Rizzo. I also frequented Jackie Kannon’s Rat Fink Room above the Round Table, owned by Morris Levy, a man with a lot of connections.

			One night at The Copa bar I met a tall, heavyset but dapper man in a shiny silk suit named Larry Mathews. He was a businessman who owned a nightclub on West Fifty-Fifth Street named Disc-Au-Go-Go. Larry was another one of the Sinatra hangers-on and his particular claim to fame was his very successful “Larry Mathews’ 24-Hour Beauty Salon” chain. If a woman wanted a shampoo and set at 5:00 a.m. before an early-morning flight, or a touch-up to her color and manicure before heading out to the clubs at midnight, then Larry Mathews was the go-to guy. His salons were the first twenty-four-hour beauty parlors in the city and they catered to insomniacs, talk show guests, showgirls from The Copacabana and Latin Quarter, and luminaries including former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt, author Jacqueline Susann, Marilyn Monroe, and everyday women with special circumstances. He eventually had dozens of salons in New York City, and in the early 1970s expanded his after-hours beauty enterprise nationally with over 125 salons from Miami to Las Vegas to Hollywood. 

			Larry and I got to talking one night, and he mentioned that his nightclub had a fully licensed upstairs room that was not being used. He asked me if I had any ideas for it. This was the question I’d been waiting for all of my young life. Ideas? I had them in spades. I was finally going to do a nightclub in Manhattan! 

			The space Larry was offering me wasn’t big and luxurious, but I immediately thought of a little hole-in-the-wall club on West Forty-Fifth Street in Manhattan called The Peppermint Lounge that had closed a year or so earlier. Some friends and I had caught the action at The Peppermint Lounge and we had a blast. I was captivated by the waitresses who periodically put down their trays and jumped up on the railings to dance for the crowd: the first ever Go-Go Dancers. 

			That nightspot helped to catapult a new dance called The Twist when the house band Joey Dee and The Starliters cut a smash-hit record “The Peppermint Twist” and a photographer captured Russian Prince Serge Obolensky twisting the night away at the club. The next morning the photo was plastered on the front pages of newspapers around the world. That picture caused an explosion of interest and the following night, it took barricades and police on horseback to keep the crowds in line. The Peppermint Lounge became a hit and the hip hangout club of the International Jet Set for several years, attracting such regulars as Ava Gardner, Norman Mailer, Marilyn Monroe, Frank Sinatra, Judy Garland, Truman Capote, and Jackie Kennedy. It was reported in the news that Jackie O. had a “Peppermint Lounge” temporarily installed at The White House for President Kennedy, as the twist was his favorite dance. 

			But what could I add to the Peppermint Lounge-concept to make it new and fresh? In an instant I thought of Candy Johnson, featured in all of the Annette Funicello and Frankie Avalon Beach Party movies as the “Shimmy Girl.” I would call the club The Candy Store, bring in Candy, surround her with hot Go-Go Girls, and make it the wildest live show in Manhattan. Candy, dubbed Miss Perpetual Motion, and her very good-looking and outrageously well-dressed band of seven guys, Mickey, Larry and The Exciters—one of the best bands I have ever heard—had just set attendance records at the 1964 World’s Fair as the Candy Johnson Review. The World’s Fair had recently closed, and Candy and her manager Red Gilson had been staying at The Forest Hills Inn. When I pitched my idea to them, they loved it.

			I opened The Candy Store to a line of people waiting to get in that stretched down West Fifty-Sixth Street for half a block. It was a wild and decadent scene for that time period. I personally auditioned the dancers/Go-Go Girls/waitresses—hand-picking an assortment of beautiful, cute, tall, and short, redheads, blondes, and brunettes—all wearing bikinis, black fishnet stockings, and white leather go-go boots. The Candy Store Girls didn’t have the headdresses of The Copa Girls but they could dance, and dance they did. The guys went wild! The two lead singers, Mickey and Larry, did splits and flips and swung their microphones around like yo-yos. They were a huge draw to the ladies. They rocked out to the hit songs of the day, popularized by Mitch Ryder & The Detroit Wheels, The Temptations, Tom Jones, James Brown, Sam & Dave, The Rascals, The Righteous Brothers, Otis Redding, Ray Charles, Jackie Wilson, Chuck Berry, and Little Richard, to name a few. It was the best live music in the city and the band featured some outrageous choreography including some members of the kick-ass horn section playing upside-down as they hung from their knees on trapezes suspended from the ceiling. Candy sang and shimmied nonstop to wild applause from patrons like Tom Jones, Little Richard, Sam and Dave, and Paul Anka.

			As I took in the scene around me on opening night—the wild colors, sights, and sounds, the sexy girls dancing, the musicians swinging upside down through the air, Candy shaking it for all she was worth, and the room filled with smoke as guests drank cocktail after cocktail—I realized my first foray into the nightclub business was a success. Columnists Earl Wilson and Walter Winchell faithfully reported on it the next day, securing a spot for The Candy Store on “the list” of the Manhattan Night Set at the time. 

			However, something else happened on opening night. Larry Mathews called me into a back office to introduce me to his “partners,” nicknamed Joe the Wop, who was the real boss, and Sal, who told me his hobby was raising white doves in his Westchester mansion. Dressed in silk suits and wearing gold chains, they were friendly and congratulated me, toasting my success. However, something about them made me extremely uncomfortable, because Larry, usually the bon vivant, acted so nervous around them. During that period of time the Mafia was at their peak of power and, from what I understand, these two guys controlled the West Side. Larry and his partners were hoping my success would spill over to their downstairs club, but it didn’t. A month or so later, Tony, their squat, tough manager who reminded me of the Joe Pesci character in Casino, sat me down one night and, in his thick Bronx accent, said, “We gotta change da deal.” He informed me that we needed to modify our arrangement and become “real partnas.” 

			There was no way I wanted to get any further into bed with the Mob, so I sent my buddy from Great Neck High School, Eric Rosenfeld, who had only recently started practicing law, to Larry’s office to meet the “partnas.” His goal was to remind them about our signed agreement but the meeting didn’t go as planned. Eric got so scared he dropped The Candy Store as a client, explaining, “Mark, they could break our knees!” This was obviously not part of his curriculum at Harvard Law. Although I was nervous, I figured if I showed the Mob respect and never borrowed money from them, they probably wouldn’t hurt me. 

			As time went by, I continued to talk to Joe and Sal on my own, making small concessions, and they seemed to take an almost paternal interest in me, even offering me the presidency of a small Las Vegas casino. However, when they continued to pressure me and told me that they wanted to comanage Candy and make her a big star, I had to take a step back, and I decided it just wasn’t worth the risk. I definitely didn’t want to end up like Larry Mathews, owned by the Mob, so I slowly stopped promoting The Candy Store. Business dropped and I told them I couldn’t continue paying Candy and the band. I found Candy and the band a gig in Mallorca, where I knew people from my many trips to Spain, and, after I got her safely out of town and away from the boys, I moved on.
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