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PROLOGUE



PARKING LOT, 1976





















THE FUTURE





All the stores at the Dock mall in Stratford, Connecticut, were closed for the night, except for the Fresh-n-Kleen Laundromat. My mom was inside the Laundromat, wearing blue jeans and a brown winter jacket that she’d bought at the Salvation Army for five dollars. She stood at a cracked linoleum counter underneath flickering fluorescent lights, smoking a Winston cigarette and folding clothes. Some of the clothes were ours, and some belonged to our neighbors, who sometimes would pay us to wash and fold their laundry. On this March night the storefronts were dark; the parking lot was empty except for our silver Chevy Vega and one other car. The cold was wet and heavy, and the piles of snow in the corners of the parking lot had turned gray and were melting in the rain.


Every two weeks I’d find myself at the Dock, doing laundry with my mom. I would help her, or just sit on the fiberglass shell chairs in the Laundromat and watch the giant dryers spinning in their fast, lopsided way. My mom had been unemployed for over a year, and her last relationship had ended when her boyfriend tried to stab her to death. Sometimes I would find her crying while she folded the neighbors’ clothes. She would be folding furiously, a cigarette lodged in her mouth, tears falling onto the neighbors’ T-shirts. I was ten years old.


After helping her sort laundry I would usually go outside and walk around the empty parking lot. I would wander behind the mall, past the loading docks and the rusting Dumpsters, and walk down to the ruined dock that gave the mall its name. The dock was black and burned; at some point it had a purpose, but now it just sat stoic and resigned in the dark Housatonic River. Sometimes, if I was lucky, I’d see giant river rats scurrying in and out of holes in the mud.


This night in March 1976 it was too cold and rainy to go exploring, and the Laundromat was choked with cigarette smoke. And sitting next to the washing machines on the cold fiberglass seats, watching my mom smoke and fold and cry, made our poverty seem even more vicious. So I spent the evening in the car, huddled in my wet thrift-store down jacket, playing with the radio. The rain made a steady drumbeat on the roof of the Vega, and I kept spinning the dial back and forth on the AM radio.


I was indiscriminate when it came to music: if it was played on the radio, I loved it. I assumed that the people playing music on the radio knew exactly what they were doing and wouldn’t, under any circumstances, play music that wasn’t perfect. Every week I listened to Casey Kasem’s American Top 40 countdown and memorized the songs that he played. I didn’t have favorites—I loved them all equally and religiously, from the Eagles to ABBA to Bob Seger to Barry White to Paul McCartney and Wings. I just accepted that all music played on the radio was worthy of my complete and undivided worship.


My damp Wrangler blue jeans were sticking to the vinyl seat of our cold car, but I listened happily to whatever was on the radio. It was the age of disco and rock and country rock and prog rock and yacht rock and ballads. Led Zeppelin coexisted benignly with Donna Summer, and Aerosmith lived peacefully with Elton John. Then I heard something new: “Love Hangover,” by Diana Ross. I knew disco music, although I didn’t think of it as being particularly different from the other types of music played on AM radio. But “Love Hangover” was different. The opening was languid—otherworldly and seductive—and it scared me.


Anything related to sex or sensuality terrified me and made me want to go watch Looney Tunes cartoons. Whenever I watched TV with my mom and the characters on Maude or The Love Boat hinted at sex or intimacy I froze and waited silently for the moment to end.


But “Love Hangover” was different. First of all, it was on the radio, so it had to be good. Second of all, it sounded futuristic. I was obsessed with Star Trek and Space: 1999, and had decided that I loved all things futuristic. The future was clean and interesting, and didn’t involve sad parents smoking Winstons in Laundromats. So even though I knew it was about sex, I listened to “Love Hangover” all the way through. It was a futuristic song on the radio, and neither the radio nor the future had ever betrayed me.


I sat watching the blurred lights of the Laundromat through the rain-streaked windshield, gradually accepting that the song made me uncomfortable but that I loved it. It represented a world I didn’t know, the opposite of where I was—and I hated where I was. I hated the poverty, the cigarette smoke, the drug use, the embarrassment, the loneliness. And Diana Ross was promising me that there was a world that wasn’t stained with sadness and resignation. Somewhere there was a world that was sensual and robotic and hypnotic. And clean.


Sitting in my mother’s Chevy Vega, I imagined a gleaming city a lifetime away from the parking lot. I could see people moving confidently through this gleaming city, striding through tall buildings with giant glass windows that looked onto discos and spaceports. As the frenetic disco outro of “Love Hangover” played, I imagined people dancing, all wearing white and looking like robot angels.


The song ended. I turned off the radio. I stepped out of the car into the rain and looked at the parking lot stretching all the way to the river, empty except for melting snow and puddles. Through a plate-glass window, I watched my mom smoking and folding, and somehow I could stand it. There was more to life than this cold, defeated shopping mall. The seed had been planted and was gently encoded somewhere in my DNA. A disco song on AM radio had given me a glimmer of hope: Someday I would leave these dead suburbs and I would find a city where I could enter a womb. A disco womb where people would let me in and let me listen to their futuristic music. I imagined opening the doors to a disco at the top of the tallest building in the world and seeing a thousand people smiling at me and welcoming me inside.

















SECTION ONE


DIRTY MECCA, 1989–1990























1


ONE HUNDRED SQUARE FEET





The roosters finally shut up at seven a.m.


There were four recurring sounds around the abandoned factory where I lived, a mile south of the Stamford train station.




	Gunshots. The crack dealers would regularly shoot at each other, usually starting after the sun went down.


	Amplified gospel. Every weekend there were big revival tents set up by the nearby storefront Dominican and Jamaican churches, trying to get the crack dealers to leave the neighborhood.


	Public Enemy. Or EPMD. Or Rob Base and DJ E-Z Rock. Every fifteen minutes, a car would drive by playing “Fight the Power” or “It Takes Two” at toaster-oven-rattling levels.


	Roosters. Everyone on the street opposite the abandoned factory kept roosters in their backyards. The roosters would start roostering around four thirty a.m., exactly when I was trying to go to bed. I kept an old radio next to my bed and tuned it to a non-station when I needed to sleep. The static just barely masked the dawn staccato stylings of the testosterone-fueled roosters across the street.






I had moved into this abandoned factory two years ago, and I loved it. In the nineteenth century it had been a huge lock factory, comprising twenty or thirty giant brick buildings. Now, in 1989, it was a dark and hulking mass in a neighborhood famous for having the highest murder rate in New England. A decade earlier a real estate developer had bought the whole complex, put up a fence, and hired some security guards to look after it.


A few of the guards made extra money by charging squatters and other random people $50 a month to illicitly live or work in the abandoned factory. I was making about $5,000 a year, so $50 a month for “squatter’s rent” was within my budget. My space was small and sandwiched between a gay-porn production studio and an artist’s loft, but it was all mine: one hundred square feet of abandoned factory where I could live and work as long as the security guards took their $50 and looked the other way.


My walls were built out of discarded plywood that my friend Paul and I found in a Dumpster. Paul and I had gone to Darien High School together, where we had bonded over loving science fiction and being the only poor kids in Darien, Connecticut. The walls of my one-hundred-square-foot loft looked like a brown wooden quilt, and in the summer heat the plywood would smell like the Dumpster where we had found it. My space had a solid, beautiful door that we had rescued from an abandoned house near Route 7 in Norwalk, and the entire floor was covered with thick, beautiful ivory carpeting that I had taken from the garage of a friend’s parents. I hadn’t gotten permission to take the rug, but I told myself that it was fine because I would give it back if they ever noticed it was missing. I had never cleaned the rug, but it remained improbably pristine.


I had a small, brown school desk for my Casio keyboard, my Alesis drum machine and sequencer, my TASCAM four-track mixer, and a terrible Yamaha sampler. I couldn’t afford speakers, so I listened to everything through a pair of Radio Shack headphones. I cooked my meals in a toaster oven and on a single-burner electric hot plate. And I was happy. I loved the crumbling bricks, I loved the olfactory weight of a century of different factory smells, and I loved my huge window that faced south, letting in pale light in the winter and blistering, full-throated sunlight in the summer.


There were approximately one million square feet of space in the factory complex—it was so huge, I had no idea how many other people lived there—and although I took up only one hundred of those square feet myself, I had access to the whole place. I would ride my friend Jamie’s motorcycle up and down the empty factory floors, sometimes playing “motorcycle bowling”: setting up bottles at one end of a factory floor and trying to knock them down with the motorcycle’s wheels. When I was bored, I would go exploring: I’d find old propane canisters, barrels of industrial chemicals, giant rusty wrenches, spools of steel cable, and the occasional dead pigeon.


When friends and family visited me, they were dismayed. My five-year-old cousin Ben, visiting me with my aunt Anne, stood in the doorway to my small space and announced, “This is terrible.” I smelled like a homeless person—because although I had a quasi-residence, I was functionally homeless. I didn’t have running water or a bathroom or heat, but I had free electricity, which is the one utility I needed to make music.


When I needed to pee, I would use an empty water bottle. With no bathroom, I was bathing only once a week—if I visited my mom’s house, or my girlfriend’s dorm, I could use the shower there. I usually stank, but I’d stopped offending myself. I loved everything about my life in the abandoned factory.


Well, not everything. I didn’t love that I’d been working on music for years and was still in a small city forty miles away from New York. I didn’t love that no record label had expressed any interest in my electronic music, or that I had never actually played it for anyone except my girlfriend. But aside from my longing to live and make music in lower Manhattan, the abandoned factory was perfect.




*





Most days I would wake up in my loft bed around noon, make oatmeal on my hot plate, read the Bible, and work on music. When I wanted a break I would ride my skateboard up and down the long, empty hallways of the factory or walk to the local Dominican bodega, where I could buy oats and raisins.


Today, however, I was headed to New York City, my dirty mecca. There were a few ways to get to New York. Sometimes I would ride my old moped to Darien, where my mom lived, and borrow her aging Chevy Chevette. I would drive into the city, following the route that I learned from my grandfather when I was eight years old: he taught me how to get into the city without paying tolls, though it meant driving through the most crime- and drug-ridden parts of New York.


Sometimes I could find someone who was already driving into the city and get a ride with them. But usually I took Metro-North, a commuter train that connected New York to its suburbs. I spent my childhood fleeing Connecticut for Manhattan via Metro-North. My punk-rock friends and I would all put on our best punk-rock T-shirts and go into the city, hoping that real punk rockers would notice us and approve of our Black Flag and Bad Brains shirts. Heading into Grand Central Terminal in the morning, we’d sit next to sleepy white businessmen; coming home at night we’d sit next to the same white businessmen, who were now drunk and exhausted.


If the police were around when I left the factory I would climb out via one of the huge glass-and-steel windows to avoid the scrutiny of the cops. Today there was only a truck rumbling down the road, so I left by the back door, stepping outside and clenching my body against the cold. It wasn’t a dry cold, but a wet cold that made my socks heavy and stabbed my bones. It had snowed three days earlier, covering the ground with a pristine and angelic blanket—quickly ruined by freezing rain. I walked under the gray sky, across the pitted and broken tarmac of the parking lot, picking my way through a maze of puddles. When I got to the chain-link fence, I let myself out through a hole in the corner and headed for the Stamford train station.


Walking to the train station I passed some storefront churches with hand-painted signs, a grocery store with bulletproof Plexiglas and a special on Schlitz malt liquor, the Cavalier Pool Hall, and some shuttered and abandoned buildings. Within a few minutes my hands and feet were already cold. The scattering of locals on the street looked homeless or scared, and they were nonplussed by the badly dressed white kid walking through their neighborhood.


The next train to Grand Central didn’t leave for half an hour, so I stopped at the pool hall to play a game by myself. The room was dark, with a few dim lights over the five pool tables. Even low-wattage lighting couldn’t conceal that the felt on the tables was scarred and burned from decades of cigarettes and spilled drinks. Aside from me there was one other person playing a midday game of pool, and the guy in the back who rented you your cue and rack of balls for $1.50. I often stopped by the pool hall on my way to the train station, even though I was a mediocre pool player. I consoled myself with the knowledge that if I were any good at pool I’d run the table quickly and not be able to play as long. As with so many things, there was utility in avoiding excellence.


The pool hall was always filled with cigarette smoke. That wasn’t surprising—I worked in bars where everyone smoked and went to restaurants where everyone smoked. Even though I was a nonsmoker, and there were only two other human beings inside the pool hall, it seemed normal for the room to be filled with smoke. I never spoke with the other pool players, or the guy handing out cues and racks. I hoped that someday, they would say “How are ya?” or even give me a subtle nod, but they just tolerated me. Apart from me, the only white people around here were suburban kids buying crack and heroin. The irony was that even though I was sober, I was seen as part of the problem: another drug-addicted white kid ruining the neighborhood. Eventually the locals realized that I lived there, and while that didn’t get me any friendly nods, at least it stopped the hostile stares.


I finished my game, hoping that if either of the other guys in the pool hall looked at me, they would think that I was a better player than I actually was. On the rare occasions when I sunk a tricky or satisfyingly loud shot, I would glance up to see if anyone had noticed; they never did. As a scrawny white kid I was an anomaly, but not so interesting that I actually warranted much of anybody’s attention.


I shrugged on my thrift-shop winter coat, which now smelled like cigarette smoke and wet sheep, and trudged the last few hundred yards to the train station. I passed one of the storefront churches; they were having a service inside. I could hear tambourines, an electric organ, and a choir singing. Sometimes on Sundays, when the churches were in full swing, I would stop in and sit in the back. Or when the weather was nice, and all the churches had their doors open, I would walk down the street and it would sound like a beautiful Tower of Babel, with all of the churches filling the street with perfect competing versions of the gospel. Puerto Rican churches were next to Abyssinian churches, right alongside evangelical and Pentecostal congregations, and whatever other brand of church could justify renting a storefront and buying some plastic folding chairs. If I stood listening in the doorway too long I made the congregation uncomfortable, so I usually stood just to the side of the doorway, listening to the Casio organs and raised voices.


When I got on the train I immediately headed for the bathroom; in high school, I had learned that you could avoid paying the $5 fare if you hid there. I was heading to New York City to drop off a DJ mix cassette at a brand-new nightclub. I’d heard about it from my girlfriend Janet; we’d been dating for a few months. Janet had grown up riding horses in Greenwich, Connecticut, but now lived in the Columbia dorms—she was a sophomore at the university—and had an internship at Interview magazine. She looked like Katharine Hepburn circa The Philadelphia Story, but her heroes were the writers at Paper and the Village Voice, and she was obsessed with nightclubs and galleries.


A writer at Interview had told Janet that a new nightclub called Mars was hiring and that if I hurried down I could drop off a mix tape. So in the torn pocket of my wet jacket I had a sixty-minute cassette of my best DJ mixes: hip-hop on one side, house music on the other. I had worked on this tape for days, mixing grooves on my four-track cassette recorder and then overdubbing them with a cappella tracks from obscure hip-hop and disco twelve-inch records. I wanted to look less homeless than I usually did, so under my secondhand jacket I was wearing my coolest nightclub outfit: black turtleneck, black jeans, black dress shoes, all from Goodwill and the Salvation Army.


I sat in the bathroom of the Metro-North train for forty-five minutes, inhaling the smell of pee and disinfectant and studying the artwork my friend Jamie had drawn on the cover of my tape. Was it cool enough? Was it cool at all? Jamie had designed a logo for me, all elaborate graffiti swoops and jagged edges. He was an aspiring graffiti artist but he was also a white kid from Norwalk, Connecticut, who studied accounting at UConn. Would anyone else know that? Maybe the logo was cool. I had no idea.


I had started sending similar mix tapes to a radio promoter in California. I’d seen an ad in a DJ magazine: “Wanted: your mix tapes for NATIONAL radio syndication.” I’d called the number listed and spoken to a surly man in Oakland, with the sound of a crying baby in the background. He told me that he could get my mixes played on the radio, so I’d been sending him thirty-minute hip-hop mixes. I hadn’t received any money for the mixes, nor did he ever tell me if my mixes were being played, but I kept sending the mixes in the hope that someone, somewhere, was listening.


The train pulled into Grand Central; I got out of the bathroom and rushed past the commuters, through the vast space of the station, and into the subway system. Fifteen minutes later, after jumping two subway turnstiles, I was running down Fourteenth Street along the bloody sidewalks of the Meatpacking District. I made it to Mars, breathless with hope and excitement. Mars was a nightclub in an abandoned warehouse, huge and dirty and hulking. A club impresario named Rudolf had rented it with the intention of turning it into the biggest and best nightclub on the planet. Its façade looked out over the West Side Highway, some sex and bondage clubs, and the slate-gray Hudson River. There were no restaurants or bars in the Meatpacking District, but there was a line in front of the club, hundreds of cool New Yorkers hoping to get a job. I stood in line in my black nightclub clothes, hoping that the other people wouldn’t notice that I was, in fact, a small and badly dressed white kid who lived in an abandoned factory in Connecticut.


After an hour of waiting I got to the front of the line. In the foyer of the nightclub there were three people sitting behind a big folding table, handing out paperwork. One of them asked, “What application do you want? Busboy, bartender, security?”


“Um, do you have DJ applications?” I asked.


There was a pause, and then they all laughed. “No, we don’t have DJ applications,” a disconcertingly calm woman behind the table told me. She was a beautiful African-American woman, wearing a long black coat over a weathered New York Dolls T-shirt. “Yuki’s already hired the DJs,” she explained.


“Oh. Well, can I just leave this tape?” I asked. “It’s house music on one side and hip-hop on the other. Maybe you could give it to the person who hires the DJs?”


She looked at me with pity, but she accepted the tape. Then she directed her attention to the person in line behind me. I stood there, frozen. “Okay, thanks,” I said, to no response. “Okay, bye.”


I hurried out and walked to the corner to use the pay phone so I could call Janet. It was broken. I walked to the next pay phone, a block away; it was broken too. It was drizzling, I was cold, the sky was low and dark, and I had just humiliated myself in front of a cool and beautiful woman at what was going to be the best nightclub on the planet. I’d had the temerity to dream that I could be a DJ at Mars. I was a fool. And now I was standing with my feet in a slurry of rain and animal blood, staring at a broken pay phone.


I had a few dollars, so I walked to the health food store on Thirteenth Street and Eighth Avenue. When I had left the factory and rushed into the city I had been full of hope that I would finally be a New York City DJ. And now I was walking through the rain, hunched forward against the cold wind, to buy groceries from hippies. I purchased my soy milk and sprouted bread, jumped the turnstile on the F train, noted that F seemed like an appropriate grade for this trip to NYC, transferred to the Grand Central shuttle at Forty-Second Street, and splurged on a ticket back to Stamford so that I wouldn’t have to sit in the bathroom. On the train I ate my bread and drank my soy milk, sometimes looking through the scratched windows at the South Bronx, sometimes reading a copy of New York Rocker that someone had left on a seat.


The bands in New York Rocker had record deals and played shows. They did interviews. They released records. People took their pictures. People listened to their music. It was everything I dreamed about. I wanted to play music for actual audiences. I wanted to DJ in dark, crowded rooms in New York City. But, in fact, I was a borderline-homeless twenty-three-year-old electronic musician whose only paying work was DJing Mondays at a tiny bar in Port Chester, New York, and every Saturday night at an all-ages club in a church in Greenwich.


When I got off the train in Stamford the rain had picked up, so I rushed back to the factory. I walked down a long hallway to my tiny studio and called Janet. It still amazed me that I had a phone. When I first moved into the factory I had called the phone company to see if I could get a phone. The very next day they sent someone, and five minutes after he arrived, I had a working phone. He didn’t ask me if I was living in the factory illegally; he just laid down some wire and installed a phone jack. As he left I almost asked him what his name was so I could name my firstborn child after him.


“How was it?” Janet asked excitedly. “Did they hire you?”


“Well, there were a lot of people in line looking for work, but I left a tape with one of the women in charge,” I told her.


“Great! How are you feeling?”


“I feel good,” I lied.


We chatted for a few minutes, made plans to go to church together on Sunday, and hung up.


I’d done everything I could to get hired at Mars. I’d rushed to New York City in the rain. I’d left behind a tape decorated with an accounting student’s idea of cool graffiti. Now it was in God’s hands. Well, not the tape. I assumed the tape was in the garbage, or in someone’s answering machine. But the situation was in God’s hands. So I did what I always did: I turned on my studio and worked on music. I made quiet ambient house music until midnight, then I took off my headphones and turned off my equipment. I made some oatmeal and read a battered Star Trek paperback while listening to a Debussy cassette.


Sitting by the window, with the rain beating against my enormous factory windows and the space heaters on full blast, I was happy. I was unwashed and smelly, I lived in an abandoned factory in a crack neighborhood, and it had been an intensely disappointing day, but I was calm and happy. At four a.m., I went to sleep in my tiny loft bed, listening to the rain.


In the morning the rain had stopped, but it was still cold and overcast. I made more oatmeal on my hot plate and then went into my food stash for a few almonds and an orange. Almonds and oranges were luxuries, but the day before had been rough, and I wanted a treat. I was almost out of water, so after breakfast, I walked down the street to the bodega to buy two large plastic bottles of water. Walking back to the factory I noticed the huge mounds of dirt in the empty parking lot: once the beginnings of a construction project, they were now just big mud piles.


When I got back to my studio I saw that I had a message on my answering machine. I hit “play,” the cassette rewound, and I heard the best message anyone had ever heard in the history of phone messages: “Hi, this is Yuki Watanabe calling from nightclub Mars. I’m calling for DJ Moby. I listened to your tape. Call me to see about DJing Mars.”


I froze in place. I played the tape again. And then again.


Someone named Yuki with a thick Japanese accent had listened to my mix tape, and this same person was interested in having me DJ at Mars. I listened to the message once again to make sure it was real. And then again. And for good measure, again.


I picked up the phone, terrified. I had to call this Yuki and somehow convince him to give me a DJ job at Mars. Please. That was all I could say, to him or to God. Please.


I held the phone in my sweaty hand. I dialed the number.


“Hello, this is Yuki Watanabe,” a rumbling voice said slowly.


“Hi, this is DJ Moby,” I said, talking too quickly, “you called me about DJing at Mars?”


“Yes, I listen your tape. It’s very interesting. Can you DJ Friday night?”


“Yes. Yes, I can DJ Friday night.”


“Okay, you play in the basement. Ten p.m. to four a.m. It pays one hundred dollars.”


“Thank you! I’ll see you then.”


“Okay, DJ Moby.”


I hung up and thought about Walker Percy. There’s a scene in his novel The Moviegoer when the protagonist is in a museum after an accident. He has a moment of clarity, and suddenly he sees tiny dust motes floating in the sunlight. My own life had just changed, on a larger scale than I could imagine, and I could see dust motes floating in the winter light that streamed through my oversized windows.


I sat on my carpet, still clutching the phone, my neurons firing like the whirling atoms in a PBS science video. Had this really happened? Was I hallucinating? Were ancient factory fumes corrupting my brain? I listened to the answering machine message again: it was real. I had just been hired to DJ in the basement at the coolest club on the planet.


The world around me evaporated. I no longer saw the abandoned factory, or the phone, or the sky framed by my window. In my mind’s eye I saw the basement at Mars. I imagined a room, painted black, with low ceilings and a perfect sound system. A dark space filled with demonically cool people: I would stand at the elevated DJ booth, playing hip-hop and house music.


I called Janet. She was out, but her answering machine picked up. “Janet, you’ll never believe what just happened,” I blurted out. “Yuki from Mars called. I’m going to be DJing at Mars on Friday night. I can’t believe it, I can’t believe it. Call me! I can’t believe it.” I hung up.


I needed to thank God, so I got on my knees on my stolen carpet. “Thank you, God,” I whispered. “Thank you. That’s all, thank you.”
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VEGAN COOKIES





Someone shot Jamie?” I asked. I was standing in front of the abandoned factory in Stamford on a sunny Friday afternoon, talking to one of the other squatters.


“No, he got stabbed,” the squatter, Pedro, told me. “Someone heard screaming last night and then saw these two guys running down the hall. They looked in Jamie’s room—he was lying on the floor in a pool of blood.”


Pedro was a photographer and a graffiti artist. His graffiti tags were all over the factory complex: in the elevators, on the Dumpsters, on every inch of the loading dock. He always wore an old brown leather motorcycle jacket, and he’d been living at the factory for ten years.


“You’re kidding,” I said. “I saw him yesterday. Look, his motorcycle’s still there.”


Pedro eyed Jamie’s Triumph, sitting between two Dumpsters. “Do you think someone will take it?” he asked.


“I’m surprised it’s still there,” I said.


“Am I stealing it if he’s dead?”


There was a long pause as we both stared at it. Finally, I said, “I think it’s kind of a gray area.”


One of the advantages of living in the factory was that nobody paid attention to what we, as squatters, did. In addition to making electronic music and DJing I was playing drums in a punk-rock band called the Pork Guys and banging on metal cans in an industrial band called Shopwell—when we needed to rehearse, we took our equipment to some empty part of the factory and made as much noise as we wanted. Nobody complained. It was an abandoned factory in a crack neighborhood. As long as we weren’t killing people, we were left alone.


But last month somebody had killed a homeless guy in the parking lot, and now Jamie had been stabbed to death. The other squatters and I weren’t afraid that we’d be hurt; we were afraid that the police would figure out what was going on and that we’d be evicted. People dying in the abandoned factory wasn’t good for our anonymity. “If you leave, where do you think you’ll go?” I asked Pedro.


“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe Brooklyn? Or the Lower East Side? I have some friends in a squat on Avenue C. But there are rats.”


Most squatters lived in abandoned apartment buildings—and because abandoned apartment buildings had previously been lived in by people, they were usually filled with rats and roaches. The beauty of living in an abandoned factory, apart from one million square feet of unused industrial space, was that there were no rats or roaches.


“And you?” Pedro asked. “Where would you go?”


“I can’t move home,” I said. “So I’d probably move to New York somehow.”


“Can you afford it? Or would you squat?”


“If I DJ more, I could probably pay a hundred fifty dollars a month for rent.”


“That’s a lot,” he said.


“I know, but I need to be in New York.”


“Word. Okay, see you later,” Pedro said. “Don’t get stabbed.”


“Poor Jamie,” I said, giving his Triumph one last look, as if I could say good-bye to Jamie through his motorcycle.


I had to be in Greenwich at four p.m. for Bible study, and after that I was going to the Episcopal church where I DJed on Saturday nights, to hold a microphone for my friend Chris while he shot his student film. If I rode my moped I could get to Greenwich in about thirty minutes. I put on my helmet and headed west, past the pool hall, the storefront churches, and the drug dealers. I drove up to Route 1, passing the old Anthrax Club, where I’d seen Circle Jerks and Agnostic Front and countless other hardcore bands in the early eighties. I then headed west, passing the Villa Bar, where I used to get drunk when I was sixteen.


One time in high school I’d blacked out in the toilets at the Villa. A couple of off-duty cops had peeled me off the bathroom floor, thrown water in my face, and dumped me on the sidewalk. I emerged from my blackout with my friend Kitty shouting my name.


“What?” I said, opening my eyes and drunkenly looking around.


“I thought you were dying, you fuckhead!” she yelled at me.


I considered this. “I want a drink,” I told her.


“You can’t go back in. The cops will beat the shit out of you.”


“But I love cops. Can we go to Port Chester and drink?”


Port Chester was in New York, and the bars there stayed open until four a.m. We got in Kitty’s car and drove to Port Chester, where they served me more liquor. Then I threw up again and blacked out. When I woke up at dawn I was draped over a lounge chair by Kitty’s parents’ pool in New Canaan: sixteen, hungover, and proud.




*





Heading west out of Stamford on my moped I entered one of the wealthiest town in the United States: Greenwich, Connecticut. The check-cashing stores and housing projects in Stamford turned into leafy garden supply centers and mansions hiding behind giant pruned hedges. I arrived at the house where we were having Bible study and parked my moped—a twelve-year-old green Peugeot—between a Porsche Carrera and a Mercedes station wagon. After I took off my helmet I rubbed my head to get the dried foam rubber out of my hair. I’d bought the helmet at the Darien Salvation Army: it had been new in 1975, it didn’t fit, and every time I wore it, I ended up with foam-rubber dandruff.


We were having Bible study at Catherine’s house. Catherine was a shy, sweet junior at Greenwich High School who rode horses and listened to the Cure. Her family had moved to the States from Belgium a few years earlier; her father’s finance company had rented them an eight-bedroom mansion with a swimming pool, a tennis court, and a horse paddock, on six acres in back-country Greenwich. Today I was going to be teaching Bible study in the basement.


For Bible study I wanted to talk about the Sermon on the Plain in Luke. It was almost like Jesus’s greatest hits: “love your enemies,” “judge not lest you be judged,” but also “woe to you who are rich” and “woe to you who are well-fed now.”


See, I was Christian, but I was also a dick. I was poor, I lived in an abandoned factory, I spent $10 a week on food. So when I read “Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the kingdom of God. Blessed are you who hunger now, for you will be satisfied,” I felt smug and justified and favored in the eyes of God.


Normally I felt like a subpar Christian, and I worked under the assumption that God was perpetually disappointed in me. I didn’t do enough ministering to the homeless. I still wanted a career as a musician. I still had lustful thoughts. But when it came to poverty, I felt like I’d nailed it. I’d never met anyone as poor as I was now. Even the poor people I’d grown up around had indoor plumbing and walls made of stronger materials than salvaged plywood.


So I was smugly going into million-dollar houses in Greenwich to judge the children of the rich and make them feel bad about being born into wealth. I wasn’t concerned for their spiritual health. I didn’t want to lovingly guide them into seeing the error of their ways. I just wanted to make them feel bad for having money. I also wanted them to applaud the legitimacy of my teachings, since I had spent hours in my tiny room at the abandoned factory, memorizing Bible passages and figuring out new and interesting ways to use Christianity to make people feel bad about themselves.


I was also an expert at using Christianity to beat the shit out of myself. Three weeks ago I’d decided that my Christianity was inadequate: I felt like a fraud, for I was a Christian but I had a home. Admittedly, my home was a tiny space in an abandoned factory, but it was still home. I had read the teachings of Christ and understood from them that I was supposed to be homeless. Christ wanted me to get rid of my possessions and go out and wander the earth, ministering to people. I felt called. One day I decided to take my faith out of the realm of the cloistered and academic and walk into the world with nothing except for the clothes on my back and my Bible.


I picked up my Bible, left the room, and closed the front door. I held the key up to the lock, and then I stared at the key. I thought, If I put the key in the lock and turn it, I leave and I don’t come back. I commit to a life of wandering and doing my best to help anyone who needs it: the poor, the hungry, the bereft. I leave and I turn my back on home, career, ambition, everything.


The key hovered an inch from my lock. In my mind I could hear the key sliding into the lock and turning. I imagined walking down the hallway, leaving the factory by the back door, going to the pay phone on the corner, and calling my mom. I’d say, “Mom, I need a favor. I’m leaving to wander and minister. Will you sell my stuff and give whatever money you make to the poor?”


But I couldn’t do it. I stood at the door, key still outside the lock, and I prayed, “God, if this is your will, then please give me the strength to do it.” It felt like such a clear calling, but minutes passed and I was still standing at my door. I couldn’t give up the familiar, no matter how humble, for the unknown. I had no guidelines or personal precedent for becoming a mendicant. I put the key back in my pocket, walked back into my room, and sat in the fiberglass school chair that Paul and I had fished out of a Dumpster.


I prayed again. “God, I’m sorry. I can’t do it. I can’t leave everything and go minister. I’m sorry, God.” I felt like a fraud. I knew my calling—to leave, to have no possessions, to minister—and I couldn’t do it. But I still wanted to judge the rich and their soft children.
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Catherine’s little sister let me in, and I walked down the stairs to the basement of the mansion. There was a red-felt pool table at the bottom of the stairs, and some comfortable couches and chairs arranged in a circle. Seven of the eight Bible-study regulars were there, clean and smiling. They all lived with their parents, sleeping in the same quiet bedrooms they’d known since childhood. The boys wore button-down Brooks Brothers shirts; the girls wore Calvin Klein jeans and Fair Isle sweaters. We sat and one of the girls prayed, “God, thank you for bringing us here and thank you for giving us this place to meet and study. Please guide Moby as he brings us your teaching. Amen.”


“Amen,” we all echoed.


“Okay, let’s open our Bibles to Luke 6:12,” I said. “Tory, do you want to start reading?”


We went around the room, each of us reading a few lines, ending at Luke 7. And I was ready. I still had the smell of the factory in my unwashed clothes. There were specks of foam rubber in my hair from my ancient moped helmet. I was ready to bring the righteous judgment of God down on these soft suburban Christians. I went to bed listening to gunshots; they, I imagined, went to bed to the sound of snoring golden retrievers. Hadn’t we just read “woe to you who are rich”? I felt justified, holy vengeance building up inside me.


Then I looked at a table where Catherine’s mom had put out cookies and lemonade for us. Catherine saw my glance. “Oh, do you want a cookie?” she asked. “My mom went to the health-food store and got vegan cookies for you.”


“Thanks,” I said, and paused, the wind of judgment leaving my sails. Had I done anything selfless today? Had I gone out of my way to be kind to anyone today? Had I fed anyone today?


No. Here I was, the firebrand Christian, the self-styled voice of a judgmental God, staring at my failings in the form of a plate of vegan cookies. Catherine’s mom had gone to some strange health-food store to get weird vegan cookies for a friend of her daughter whom she’d never even met. And I was the good Christian?


The thought came to me, from Hosea, “I desire mercy and not sacrifice.” So I put my anger aside, and instead of judging these kind Christians around me I talked about my experience three weeks earlier, how I’d felt called to leave everything so I could minister to the poor, and how I felt that I’d disappointed God and asked for His forgiveness. Then I talked about how we could find the divine in the big gestures—grand statements and renunciations—but there was a quiet divinity in small things, like buying weird vegan cookies for a stranger. Or letting people into your house and serving them food. In that moment, those small gestures seemed more important to me, and more divine.


“So thank you all for being here for me,” I finished. “And, Catherine, please thank your mom for the vegan cookies.”


I left out the fact that the cookies were dry and terrible.




*





After Bible study, we all went to Greenwich’s Christ Church to help the Episcopal minister’s son, Chris, shoot scenes for his student film. Chris attended NYU, where he claimed his adviser was Martin Scorsese.


“Will Martin Scorsese be at the church?” I’d asked Chris.


“Probably,” Chris had said, doing his Tom Sawyer best to get us all to work for free.


I pulled up to Christ Church at dusk and parked my moped under a spreading elm, next to the eighteenth-century cemetery. Chris was standing with a cluster of actors and extras, next to the portico that covered the entrance to one of the old stone chapels, explaining to all the volunteers what we’d be doing. As I was a musician, I’d been drafted to hold the microphone.


“Chris, who’s that over there?” I asked, pointing to a long-haired guy walking in circles on the lush lawn and talking to himself. He was wearing a dark winter coat and gesturing with his hands, as if he were emphatically making a point to a ghost.


“Oh, that’s Viggo Mortensen. He’s goes to school with me, and he’s the lead in the film,” Chris told me.


“Why is he walking in circles? Does he have mad cow disease?”


“Ha, no, he’s just intense,” Chris said. “When he’s getting ready to shoot, that’s what he does.”


We went up the ancient wooden stairs in the chapel and spent the next five hours filming Viggo on the roof. He and the lead actress kept going over the same scenes, with Chris pushing them to do minor variations on their lines. The night got later, the wind picked up, and it got cold.


“I thought movies were glamorous,” one of the tired and shivering high school students on the roof said to me.


I was holding the microphone on a long, telescoping pole. One of Chris’s film student friends asked me, “Do you work full-time as a boom operator?”


“What’s a boom operator?” I replied.


“Ha, I guess not,” he said, and walked away.


At one a.m., after we’d shot the same scenes a few dozen times, Chris announced, “Okay, everyone, that’s a wrap.” We all applauded for ourselves—something I’d never done before.


I walked over to Viggo, who hadn’t spoken to anyone all night.


“Good job, Viggo,” I said, holding out my hand.


He took my hand, looked intensely into my eyes, and asked, “Was it?”
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NIGHT MOVES





You can’t be a DJ in New York and live in Stamford,” Damian had said to me, correctly.


“But I can’t afford to live in Manhattan,” I complained.


“Well, move to New York and get more DJ jobs,” he told me.


He was right. I was scared, and poor, but he was right. So he and I were clearing out my tiny space at the abandoned factory. Leaving behind my plywood walls and my scavenged door, I packed everything I owned into my mom’s car and moved to New York City with Damian, his girlfriend Alyssa, and our DJ friend Roberto.


I’d met Damian two years before at the all-ages club in Greenwich where I was DJing. He was a tall, blond aspiring artist. He smoked expensive British cigarettes and always wore black new-wave clothes. Every new-wave girl in Connecticut was in love with him. He couldn’t afford art school, so he spent his time in different art museums, figuring out how people had painted in the eighteenth century. His girlfriend Alyssa was a tall, mantis-thin Asian model who had just graduated from Columbia. Our friend Roberto was a hip-hop DJ whose parents were modern-art dealers. Roberto dated beautiful women, DJed at downtown hip-hop clubs, and vacationed in the south of France in his family’s villa.


A few weeks ago Alyssa had been looking at apartments in Village Voice ads. She found a duplex on the corner of Fourteenth Street and Third Avenue, with three bedrooms and a big living room, for $1,200 a month. Lower Manhattan was filled with cheap apartments because lower Manhattan was filthy and dangerous, and most people didn’t want to live there.


Damian and Alyssa were dysfunctionally dating, so they claimed the largest bedroom, in the basement. Their bedroom got no light and smelled like cheap building materials and mildew. Because it was perpetually dark, or maybe because they hated each other and were depressed, Alyssa and Damian both routinely slept until three or four in the afternoon. Roberto had the most money, being a working DJ and having villa- and gallery-owning parents, so he took the large bedroom in the back of the apartment that actually got thirty minutes of sunlight during the afternoon.


I was the poorest, so I took the smallest bedroom—but it was still bigger than my one-hundred-square-foot cube at the abandoned factory. The floors in my new bedroom were painted gray, my walls were faded green, and I had two grimy windows overlooking the garbage-filled shaftway between our building and the one next to ours. My boxes of books (Star Trek, Arthur C. Clarke, Kierkegaard) were on the floor, and my records (Joy Division, Derrick May, Public Enemy) were piled in one corner. I removed the closet doors and installed my small MIDI studio in the closet. I couldn’t afford a bed frame, so my thin twin mattress sat on the floor. The apartment smelled like garbage, it got no light, and it was next door to a drug den and a Mexican restaurant specializing in deep-fried cuchifritos, but for me it was paradise.


New York City had long been the dark city on the hill for me, shadowy and ominous and perfect. I had been born on 148th Street in Harlem in 1965, and spent years in Connecticut dreaming of returning to New York, like a homing pigeon longing for the degenerate island of its birth. Gang violence and AIDS and drug overdoses weren’t just tabloid headlines for us—we all knew people who had died way too young in New York City. Nevertheless, Damian and I and our roommates were in the filthy epicenter of the most remarkable city on the planet.


My share of the rent was $285, which was a huge stretch for me, since I’d previously been paying $50 a month to the security guards at the abandoned factory. But I was making almost $800 a month, as I was DJing at Mars and saying yes to any work that was offered to me.


The week before moving to the city I had borrowed my mom’s car to drive across the Tappan Zee Bridge to Nyack, New York, where I DJed a wedding. The bride and groom were getting married without the blessing of their families, so they had rented the basement in the Nyack community hall and paid for it themselves. The basement was cold and damp and the twenty guests sat shivering on plastic folding chairs. The couple couldn’t afford to rent turntables, so I played music on two cassette decks they’d borrowed from their friends, even playing “Wedding March” on a cassingle as the bride walked down the aisle between the folding chairs. They paid me $70, and I felt guilty taking so much money. But one of my goals in New York City was to avoid becoming a homeless prostitute, and to that end I needed to do anything that I could to make money, even DJing weddings with cassettes and taking money from impoverished newlyweds.




*





A month after my roommates and I moved in we decided to have a party. I played new-wave and house music records and cassettes in the corner of the living room, people danced, and everyone except me got drunk.


I had stopped drinking two years before, in 1987. I had my first drink when I was ten years old, on the last day of 1975. My friend Arthur’s family lived in Darien on an estate by Long Island Sound, and his mom had invited me to their New Year’s Eve party. At some point during the night Arthur’s drunk mom had handed me a glass of champagne. I’d then gone to their huge marble-clad kitchen and stolen two more glasses of champagne from under the noses of the two European au pairs they had working for them. After I drank three glasses of champagne all my anxieties had melted away and for the first time in my life I’d felt genuinely happy. When I made it upstairs to Arthur’s room after midnight Arthur was already asleep on the lower bunk of his bunk beds. I drunkenly climbed to my top bunk and lay down under a Battlestar Galactica blanket. “I always want to feel this good,” I announced to the room. Arthur didn’t say anything; he was sleeping.


In junior high school and high school I went to parties and drank anything I could get my hands on. I stole wine and beer from my mom and her boyfriends. I stole vodka and rum from the liquor cabinets of my friends’ parents. And to top it off, when I was twelve my friend Jim and I would drink wine coolers and take the antipsychotic pills prescribed for his institutionalized brother.


“I’m an alcohol enthusiast,” I’d tell my friends—sometimes at the very moment when I was hurling garbage cans at parked cars, drunkenly weeping, or throwing up on a sidewalk. I drunkenly crashed a few cars and lost my virginity in a blackout when I was sixteen.


I would also get drunk and go to straight-edge shows. Straight edge was a movement that had been started by the DC hardcore band Minor Threat. Most straight-edge kids wore big Xs on the backs of their hands and didn’t drink, smoke, or take drugs. I loved the music, and I loved feeling like I was part of a secret society, but as a teenager, I had no interest in the actual philosophy.


When I was seventeen I went to see Minor Threat at Great Gildersleeves, a rock club in lower Manhattan one block away from CBGB. I drew the requisite X on the back of my hand, and on the way to the venue got drunk on rum with my friend Bill. In a blackout state after the show I introduced myself to Ian MacKaye, lead singer of Minor Threat, as he was loading equipment into the band’s van.


“Mr. MacKaye,” I said drunkenly, “I just wanted to say that I’m straight-edge too, and I love your band.”


He shook my hand and said a wary thanks.


In 1983 I went to college and kept drinking, routinely waking up on the floor of my dorm room in a puddle of my own vomit. I also began having debilitating panic attacks. They were so bad I couldn’t leave my dorm room or make it to class, so I dropped out and moved home. My friends from high school were at Ivy League schools sitting under hundred-year-old oak trees and discussing Kant and Foucault, and a year after graduating high school I was a nineteen-year-old college dropout sleeping on his mother’s secondhand couch.


Even though I was nineteen, and under the legal drinking age, I got a job DJing at a suburban bar called the Beat. At other bars being blind drunk at work might have been frowned upon, but at the Beat my bosses seemed to turn a blind eye to me drinking as often and as much as I could. I would drink a pint glass of vodka, throw up alcohol and stomach bile in the men’s room, and then get a beer and head to the DJ booth to get back to work.


I was young, so the hangovers had been brief and almost charming—they made me feel a kinship with Dylan Thomas and Charles Bukowski. But consequences started to pile up from drinking and in 1986, at the age of twenty-one, I accepted that I might be an alcoholic, or at least a problem drinker.


In 1987 I became a vegan, started teaching Bible study, and decided that crashing cars and waking up covered in vomit wasn’t in keeping with my values. My father had died of alcoholism. My friend Paul’s mom had died of alcoholism. Most of the violence I had seen had been fueled by drinking. So I sat on the couch at my mom’s house in 1987 and called up Paul, who had always been straight-edge. I told him, “I think I’m done. I don’t think I’m going to drink anymore.” I hadn’t had a drink since, and our shared sobriety, and mutual love of Star Trek and David Lynch, had become the foundation of my friendship with Paul.




*





At two a.m. the housewarming party in our new apartment started winding down, so I turned on the lights and ended the night with a cassette of “Night Moves” by Bob Seger. My drunk friends sang along, finished their beers, and headed home. I went to bed and set my alarm for seven a.m. so I could wake up and collect all the empty cans and bottles before anyone threw them away.


After I slept for a few hours I woke up at dawn and filled three garbage bags with bottles and cans and lugged them down Fourteenth Street to the Food Emporium. Even early in the morning there were a dozen homeless people standing in line outside the supermarket, all waiting to use the recycling machines. It was a cold March morning; I was wearing a Vietnam-era army jacket, thrift-shop jeans, old work boots, and a black knit cap pulled over my head.


It was starting to drizzle, my plastic garbage bags smelled like beer, and the people walking in and out of the Food Emporium were giving me and the homeless people in line pitying looks. When it was my turn I patiently inserted my bottles and cans into the recycling machines; each time I was rewarded with a loud crunch and five cents that clattered into the metal tray. After a few minutes my bags were empty and my pockets were full of nickels. I had made five dollars in loose change and I felt rich. All I’d done was wake up early and collect garbage that would have been thrown away. I’d put the garbage into a machine, and the machine had given me money. I felt like an alchemist, but instead of turning lead into gold, I’d turned beer bottles into nickels.


It was nine a.m. and I was newly rich with nickels, so I headed for Prana Health Foods on First Avenue. Prana was the only health-food store in my new neighborhood, and it hadn’t changed since 1970. It smelled like oats and brewer’s yeast and stale spinach, and everyone who worked there was surly and thin and looked like a refugee from a Grateful Dead show parking lot. They even had the requisite hippie cat sleeping on the bulk sesame seed bin. I splurged on my favorite luxury indulgence: vanilla soy milk, which was $1.49 per carton. While the cranky hippie behind the counter watched, I counted out $4.90 in nickels and bought three containers of vanilla soy milk and an organic orange. Now I was an alchemist twice over: I’d turned beer cans and bottles into soy milk and an orange.


I walked up First Avenue and got home just as my roommates were waking up. Roberto was staggering around the kitchen in his Calvin Klein underpants and Adidas sandals, hungover. “You cleaned up?” he asked, confused.


“I took all the bottles and cans to the recycling place at Food Emporium,” I said proudly.


“Ha, you’re like a homeless dude!” he said.


I wanted to brag that I now had three cartons of soy milk and an orange, but his family owned a villa in Provence, so I didn’t think he’d be impressed.


“Yo, what was that wack rock track you played at the end of the party?” he asked.


“‘Night Moves’ by Bob Seger?” I asked.


“That shit is wack.”


I wanted to defend Bob Seger but said nothing—I just put away my groceries. Roberto had grown up in New York and he understood cool things in a way that I never would. We were both DJs, but he loved obscure jazz and Cozy Burger and I loved Bob Seger and soy milk.


“Yo, can I have some of your orange?” Roberto asked.


My orange. It had cost forty cents, or eight cans.


“Okay,” I said. “It’s organic.”


“As opposed to synthetic?”


I peeled the orange and we sat down on our stained futon to play Mario Bros. on the Nintendo.


“Are you DJing at Mars tonight?” he asked.


“Yeah, in the basement. Klark Kent’s on the main floor and Red Alert’s on the second floor.”


“Oh, word. Can you put me on the list?”


“Sure, you plus two?”


“Yeah, thanks,” he said.


We sat on the futon, eating my organic orange and watching Mario leap around on giant mushrooms. I looked at the gray tenement wall across the shaftway from our apartment and smiled. For the first time since 1967 I was a New Yorker.
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HANDS IN THE AIR





Janet and I were kneeling on the floor of her Columbia dorm room, praying. We had just finished having sex. I was twenty-four, she was twenty, and we were dating, but we were trying to be good Christians and not indulge our lust. “God, we’re sorry that we have sinned. Please forgive us and please help us to do your will,” we prayed in unison. “Through Jesus’s name, amen.”


Janet had decorated her Columbia dorm room with a U2 War poster and an André Kertész picture of a Parisian street scene. The room was tiny and had only a small single bed, which we would share—or, if I was feeling monastic or claustrophobic, I’d sleep on the floor. Last night we’d been in bed and had started kissing, but had managed to stop ourselves before we had sex. I’d gotten out of bed and lay down on the floor, reaching up to hold hands with Janet in her bed.


“I’m glad we didn’t have sex, Moby,” she said quietly in the dark.


“Me too, Janet. Good night.”


Then this morning I’d gotten into bed with her after I woke up. We ended up transgressing and having sex. After our postcoital prayer for forgiveness, we lay on her bed spooning. “Do you think we can be celibate?” I asked, my face buried in her hair.


“I hope so, Mobe,” she said. “I really want to do the right thing.”


Janet wasn’t allowed to have boys in her room—we were violating not only God’s law but Columbia’s dorm regulations—so after I got dressed, I snuck out her dorm room window and headed for the subway. Her dorm room was protected by Columbia University security guards, but it was still on 120th Street, so once I left her building I was back in Harlem, the land of my birth. The homeless lined the sidewalks, layered in dirty winter clothes and surrounded by old garbage bags filled with everything they owned.


I jumped the turnstile at the 125th Street subway stop and walked past the emaciated crack addicts propped up against the wall: nearly dead men and women, thin as knitting needles, nodding out and selling anything they could get their hands on. For sale on the subway platform I saw a used cigarette lighter, a five-year-old copy of People magazine, a Pat Benatar cassette, a single shoe.


I fished copies of the New York Post and the Daily News out of the garbage while I waited for the subway and read a MURDER CITY headline. Apparently the murder rate in 1989 was the highest in the city’s history. The Post featured an article about teenagers running through Times Square and stabbing tourists with infected syringes. It all seemed normal: the emaciated crack addicts, the daily murders, the vicious, feral teenagers. New York had never been clean or safe, but in 1989 it was dirtier and more dangerous than it had been even two years earlier.


And it was my home. And I’d never been happier.


The train approached the station, announcing itself with a subtle change in air pressure. Then I could smell it: a distinctive combination of disinfectant, old concrete dust, rat poison, and dirty air. Soon I could see the small white light of the train in the distance, quickly getting bigger. Suddenly the station was filled with rushing noise and screeching brakes. I stepped back from the oncoming train—almost every week, I’d read about someone being pushed in front of a subway. As I retreated I tried to imagine if you died instantly when you were pushed in front of a train, or if you were trapped under the wheels, suffering while the rats stared at your death throes, trying to figure out if they were bold enough to get close and take a bite.


The train doors opened and I stepped inside. The car was old and covered with graffiti, both painted on the walls and scratched into the windows. There were a few passengers on the fiberglass seats, but at eleven a.m. on a cold Tuesday morning it wasn’t crowded. I got a few stares from the people who had gotten on further uptown: Dominicans and Haitians and Jamaicans in huge down jackets, looking furtively at me. They probably assumed I was a drug addict; why else would a skinny white boy with long, stringy hair be getting on the 1/9 train at 125th Street? Nobody stared too long—that could get you killed. People got killed for their sneakers or their headphones, so no one on a subway in 1989 stared at anything or anyone for more than a cautious second.


The train headed south, its metal wheels loudly scraping against the tracks every time we pulled into a station. I always stood when I rode the subway, holding on to a strap or a rail, my eyes darting back and forth to make sure I was safe. There were no police on subways, and kids routinely walked through the cars stabbing people and stealing their watches and wallets and chains and sneakers. So I always stood, checking the doors, not making eye contact, remaining anonymous and unstabbed.


I wanted to go to Vinylmania, so I got off at Houston Street and walked east. The snow was melting on the sidewalks, and the taxicabs were speeding through dirty black puddles, splashing anyone standing on a corner.


The inside of Vinylmania looked like every other DJ record store in New York: everything was painted black, the walls were covered with metal racks holding all the new hip-hop and house records, and the floor was lined with long wooden record bins holding twelve-inch singles. At the back were the store DJs, with their turntables and huge disco speakers all shoved into a space the size of a small suburban garage. DJ record stores were never quiet. Sometimes there’d be one employee playing new hip-hop records at a deafening volume while five feet away another employee was playing new dancehall records at a deafening volume and ten feet away yet another employee was playing new house records at a deafening volume.


The best, or possibly worst, time to go to any DJ record store in New York City was on Friday afternoon. That was when the stores got most of their new records and when every DJ in the tristate area went vinyl shopping in Manhattan. On Fridays I’d walk into Vinylmania or Dance Trax or Disc-O-Rama and find a hundred other DJs crowded around the store DJ, who was loudly playing the new records. If a record was good everybody would know within the first thirty seconds. You could feel the collective shudder of longing and excitement as all the DJs in the store leaned into the new music. Then all the DJs would throw their hands in the air, scrambling to get a copy of the new record that would make the people on their dance floor scream.


I was at a disadvantage, being white and little; the majority of other DJs were Latino or African-American, and tall. I’d stand at the back of the store and hope that the man playing the new records would see my little white hand and maybe deign to sell me a copy of Raze’s “Break 4 Love” or Precious’s “Definition of a Track.”


Sometimes on Fridays, Red Alert or Frankie Knuckles or Junior Vasquez or one of the other New York DJ legends would be buying records. The legend would be granted a spot right next to the DJ booth. The store’s DJ would play a new record, look cautiously at the legend, and if the legend gave even the subtlest of nods, everyone in the store would clamor to get the vinyl that he had just blessed.


I had mastered the art of listening to three or four incredibly loud records at the same time, checking out the record bins while I figured out what my weekly investment was going to be. Buying twelve-inch vinyl was expensive. I was making $800 a month and spending about $350 of that on food and rent. That left $450 for records, studio equipment, and socks. A new domestic twelve-inch was $5.99 and a new import twelve-inch was $9.99. All I had to do was buy ten records, and in five minutes I had spent more on music than I would on food in an entire month. In buying records, I had to be selective and strategic. I wasn’t just listening to the music and deciding if I liked it, I was also figuring out how the music might sound at Mars and whether it would help me keep my job.


At eleven thirty on a Tuesday morning at Vinylmania there were only a few other DJs there, poring over the selection in the bins. I was checking out the bin for the DJ International label when I heard the hip-hop DJ playing a new record. All of the rappers had started making house tracks—that way they could get played in hip-hop clubs as well as house clubs. This new crossover genre even had a name: predictably, it was hip-house. The Jungle Brothers had a huge hit with “I’ll House You” and even Big Daddy Kane had deigned to make a hip-house track.


I listened to the new track. Some hip-house records were clichéd and obvious, but this one was subtle and understated—oddly, it was built around a sample of Latino bells. I walked over to the booth and got the DJ’s attention.


“Hey, what’s this?” I yelled.


He looked at me for a moment, then said, “Doug Lazy.”


“Can I get a copy?”


He said nothing but handed me a twelve-inch wrapped in plastic. I held it up, reading the text on the label: Doug Lazy, “Let It Roll.”


“When did this come out?” I asked.


“Today.”


“Thanks!” I said, too white and enthusiastic. I bought a couple of other twelve-inches on the Strictly Rhythm and DJ International labels, but my instincts told me that “Let It Roll” was the one that was going to be huge.


After paying for my vinyl I walked down Carmine Street to Sixth Avenue. The park at Bleecker and Carmine was filled with dirty snow and crack addicts. Someone had taken the slats off a park bench and was burning them in a barrel. I kept walking.


I was excited by my new vinyl, so I stopped at Vesuvio to buy a celebratory cup of coffee and small loaf of bread. Vesuvio was a tiny bakery that had been in SoHo since the nineteenth century. For as long as I’d been going there the same old Italian man had always been behind the counter in a white apron, smiling and dusted in flour. “You want a whole wheat?” he asked me happily.


“Small, please. And a black coffee.”


He smiled wider, wrapped my loaf in a thin piece of paper, and poured me a coffee. “Two dollars,” he said.


“Here you go,” I said, handing him three dollars and feeling like a Rockefeller, “keep the change.”


“Thank you, gentleman!” he said, putting the money in the noisy metal cash register.


I sat at one of the two small tables at the front, eating my bread and drinking my coffee. SoHo was quiet—most of the art galleries weren’t open yet—so I looked at my records in the sun reflected from the windows of the gallery across the street.


I was a sober Christian who worked in drug-fueled nightclubs. I was living in a filthy city that was being torn apart by drugs, AIDS, and gang violence. And I was sitting in quiet SoHo in reflected sunlight, drinking coffee at an ancient bakery while the man behind the counter smiled at me. I was so happy and so lucky. I had a perfect new record to play. I had a perfect little loaf of bread to eat. And I lived in a perfect city.
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