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FOR TERRI





AUTHOR’S NOTE






Bruce Goldstein and Terry Quinn generously gave me complete access to their thoughts and actions as they created their restaurant, The Falls. They asked for nothing in return. In the beginning, they believed this book might promote their new restaurant; later, they were simply two honorable people ready to stand by their commitment. Were it not for their honesty and integrity, this book would not exist.


Both men talked to me at great length about their inner thoughts and feelings throughout the process. When you read such thoughts in the text, they reflect my best effort to describe their thinking at the time.


Beginning in February, 1990, I observed virtually all of the events described in the book. Where I did not, I have relied on at least one reliable source to re-create the scene or conversation.


Readers of nonfiction “process” books often wonder—rightly so—whether a reporter’s presence has altered the events described. Their concern is that characters might be performing for the reporter. To guard against this, I spent hundreds of hours at The Falls over a fifteen-month period so that I would become, as much as possible, a part of the background. I often did not carry a notebook or tape recorder. When incidents appear in the book that I observed without the subject’s knowledge that I was a reporter, I have concealed their identity. No one is quoted by name in the book unless they knew I was—at all times—a working journalist on the premises, a fact I made everyone at The Falls aware of as frequently as I could.


All the characters are real. There are no composites. The names of some characters have been changed, along with some identifying characteristics. In some cases, people asked for anonymity; in others, I gave it because the people were involved with The Falls for only a short time. Where a character’s full name is given, that is their real name; when only a first name is given, that name has been changed.




Tomorrow is a busy day.


We got things to do;


We got eggs to lay.


We got ground to dig, and worms to scratch—


Takes a lot of sittin’ gettin’ chicks to hatch.


—Louis Jordan


“AIN’T NOBODY HERE BUT US CHICKENS”





SMOKING


PART ONE






HAVE YOU MET MISS JONES?


ONE





Monday, March 4, 1991, 7:15 P.M. The war is over. War is not healthy for restaurants and other living things. But The Falls has survived.


And tonight . . . tonight is going to be hot.


Danny Aiello is coming. He is going to be here any minute for dinner. A table is being held.


Danny Aiello is tonight’s featured performer in the Lush Life Lounge. Otherwise known, to whomever it is known, as The Falls. Recently the place has taken to calling itself the Lush Life Lounge on Monday and Tuesday nights, because when The Falls was just calling itself The Falls on those nights, it was damn lucky if it got twenty customers for dinner all night. It is named for an old John Coltrane tune. It probably ought to be called the Last Ditch Lounge, since Aiello’s appearance on the marquee (actually there is no marquee; hell, there isn’t even a sign out front!) tonight comes at a moment of complete and total desperation—a final, wildly chaotic effort to inject new life into a restaurant that has just passed its first birthday, but hovers constantly near death.


A commercial storage facility has just opened up across the street. They are no doubt counting on some business from The Falls. Maybe they’ve noticed how goddamned dark it is inside there; is it to save electricity, or to make it look more like a wake? How about calling it the Lack of Life Lounge? The Lust for Life Lounge? One of the owners was moping around a few hours ago, talking about turning the entire place into a strip joint. That would presumably be called, simply, the Lush Lounge. If the Grim Reaper called for a table tonight—not so farfetched a possibility, really, not in New York City in the 1990s—they’d give him the corner banquette, ply him with free champagne and hope for the best.


Aiello shares a Sinatra obsession with The Falls; so it was discovered by Bruce Goldstein, the restaurant’s proprietor, who heard Aiello sing Sinatra in his movie, Once Around, one night when he probably should have been at work. The actor has been convinced by others, including Once Around producer Griffin Dunne, a pal of the management, to take the stage in a benefit. We are told the cause is a Bronx Catholic rest home, but if it saves the life of a trendy downtown restaurant gasping its final breath, surely the nuns won’t complain.


What is truly amazing about tonight is how, on the verge of catastrophe, The Falls is alive at all.


These days The Falls is getting five letters a day from its neighborhood bank. None of them are invitations to a cocktail party.


The venetian blinds look like they could use a dusting; so could that hot pink neon bulb that circles the window panels and gives off a cheesy afterglow. Even those overhead art deco light fixtures, four of them, hanging over the room like missiles, seem aimed directly at this restaurant’s heart. They point downward, those monstrous lights, and even through the dust they cast a luscious hue—though they never stop looking like they’re about to crash directly into the table below.


At least the waitresses look good. Human beings like to keep themselves dusted. Tonight it’s a gathering of Falls Stars, a constellation of beauties in tight black miniskirts, bending, touching, stroking, leaning. Only hot lookers need apply. Why the hell not? They go well with the place. Since opening night, it has been the firm policy of The Falls to have a Firm Policy. If someone is going to serve me the wrong order, an owner of The Falls said once, I’d rather get the wrong order from a pretty girl than a fat guy. The waitresses oblige this sexism, or maybe it’s just the recession and they need the money. One of them likes to keep two pens planted firmly between her breasts; is that so we will look at her breasts, or so that we won’t?


Hundreds of hours of jazz and pop standards sit on a shelf behind the bar, back where Bruce Goldstein likes to spend most of his nights, and it is a strict Goldstein rule that music be played at all times, no exceptions. Tonight we are hearing a preponderance of Sinatra, in anticipation of the arrival of many Italians, including an actual friend of Sinatra named Jilly Rizzo, who used to own a 52nd Street jazz joint named Jilly’s. Yes, Jilly is coming tonight, and he will want to hear Sinatra being played on the sound system. Jilly has a decided preference for the works of Sinatra.


So it is now 7:15 on an otherwise deadly quiet night in early March in the Year We Won the Persian Gulf War. No one was murdered in New York City on this night, not even an innocent by-stander.


The Falls is open for business.


And tonight . . . tonight is going to be hot.


/Hot nights come and go in the life of anyone, anything. The Falls has proved to be no exception. We are here, a few days into its second year of life, marveling at its defiance of the laws of business. By those laws, this restaurant should already be dead. And yet, when its first birthday went by a few nights ago, the blessed event did not warrant so much as a candle. (Odd, isn’t it, when you consider what horrors most restaurants inflict when it’s your birthday?)


Restaurants are not, either in the traditional or metaphorical sense, conceived or born. A seed is not planted and allowed to grow. There is no wonderful, charmed period where they come into the world all wrinkly and cute and cuddly. Friends and relatives do not make pilgrimages with little gift-wrapped presents to a restaurant upon the announcement of its birth.


Restaurants, alas, come to life fully formed, ready to deteriorate and wither away almost instantly. They must, from the day they face the world for the first time, act mature and sophisticated and wise. Frankly, it’s a lot to ask of anything, even an institution—and maybe that is the reason we are dealing here with a perilously fragile enterprise that is, perhaps, analogous to nothing. A moribund movie lives on in the video store, passed over thousands of times by discriminating renters; a novel gathers dust on a library shelf, a burial ground for obscure chapters in our culture. No such luck for restaurants. They live and then they die. They get no funeral plots or obituaries. There’s no place to put a wreath, or page to place a black-bordered announcement.


Depressing, isn’t it?


Which is why it is impossible to review the events on this particular corner of the earth—the corner of Varick and Vandam streets in lower Manhattan, a corner not known even to the vast majority of New York City cabdrivers let alone the nearly four billion people on this planet—without thinking about death.


Restaurants are not only mere mortals, but they suffer an infant mortality rate that—in human terms—would lead to the immediate end of civilization. Only one in four restaurants in New York City makes it past its fifth birthday.


Imagine! Would you have a baby if you knew it would be dead within five years? Forget human comparisons; would you start a business facing those daunting odds? Invest money? Place a bet? Is there anything in the world, really, that you would do if you thought that it had a 75 percent chance of failure within five years? Some people—were they to be told that they themselves had a 75 percent chance of dying within five years—would probably lock themselves in a garage with their car engine running.


But other people thrive on the very threat of failure that others find so daunting.


Dances With Wolves. Anybody wanna see a three-hour movie about Indians? Apparently so. The Gulf War. Big risk. Turned out to be a pretty damn successful idea.


It would make for a simple explanation to suggest that in the fall of 1989, nearly two years before Danny Aiello took the stage at the Lush Life Lounge, we lived in a more hopeful time—and that when Bruce Goldstein first pushed forward with the idea for The Falls, he managed to tap into the positive vibes of the late 1980s, the burgeoning affluence of the postwar baby boom generation that still had money to spend. Sure, the market had crashed—but that was two years before, we’d all had some time to get our shit together. We stopped taking drugs, didn’t we? Think of how much money we saved right there! In the late 1980s we became, as one wise member of this generation recently put it, “drugless home addicts”—doomed to covet apartments and houses larger than our own. We could no longer stop ourselves from marching into banks and requesting loans, loans, more loans; we mortgaged ourselves.


For what? For an apartment with a view of a filthy river called the Hudson? For a house with a pleasant yard and a quality school system? For convenient access to a grocery store that charges $8 for a six-pack of beer, and a dry cleaner that gets $4 to press your pants?


But it’s not that simple. Never is.


/We all know where babies are conceived.


In case you were wondering about restaurants, they are conceived in the mind.


It was the summer of 1989, and Bruce Goldstein was only just recovered from the death of a loved one, a restaurant that defied all odds and lived from 1978 to 1988, yes, an entire decade, making it by industry standards a miracle. A thriving restaurant! Its name was Central Falls; and The Falls got its name from that illustrious predecessor.


But The Falls is not what Bruce Goldstein would have called his new restaurant had it been his decision. It never is when Other People’s Money is involved.


It would have been called Miss Jones. Not Miss Jones Café. Not Miss Jones’s Place. Certainly not Ms. Jones.


It seems that Bruce was driving along the highway from the luxurious beachfront community of Sag Harbor, about three hours from New York, after a weekend of summer sun. His skin was dark; his mind was wandering. As always, Bruce was thinking, mostly about the new restaurant he had been saying he might want to start. He popped a Bobby Short tape into the tape deck, and hummed along with one of his favorite nightclub crooners.


Suddenly, as in stop-the-car-I-gotta-make-an-important-call suddenly, Bruce had it. The name.


“Have you met Miss Jones?” Bobby Short was singing.


Miss Jones! What a great name for a restaurant! Full-blown fantasies projected themselves in Bruce’s mind. He saw a beautiful, glamorous, rich, sexy couple. Probably in black tie. They were stepping into a taxi. “We’re going to Miss Jones,” the handsome young man instructed the driver. Without hesitation the cabbie drove off in the direction of Varick and Vandam.


I’ve got it, Bruce thought. People will drink champagne out of ruby slippers. Bobby Short will sing, models will dance, everyone will eat. Yes! Miss Jones it is!


“Hmmmm,” Terry Quinn said.


Bruce had, indeed, pulled off to the side of the busy highway, found a phone and called his partner on their new, unformed restaurant idea. This is what happens when you have a partner. You call him up with your epiphanies.


“I’m not sure I get it,” Terry Quinn continued.


What is Terry talking about? Bruce cannot believe that he doesn’t get it. It’s perfect. It’s got mystery . . . romance . . . style. Hell, I want to eat at Miss Jones. I want to say Miss Jones. I want to know her, to have her . . . she is my mystery woman.


“Nobody will know what it is,” Terry Quinn said.


It’s a restaurant! Miss Jones is an idea . . . and I will plant that idea in their minds. They will want to come visit Miss Jones. They will become obsessed with her, as I have. They will keep coming back, coming back, coming back . . . oh, it will be wonderful.


“It’s too confusing,” Terry Quinn said.


Too confusing? Two words? Come on, man! Miss Jones is the answer to so many questions in my life, the answer to so many problems. I know it will work. I am not wrong about this, believe me.


“You’re crazy,” Terry Quinn said. “Goodbye.”


Bruce Goldstein got back in his car. Okay, so I’m crazy. But it’s a great name for a restaurant.





VARICK AND VANDAM


TWO





You know your life is devoted to restaurants when you are eighteen years old and you want to work in Rose’s Restaurant on Cape Cod for the summer and they’ll never hire anyone under twenty-one because they serve liquor. So you go in with your phony ID card that says your name is Joe Rose. They look at you kinda funny but they figure, why would he lie? And they give you the job and it works out great and you’re learning the ropes and you know this is what you want to do, you know it so much that one day, when your mother wants to visit you at your restaurant, you say, okay Mom, but you’ll have to be Mrs. Rose.


That’s the way it was for Bruce Goldstein. All his life. Getting ahead, telling a story, making it work. He spent most of his early years in Rhode Island working relentlessly toward his goal. After he got out of high school in the Providence suburb of Pawtucket—where the yearbook predicted Bruce Goldstein would become “a swanky nightclub owner”—and a year at the University of Rhode Island, he moved to Boston. There, during every spare minute, he worked to fulfill his yearbook prophecy in restaurants and bars. Daisy Buchanan’s on Newbury Street; The Kenmore Club on Kenmore Square. First he went to Bentley School of Accounting and Finance, then to Suffolk University, where he got a degree and even spent a year going to business school.


But at heart Bruce was a kid from Rhode Island and he wanted to go home. When Bruce was growing up, his dad—whose nickname was Goldie, and whom Bruce now describes as “a Jewish gangster”—owned a few private gaming clubs and was suspected of bookmaking on the side. Bruce remembers being a little boy and having the police raid his house, looking for evidence that his dad was a bookie. When Bruce was twenty-three his father died; so he left Boston and went back home. It was 1970 in America and for a young man on the make, that often meant the music business. For a couple years he promoted concerts and did pretty well. But he wanted back into restaurants. He figured out the best place in Providence for a restaurant and he got the money—earned some, borrowed some; it’s always the same—and he just did it. He met a man named Morris Nathanson, a designer who looks exactly like Mark Twain, who helped him put it together, and who became a lifelong friend.


And so, by the time Bruce was twenty-four, he’d gotten himself his first place, called the Incredible Organ, and what people remember about it was that Bruce thought up the idea of a trolley car that would bring people right to the door of the restaurant from wherever they were. Location, location, location!


But after a while Bruce wanted a trolley car to take him out of Rhode Island. He didn’t like being a big fish in a little pond. He loved his mother and Carol, his sister, and his sense of family is strong; so that was the tough part about leaving. But he knew he had to. He wanted to go somewhere pretty and nice. He took his Incredible Organ profits—must have been $50,000 or so—and went to the Caribbean. First to St. Martin, then to St. Bart’s, and in these glamorous French resorts he wheeled and dealed till he had himself restaurants; in all, five successful places that catered to tourists and locals and anyone looking for a meal. They were packed from the moment he started them. Bruce began to believe he had the magic touch.


For almost a decade Bruce remained there—a man with a tan and a plan. He knew it didn’t take much to get a couple of beachfront joints together. Sure they were nice, his pal Morris came down to help him with the decor; but there were other fish to be fried, so to speak.


So one day in 1977 he sold all his interests in the Caribbean and walked away with more than $200,000 in profit, and came to New York. He got himself an apartment and immediately had visions of restaurants; maybe one could go right here on Union Square—right across from his new bachelor pad. But eventually he found his way to new neighborhoods and new vistas, and discovered new opportunities waiting wherever he looked. This was the 1970s, after all, and he had a six-figure bank account.


Thus, in 1978, Central Falls was born, with the design of old friend Morris Nathanson, and the irrepressible spirit of Bruce Goldstein.


Central Falls struggled through the first several months, but by the end of the first year had become a hit—a restaurant and watering hole for the rapidly growing population of a New York neighborhood just beginning to prosper at the end of the 1970s: SoHo.


Technically it means South of Houston Street, but SoHo means much more than that. For a decade it was the undisputed center of the New York art world; as home to galleries owned by prominent dealers like Mary Boone and Holly Solomon and Leo Castelli, it was where you could go on a Sunday afternoon and find a large piece of black metal, what it was exactly no one knew, that cost $20,000. Artists like Vito Acconci, famous for having masturbated for hours in a gallery, would show his work in SoHo. So too would more conventional painters like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns.


If SoHo were a microcosm of New York City, then its Fifth Avenue would be a two-lane, ten-block boulevard called West Broadway. If, on a Sunday afternoon in 1982, you wanted to spend a few lazy hours gallery hopping in SoHo, you started and finished on West Broadway. What it lacked in outer beauty it made up for in a vibrant inner world. It seemed as though every nondescript four-story loft building had five or six galleries, each with its own distinct vision. You would ride in a cavernous elevator or march up wide, dark stairs, and discover a world of modern art that you could actually buy. It was the world Woody Allen portrayed almost without parody in Hannah and Her Sisters; painters like Max von Sydow were refusing to sell canvases according to size and color, but collectors like Daniel Stern were still going to take a limo down there and try.


If you were visiting, or if you were lucky enough to actually live right along the cutting edge of American modern art—either way you needed a place to eat. And Bruce Goldstein had just such a place. The amazing thing about Central Falls, at 478 West Broadway, was that it practically preceded the SoHo boom; it opened in September of 1978, and from the day it opened, Central Falls had it. Location, location, location!


But by 1989, Central Falls had closed, the victim of rapidly rising rents—his had climbed from $2,200 a month in 1978 to $18,000 a decade later—and a gradually declining economy.


Bruce Goldstein retreated to the shadows. Having declared bankruptcy—enabling him to escape without having to pay several outstanding bills from food purveyors—he didn’t see the point in remaining. So he went back to the Caribbean for a while, which is where he had his first serious conversation with a friend of Central Falls regular Matt Dillon, a very nice guy named Terry Quinn.


/You get used to crowded rooms when you grow up with nine brothers and three sisters, and the nine brothers and you all sleep in the same bedroom, doubled up in beds and fighting and giggling and all that stuff. That’s how Terry Quinn grew up, and if he seems exceedingly comfortable working a crowded room, that’s because he is. They grew up in a small house in Brooklyn, and Terry commuted to Catholic schools, first in Brooklyn, then in other parts of New York; one in Queens, then, after he got thrown out of that one, a place called La Salle on Second Avenue in Manhattan. La Salle specialized in Catholic kids who got thrown out.


Terry spent a lot of those years reading all kinds of magazines. He loved to read articles about guys who came up from nowhere and made it big. Not guys who got success handed to them on a plate, like movie stars; more like businessmen and entrepreneurs, men who had an idea and made it work, and made lots of money, too. He knew he wanted to be that kind of guy, the kind that got written up in magazines; he liked the pictures, too. To this day he keeps a large collection of private shots of himself on the beach here and there with Matt Dillon and other friends, cavorting.


He graduated from high school, finally, a football star with no particular ambitions. He went to St. Francis College in Brooklyn Heights, but by the time he was twenty he was married and had to drop out. By the time he was twenty-two, he had two sons. He found his family a nice, small apartment in Queens, rent-controlled, for $200 a month, and worked a variety of odd jobs that got him enough money to buy a car. He needed a lot more, though, he knew that. In 1982, after his second son was born, he took the civil service exam to become a fireman. He passed, but it was going to be a while before he got on the city payroll; in those days, he says, “They were trying to hire mostly women. A guy didn’t have much of a chance.”


So he decided to tackle Wall Street. A few of his brothers had already made the plunge into the world of money, and they brought him into it. He found it exciting—and he had enough of an aptitude to have passed the stockbroker licensing exam on his first try in 1985. But the more time he spent around money, the more he wanted to earn it for himself. He was working for a Wall Street brokerage house when part of it moved to the corner of 57th Street and Fifth Avenue, the center of the universe for a young man on the way up in the world of money, fashion and power. He’d stayed friends with a boyhood pal, Patrick Fahey, who now worked in that neighborhood as a fashion model—and together they scanned the city for opportunities.


“I’d read in Interview magazine about those outlaw parties that happened in the streets. By word of mouth, or by phone calls, someone would get a crowd of people on the street, on the West Side, get a deserted street in a commercial area, and a truck would pull up and serve drinks and stuff. People would gather. I went to one or two. The cops would always come and break them up. It gave me the idea. With word of mouth I could gather a bunch of people, too.”


So Terry and Patrick scanned the classifieds for the right kind of space to open a nightclub—one that would appeal to the young crowd of actors and models that Terry and Patrick now counted as their friends. Finally, through The New York Times, they found a space in Greenwich Village, an Israeli restaurant that had just gone under, and they knew it would be just right. “Some girl had lent us money,” Terry says. “I had not a cent. I was living paycheck to paycheck, no matter what I was doing. It wasn’t enough.” She lent Patrick and Terry each $15,000, and another investor borrowed $40,000 to make up the rest of what they needed. They named it Peggy Sue’s, though not after the movie or the song. “I thought a woman’s name was good luck,” he explains.


Peggy Sue’s took off; but right as that happened, the Fire Department phoned. They had a job.


So Terry went to work as a fireman.


He was probably the only fireman in New York City who also owned a trendy Manhattan nightspot on the side.


It was right around this time that Terry separated from his wife, and began living in a lovely West Village walk-up.


It was at Peggy Sue’s that Terry first discovered models and movie stars, the formula for a club’s success, not to mention his own.


“I knew them personally. I knew all the girl models and I knew guy models. You meet more and more, you meet the bookers, and they want to know the people who own the clubs because they want to be taken care of. It’s a circle. They want to know you, and you want to know their girls. And they’re always bringing whoever’s new in town. There’s always new young girls coming in. And they’re all twenty years old, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one. And that’s what makes a crowd.”


The formula for a successful New York nightspot is simple: If a beautiful girl comes up to the velvet rope, you let her in immediately.


“Right away,” Terry says. “I don’t think any club will ever leave beautiful girls standing outside. I was buying bottles of champagne for some of these girls. Six or seven beautiful girls can keep a hundred guys. It’ll keep me in a place. Seven beautiful girls. They never do think about being used . . . they’re too young, or not that smart. They don’t really think about it. They get jaded after two years and then they don’t go out anymore. You don’t see ’em around. They get hooked up with some famous actor or musician, a wealthy guy, a banker or something, and they disappear into the sunset.


“And then the new ones come along and take their place.”


/In 1989, as Peggy Sue’s grew more successful, Terry Quinn and Matt Dillon looked inside the window of a restaurant named La Gamelle. It doesn’t exist anymore, now it’s a hot joint called Lucky Strike, but at the time it was for sale and Terry was thinking of buying it and maybe getting into the restaurant business. It wasn’t a very nice place, though, at least not at that time. It had one big problem, something about raw sewage coming out into the street. Not good for a restaurant.


As they stared into the window, Matt said to Terry, “You should get together with Bruce.”


So they went to St. Bart’s and they kicked back a few and became friends and decided to open a restaurant.


They came back to Manhattan and combed the city together. They looked at a place on 13th Street, off Sixth Avenue. They looked at a place on Avenue A. It had to be cheap, of course. Very cheap.


The best place they saw was a restaurant on Varick Street that had seen better days: J.S. VanDam. Both Bruce and Terry had been there as customers, and each remembered it as the darkest restaurant they’d ever seen. “I didn’t like anybody in there,” Terry says. “People have these fond memories of the place, but I think it was drug induced. It was a place to drink and do coke.” But as Terry and Bruce and Matt continued their search of Manhattan, their minds kept coming back to it, and to the mysterious magic that once lured crowds to the corner of Varick and Vandam.


Varick Street is a one-way, three-lane downtown thoroughfare used mostly by traffic headed to the Holland Tunnel and New Jersey. Pedestrians keep their distance, especially at night. The street has been there since the 1700s, named for Richard Varick, an early mayor of New York. Vandam is a short side street best known to New Yorkers as the home, until recently, of the Thalia SoHo repertory theater. The spot now for sale had always been a restaurant; for more than two decades before J.S. VanDam it was Villa Varick, a cheap neighborhood hangout where a chicken dinner cost $3 and beers were a quarter. Before that—when the space first opened in the 1940s—it had possibly been a private gambling club, with dark curtains protecting its customers from the authorities and the street.


The “J.S.” in J.S. VanDam stood for Jim and Susan, two waiters at Raoul’s, a nearby French bistro that had been popular for years. But Susan had died a year ago, and Jim had put the place on the market. It did have one major advantage: the room itself. It was large, almost cavernous; extremely high ceilings; a corner location with lots of windows; right on a major downtown thoroughfare; and, most important, one of the longest, finest bars in New York City. “I thought that it was the perfect space,” Terry says now.


After much haggling—matters became more complicated when the VanDam owner declared bankruptcy—Bruce and Terry negotiated a rent of $5,416.67 a month. Armed with a deal, Terry and Bruce cemented their relationship into a company called 150 Varick Inc. Terry Quinn was its president.


A friendship had become a partnership.


“I got to know him better,” Terry later said of those months. “After we first met we went out a lot. I’m a pretty good judge of character. I knew that you have to sacrifice some things for other things. No partnership is going to be perfect, no person you’re going to find is going to be the perfect guy, deaf and dumb, he does all the work for you. Bruce was the best at paying attention to a lot of the small details. He had better taste than most restaurateurs. Better taste in music. He’s obsessed with music . . . I think it’s one of the things that makes the place. The music and the lighting . . .


“He’s got a lot of experience, Bruce. He’s an older guy, he’s been around, he’s done restaurants all over the place. It’s hard to find people that have that kind of taste. The knowledge of how to work things out. He doesn’t pay attention to the accounting, things like that, but he knows how to work things out.”





MISS JONES


THREE





Somewhere a man is melting.


This man thinks that Kimberly Jones finds him attractive, or interesting. And this is exciting news, because Kimberly Jones is attractive and interesting herself. She is turning up the volume on her lilting Arkansas twang, and the gentleman in question falls completely. He is a total sucker for a twang. And so Kimberly—not Kim—Jones brushes her bangs off her forehead, laughs and continues the meltdown.


She parts her hair on the side—thin, wavy brown hair, often pulled back, sometimes left unwashed. That is the only part of her physical appearance that would occasionally not be described as well scrubbed, which is her calling card. She dresses demurely. She walks demurely. At least for an Arkansas girl who used to write restaurant reviews about Italian joints she thinks were run by mobsters in the witness protection program, or else why would they be so good?


She came to work for Bruce Goldstein in June of 1989. She met a man at the Ambassador East Hotel in Chicago who suggested it. They met in the hallway or the elevator or something. It was a food convention. The next thing she knew she was getting off a plane at Kennedy Airport with two apple pies she had baked for Bruce Goldstein, because her mom told her it was polite to bring people a pie.


First thing she did was get an apartment on the Upper West Side, with a doorman. It cost a fair amount but then what doesn’t? Then she got a boyfriend. This being New York City, she found herself a celebrity, Rich Hall, a comedian who had done commercials and TV shows and perhaps even Vegas for a night or two. She was happy.


Bruce gave her work right away on his pet project, the Central Falls Road Show, a business he spun off his old restaurant, Central Falls. It was the ultimate enterprise for a man who believed in catering to the stars: what else? They made lunches for Meryl Streep and dinners for Roseanne Barr (though Roseanne sometimes preferred to get burgers and fries from Wendy’s), and Kimberly—her Arkansas training as a chef serving her well—cooked and cleaned and arranged and drove and just about everything else, though when asked her official title, much later, she would report simply, “I was the chef.”


In August Kimberly had to go home—she needed surgery on her knee. By the time she came back in September, wearing a leg brace she thought was positively hideous, Bruce had rounded up his investors, some of them at least, enough of them for now. Things were starting to happen, and Kimberly was going to be there for it all, wearing this stupid brace. Damn!


The thing about Kimberly Jones is this: She is not from New York. She is not like New York. Dad’s retired, used to be an agricultural resource economist. . . Mom inherited some farmland in Louisiana. They farmed cotton till the mid-1970s, must have been where that voice of cotton came from; then soybeans. In the off-season? Winter wheat, of course.


“I used to think it was the new thing when we’d go to my friend’s house and they’d have canned string beans,” she remembered. “All our green beans were frozen or jarred. They’d get to open the cans. I thought it was the neatest thing to eat canned vegetables.” Kimberly grew up eating black-eyed peas and butter beans. Mom would stew tomatoes and peaches, and it’s so funny, even now Kimberly will be at the grocery store or the farmer’s market and they’ll have a good deal on okra, and Kimberly will go home and stew a bunch of it and then freeze it for later.


“It’s like my grandmother did,” she says, “and like my mom did, but growing up, I thought, I’d love some canned soup or a TV dinner.”


And so, to the people who made up the core of this nascent restaurant project, Kimberly was part of the allure, the mystique. How many women do you know from Arkansas? You needed something answered, you called Kimberly. She needed something done, she called you. Always friendly, always warm, always sweet. You looked forward to your interaction with Kimberly. This was going to be fun—having Kimberly Jones on board—something told you.


Bruce Goldstein recognized her value immediately. Certainly it was well beyond the $10-an-hour wage he was paying her, for hours well beyond the forty or so she billed him for on small pieces of yellow paper she kept in a file.


Her first important task was to coordinate what was about to become a massive flow of official paperwork produced by a new restaurant. This meant keeping track of the lawyers, the investors, the applications, the phone . . . Bruce was obsessed with that damn phone. By the time March 1, 1990, rolled around, Bruce and Kimberly had spent hours on the phone on the simple matter of the phone. Bruce cared deeply, passionately about the nature of phone service to be provided at The Falls for its management personnel. He wanted to be quite certain that his needs would be covered. He found the bureaucracy of New York Telephone to be a continual annoyance—although Kimberly, in fact, was the one who fought the red tape on a daily basis.


The Falls’s headquarters in those days was Bruce’s apartment on Mercer Street, a quiet side street in a part of Greenwich Village that could be described as upscale—even if it was so close to the wretched strip of retail excess known as 8th Street. To anyone who has visited New York since about 1965, 8th Street is a familiar nuisance; shoes and more shoes, pizza and more pizza, crap and more crap. There is the occasional bright spot in this madness—a store or two with genuine bargains, not rip-offs, a halfway decent video store—but generally speaking, Bruce looked out from his twenty-fourth-floor vista onto just another reason to hate New York. Perhaps he felt an occasional twinge of bitterness that the restaurants in his immediate vicinity, most of them second-rate if not third-rate, nevertheless managed to do gangbuster business.


Kimberly worked at Bruce’s desk in his pleasant, if crowded, living room. It had a colorful feel. Posters hung on the wall from early glory days in the Caribbean. They crowded each other to the point where little wall space remained, an effective way of camouflaging the fact that this was, after all, one of those uncomfortably boxy apartments one finds in New York City high rises. The low ceilings and flat walls and undistinguished layout did not parallel Bruce’s mellow, exotic tastes. The furniture, modern and sleek and comfortable, improved the picture. It gave the place a distinctive warmth, a friendly glow.


His obsession with music filled the place, and he had clearly designed the room with listening in mind. There was an enormous collection of records, CDs, and tapes, and a comfortable sofa faced the speakers, big enough to be slept on. Which it frequently was. Matt Dillon, among others, was known to use Bruce’s couch overnight. Comfortable. Centrally located. You could call at the last minute and there was room available.


For months, The Falls used Bruce’s address as its own. Stationery was printed. A rubber stamp was made. The Falls’s phone number was Bruce’s phone number. Investors sent their checks to Bruce’s. Lawyers called Bruce’s. (You’d think he might have progressed beyond call waiting, wouldn’t you? But he didn’t, and one rarely called Bruce’s without getting the story that someone’s holding, gotta go, sorry.)


Mainly it was Kimberly on the phone.


“I just did a lot of calling people,” she remembered much later, with the edge of bitterness in her voice one comes to associate with former employees of Bruce’s. “Finding out what needed to be done. Working on the liquor license. It was incredible. He”—the lawyer they’d hired to work on getting the license—“must have been so sick of me because I was up there almost every day.” Up there literally. The lawyer who eventually handled their liquor license, David Korngut, works out of the Empire State Building.


Kimberly handled the fingerprints, the checks, the forms, all the requisite crap one needed to assemble for a liquor license. It was a tough job for anyone, and it didn’t make it any easier that Kimberly—sweet, lovely Kimberly—had to do all this schlepping in a hideous leg brace after her surgery. Pretty girls from Arkansas don’t do much schlepping.





THE SLICING OF THE PIE


FOUR





On October 9, 1989, The Falls officially became a celebrity restaurant.


For it was on that day, a Monday, that a handsome movie star from the tony New York suburb of Mamaroneck opened up his large notebook-sized checkbook from Barclay’s Bank of New York and wrote out a check for $10,000 to “150 Varic Inc.” (Movie stars don’t have to get names right, do they?) At the bottom of the check was his characteristic simple scrawl, practically printed out so there was no mistaking it, and at the top was his name and his parents’ address in Mamaroneck, where this young stud still spent much of his time, a good hour’s drive at least from the southeast corner of Varick and Vandam.


Matt Dillon had never invested in a restaurant before.


But then again, neither had his pal Terry Quinn.


They’d been friends for a while, Matt and Terry, basketball buddies and then genuine good friends. They traveled together to Europe and the Caribbean. They hung out together with beautiful women in skimpy bathing suits on sandy beaches. There would never be any question that when Terry referred to “Matt” that he meant this Matt, movie star Matt. The one who you immediately noticed looked one hell of a lot like Terry Quinn, or the other way around, depending. Which must have made their friendship easier. Terry needed nothing from Matt. Terry had looks, charm and money. Okay, so Matt was famous. But Terry, in his own way, was famous, too—not movie star famous, but famous enough to get into VIP rooms and gossip columns and fancy parties.


[image: Matt Dillon]


Terry Quinn looked famous.


But the idea of this check—of finally, irrevocably altering the nature of their friendship by allowing a five-figure sum of money to change hands between them—was to do for The Falls what Terry Quinn, alone, could not. To be a celebrity restaurant, after all, you need a celebrity.


Matt Dillon would definitely do.


As September rolled into October, Bruce needed the money to get things moving. He glowed from four months of natural sunshine. By then Bruce’s plans for The Falls had crystallized to the point where it all got put down on paper in a three-page document, bound in a brown cover with a title page and everything, though Bruce is later quick to point out that this was not an official offering. It was merely designed to give investors a clear picture of exactly what they would be getting for their money, aside from the privilege of saying, “I’m an investor, and I’d like that table, please.”


It was called “Restaurant Investment Projections,” and it contained but one cream-colored sheet of text. Apparently it does not behoove a restaurant to make too many promises in advance of opening night. Here is the full text:


ALLOCATION OF TOTAL INVESTMENT


The total capital requirement is projected to be $180,000. Said investment shall be allocated as follows:










	Down payment of purchase price


	$75,000






	Renovations of restaurant


	$60,000





	Legal and accounting fees


	$10,000






	* Working capital


	$35,000






* A portion of the working capital fund shall be used towards the purchase of a computer system which establishes sales and inventory controls. The use of a computer system is expected to reduce the projected labor costs and accordingly increase profits.


CAPITAL STRUCTURE


The corporation shall issue ten shares of common stock, no par value. Nine shares shall be offered to investors at a value of twenty thousand ($20,000) dollars for each share. One share shall be issued to the organizer/developer, Bruce Goldstein, in consideration for the discovery and development of the business opportunity.


As additional consideration for his ten percent (10%) interest in the venture, Bruce Goldstein has agreed to contribute the profits that will be derived from his catering business which operates under the trade name “Central Falls Road Show.” It is anticipated that the gross revenues of said venture will exceed the annual sum of $300,000 and will substantially increase the projected profit distributions to investors.


Page 2 was entitled “Projected Weekly Net Profit for Restaurant Operation”:


PROJECTED WEEKLY NET PROFIT FOR RESTAURANT OPERATION














	SALES


	 


	 


	 






	Food Sales


	9,000


	12,000


	18,000






	Beverage Sales


	 6,000


	 8,000


	 12,000






	Total Sales


	15,000


	20,000


	30,000






	COST OF SALES


	 


	 


	 






	Food


	3,600


	4,800


	7,200






	Beverage


	 1,800


	 2,240


	 3,360







	Total Cost of Sales


	(5,400)


	(7,040)


	(10,560)






	Gross Profit


	9,600


	12,960


	19,440






	OPERATING EXPENSES


	 


	 


	 






	Rent


	1,250


	1,250


	1,250







	Gas & electric


	300


	400


	600







	Water


	100


	150


	200







	Insurance


	400


	400


	400







	Accounting


	200


	200


	200







	Advertising


	100


	100


	100







	Rubbish removal


	150


	200


	300







	Telephone


	100


	100


	100







	Amex/MC/Visa charges


	40


	60


	100







	Exterminating


	50


	50


	50







	Licenses & permits


	75


	75


	75







	Linens & uniforms


	75


	100


	150







	Salaries—officers


	1,200


	1,200


	1,200







	Salaries—others


	1,600


	1,800


	2,500







	Payroll taxes


	300


	400


	500







	Maintenance & repairs


	150


	150


	150







	Misc. expenses


	   250


	   300


	   400







	Total Expenses


	(6,340)


	(6,935)


	(8,275)







	Net Profit


	3,260


	6,025


	11,165







	Note payment (principal only)


	(   284)


	(   284)


	(   284)







	Net Profit before income and sales tax


	 2,976


	 5,741


	 10,881








What all these tiny little numbers basically mean is that The Falls believed very strongly . . . very early that it would be a profitable venture. The little numbers would become big numbers. Bills would be paid. Money would be made. To underscore this notion, the restaurant provided on page 3 the numbers that investors truly wanted to read: “Distributions of Weekly Profit.”


DISTRIBUTIONS OF WEEKLY PROFIT


The Corporation will be making distributions to the shareholders after retaining a portion of the profits for contingencies and to establish a working capital fund. The following is a projection of distributions based upon a retention of 0%, 25% and 50% of net operating profits in retained earnings:














	PROJECTED WEEKLY PROFITS


	2,976


	5,741


	10,881







	RETAINED EARNINGS (0%)


	  -0-  


	  -0-  


	  -0-  







	DISTRIBUTIONS TO INVESTORS


	 2,976


	 5,741


	 10,881







	PROJECTED WEEKLY PROFITS


	2,976


	5,741


	10,881







	RETAINED EARNINGS (25%)


	〈  744〉


	〈1,435〉


	〈  2,720〉







	DISTRIBUTIONS TO INVESTORS


	 2,232


	 4,306


	  8,161







	PROJECTED WEEKLY PROFITS


	2,976


	5,741


	10,881







	RETAINED EARNINGS (50%)


	〈1,488〉


	〈2,870〉


	〈 5,440〉







	DISTRIBUTIONS TO INVESTORS


	 1,488


	 2,871


	  5,441








Investors love to see the word “profit.” They especially love to see the word “net profit.” Without much difficulty, Bruce and Terry were able to market and sell the rest of the available shares. Those left over after Bruce, Terry and Matt, that is. As the prospectus mentioned, Bruce got 10 percent of The Falls in exchange for his work. One of the principal investors in The Falls, a woman named Carol Silverman, also happened to be Bruce’s sister. This essentially gave Bruce control of 20 percent of the stock—two slices of the proverbial pie.


Terry, in return for $20,000, got 10 percent.


Matt’s ten grand got him five.


Other celebrities signed up for the rest, including Alan Parker, the British film director best known for Mississippi Burning, his longtime producer, Bob Colesberry, and ice cream heiress and Goldstein pal Edie Baskin, art director for Saturday Night Live. Each of them owned 10 percent of this freshly baked pie.


/Michael Sebastian is a talented and successful record producer, not a celebrity or anything, but with good green money. In the fall of 1989 he put $20,000 into the pot, got ten shares for his money and thought, “This is gonna be fun.”


Michael Sebastian is not his real name. Restaurant investors tend to be shy. They invariably come, as Sebastian does, from the small, elite world of discretionary income earners—men and women whose livelihoods don’t depend on the vagaries of the economy.


In restaurant investment, Sebastian thought perhaps he might have found a perfect calling. Especially since, when you get right down to it, there weren’t all that many restaurants in New York City he really liked. Oh, there were restaurants near his home . . . restaurants his friends liked to frequent. . . restaurants he felt he had to visit just to maintain his regular table. But he needed, no, wanted something better. He wanted a place he could call his own.


He’d heard about the deal at a party hosted by Bob Colesberry. Bruce Goldstein was there. “Sure, I’d love to invest in a restaurant!” were the words he uttered, impulsively perhaps, but heartfelt nonetheless. He signed on immediately, even helped out by fronting $2,000 for an escrow account with a lawyer.


Did Bruce mention that night about the Liquor Authority? Probably not. There’s a state agency that regulates restaurants selling booze, a tough one with investigators and forms and interviews. It’s called the New York State Liquor Authority, and it would become the most difficult and unexpected part of the process for all the investors. Each of them would have to go and be fingerprinted. Each of them would have to demonstrate that the money they invested in The Falls was their own. If necessary they’d have to produce bank statements and tax records. At the very least they had to disclose the sources of their investment funds and go through rigorous, legal checks.


“Pain in the ass,” Sebastian recalled.


“An absolutely necessary protection that keeps criminal elements out of the restaurant business,” Richard Chernela, a spokesman for the Liquor Authority, explained.


It is a process that takes an ill-defined period to complete. Oh sure, the forms are clear enough—the background checks, bank statements, all that. But what happens after that gets a little murky. Will the application go on the top of the pile or the bottom? That is the question. And to answer this question a restaurant owner can try all sorts of maneuvers. The most frequent is to locate a lawyer with experience at working through the bureaucracy. The Falls began this process with a lawyer named Mel Altman. After several weeks in which little work was done, Bruce and Terry abruptly changed lawyers.


They turned next to David Korngut, the man in the Empire State Building and an experienced hand in the license game. While no one will admit that connections matter, they seem to; Korngut likes to assert his ability to reach people inside the authority by phone, find out what’s going on and report back to the client. Korngut—with the helpful assistance of Kimberly Jones, the dutiful check collector—put together The Falls’s application by November of 1989, plenty of time to get open by the first of March.


According to the statement of finances filed with the authority, eighty shares in the company were sold at $2,000 a share, with the additional twenty shares split between Terry and Bruce as president and secretary/treasurer, respectively, of 150 Varick Inc. The largest shareholders held ten shares, bought for a $20,000 investment. That list included Alexandra Brochen, a model; Terry Quinn, who put borrowed money from his brother for an investment; and Carol Silverman, Bruce’s sister, who also reported to the Liquor Authority that she had borrowed the money to invest.


The total assets of the investors was put at $1.02 million, and the total cost of opening The Falls at $123,866.67, with $75,000 of that going toward fixtures already in place, such as the kitchen, the air conditioning, the bar equipment, even a few leftover plates and cups. J.S. VanDam was known as a turnkey operation, meaning that those fixtures need not be bought. All the new owners needed to do was, you got it, put the key in the lock and walk right in.


All in all, The Falls was a low-cost venture that, on paper at least, looked like a surefire winner—bound to return heaps of profits to all slice owners of this tasty pie.





WHY DID HEMINGWAY LOVE FISH?


FIVE





There is a wonderful restaurant in New York City called L’Acajou, which is French for mahogany.


If the guidebooks bothered to write about L’Acajou, which they don’t, which is good, they would say that L’Acajou is a great restaurant, with wonderful coffee-shop-style booths and good French bistro food and a great wine list, supervised by a true connoisseur of wine named Danny, and a warm atmosphere and two terrific waiters, Brendan and Patty, and there is even a rumor floating around that Bruce Springsteen likes to eat there all by himself in a rear booth, facing the back wall, and that he likes the flourless chocolate cake.


Brian Moores used to be the chef at L’Acajou.


Like Terry Quinn, Brian had a tiny little scar on his face, though it didn’t quite suggest menace; it made you think he must have slipped chopping an onion.


He sparkled.


Little brown eyes, an unkempt pile of brown hair he’d always push back, and a small, compact body that fit perfectly between the frying pan and the fire.


A voice that twisted and curled.


Hands that whipped and basted and chopped and tossed. You would watch Brian Moores toss a salad and think, aaah . . . so that’s how you toss a salad!


He could tell you something about wine, but he didn’t. Instead he would tell you something about a guy he once knew who thought of the telephone before Alexander Graham Bell, or was it Brian who had the idea? He had dreams, and you could taste them in his capon breast and in his squid ink capellini and in his Icelandic langoustines.


Or hear them in his stories—long-winded ones, the kind that make you think about your laundry or your bank balance or why you’re not getting enough iron in your diet. He was the opposite of a natural storyteller, but that did not prevent him from thinking of himself as Will Rogers. And he was just so goddamned sweet you didn’t care.


He got married not long ago. They lived together in the Pennsylvania countryside, and Brian Moores took the bus to work every day, three hours back and forth—time to read, he said; time to dream. He read Hemingway and mysteries and novels by his father and his sister.


Why do all chefs love fish? Why did Hemingway love fish?


/Bruce and Brian met in the fall of 1989. A drunk named Robert introduced them.


Robert claims to be a writer, and there are those who will confirm that he has written a novel or two. A living is earned. Enough for Robert to drown himself in only the finest French wines. Even through the blurriest of vision he can make out the difference between a Margaux and a Côte du Rhône. On an average night Robert will order a Black Label on the rocks, a bottle of Muscadet, a Martell cognac and a glass of ice water, with some food mixed in here and there to break the flow. “You just can’t get great wine by the glass,” Robert says, and will offer anyone a glass from his bottle to prove it.


Robert likes to find himself a comfortable barstool and then stay there. The ones at Central Falls were particularly comfortable and he did a lot of drinking there. He also had a fondness for the cozy seats at L’Acajou’s long bar, but stools with backs were his decided preference. He could stand. Heavy drinkers generally prefer to sit, though, and you can’t really blame them. After much sitting at the bar of Central Falls, he came to know Bruce Goldstein, and after not so much sitting at L’Acajou, Brian Moores.


Bruce, he said one day, you should really meet Brian Moores. He was at L’Acajou awhile, a long while, now he’s living in Pennsylvania, may I have him call you?


But by then Bruce had already put an ad in The New York Times, looking for a chef. It cost him $542 and ran one Sunday in September of 1989.


“A new restaurant will be opening in SoHo. Emphasizing healthy lighter fare, de-emphasizing cream and butter sauce. . . .” And a phone number. Lots and lots of people called. Three chefs from the Russian Tea Room alone called. The personal cook to Ethel Kennedy called. Macrobiotic chefs who misunderstood the ad called. A guy named Tony called from an overpriced gourmet food shop in the Hamptons, the Barefoot Contessa, and of everyone who called, he was the only one who ever stood a chance. The goal was to pay somebody $40,000 or maybe $50,000 if they had to, so, sadly, the guys from the Russian Tea Room were just not going to work out.


Although it did raise an interesting question: Can you make borscht without cream?


Kimberly interviewed the applicants, five of them in person, and met Brian, too. He wasn’t really an applicant but he was somebody to consider. Bruce had eaten Brian’s food, and liked it. Bruce figured Brian would be pretty good on TV, and, of course, with a place like The Falls you had to count on some television exposure. The chef might be called on to appear on the morning shows in an apron and toque. This was going to be tough. Brian was good. Tony was good.


What if we hired both?


An interesting idea. Brian and Tony would be the co-executive chefs of The Falls. Brian the loud one, Tony soft . . . Brian the classy French chef, Tony the family Italian . . . Brian the chief cook, Tony the bottle washer. Yes, it just might work! The more they thought about it, the less they wanted to think about it. Yes, let’s do it. Two is better than one, and not really that much more expensive, actually.


To celebrate this decision with a public act of boldness, Bruce and Kimberly and Brian and Tony went to the New York Hotel and Restaurant Show at the Jacob K. Javits Convention Center, all together, one huge display of friendship and camaraderie that would introduce the world to The Falls Foursome. We have arrived! No more butter and cream!








OEBPS/images/9781476735009_cover.jpg
“Painfully hilarious and
even more painfully true”
-Anthony Bourdain

DAVID | BLUM






OEBPS/images/f0033-01.jpg
MATT DILLON

B[SO AR/
En

AX

] DAND ond Tz =











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
FLASH TN
THE PAN

THE LIFE AND DEATH OF AN
AMERICAN RESTAURANT

DAVID BLUM

JIMON & JSCHUJSTER
NEWYORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY TOKYO SINGAPORE





