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  Note

  Interviews are excerpts from the conversation that have been edited and condensed for space and clarity.

  Disclaimer

  Every effort has been made to ensure that the information on the restaurants, bars, and other venues featured in this book is as up-to-date as possible at press time. However, many details are liable to change. The publisher and author cannot accept responsibility for any consequences arising from the use of this book.

  To meet more regulars, visit:
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  twitter.com/MeetTheRegulars

  facebook.com/MeetTheRegulars

  instagram.com/Meet_The_Regulars


  “It’s a sense of continuity. You thread your history through a place. And when you enter that place, it’s not that you’re just living in the moment; you’re living in all the moments that came before. And that’s a wonderful feeling in a place like New York where you can feel like a little particle, a little pinball bouncing around. It’s nice to feel like, ‘No, this is actually a network of my former self. It runs all through these different places.’ That’s what makes me a regular.”

  —Jad Abumrad, host of public radio’s Radiolab

  “Once you have the cell phone number of the bar owner, then you’re a regular.”

  —The Lucas Brothers, twin comics seen on Fox, TruTV, and Comedy Central


  How Do You Find These People?

  I’m asked that all the time. There are a few ways: I ask the owner of a place to suggest a good regular; I reach out to an interesting person to see if they’re a regular anywhere; I just ask anybody and everybody if they know somebody. However, finding people isn’t the hardest part. What’s really tough is sitting down with a total stranger and shooting the shit in a way that you don’t weird them out, you gain their trust, and hopefully you get them to say something interesting or meaningful, or at least wild or fun. I find people. Finding their story is what I’m really after.

  That’s what brought me to the regulars. I wanted to uncover the stories the people around me carry with them from the places they love. I wanted to tell the stories that they might not have told or even recognized they had inside them. And that happens a lot: at the end of the interviews, so many regulars will say they never thought about the things we discussed before. They never had to put into words how they think and feel about the bar, the restaurant, the shop where they spend so much of their lives. I also learned quickly that when you talk to somebody in a place where they feel most comfortable, you’d be surprised at how many intimate, personal, and human details they divulge.

  I moved to Brooklyn twelve years ago, and I still have mixed feelings about the place. Too many people. Too overwhelming. Too much constant change. And yet, I still haven’t figured out anywhere else I want to be. One way or another, this has become my home. And in this time, I’ve learned I like connecting with Brooklyn. To the rest of the world trying to catch a glimpse of what’s become known as Hipster Heaven, the scene became the story. I wanted to reveal the deeper and even more entertaining stories of the real people living in this scene.

  I wanted to show where and how these folks lived. Where they drank coffee, threw back beers, partied, and played music. Where they brunched, blogged, broke up, and fell back in love. Where they danced, laughed, punched, puked, and cried. The same thing happened in cities all over the United States and all over the world. But only these stories happened in Brooklyn, where I also danced, laughed, punched, puked, and cried. And only these stories happened in a time when Brooklyn became infamous. Brooklyn is now the cool industry, just as Hollywood is the film industry, and Detroit is the auto industry. And nearly every single blog, magazine, and TV show wants a piece of the action.

  When I got here, this new Brooklyn was already on the map. The word “gentrification” was thrown around well before I arrived. And I believe with my presence alone, I’m part of the shift. That made it all the more important and interesting to seek out people like me as well as people older, younger, and definitely different than me to learn their experience, their feelings about the places in their native or adopted neighborhoods. You learn a lot about a person when you hear them talk about the place they call their own.

  So why would you want to be a regular? It’s about belonging somewhere and having somewhere belong to you. It’s about privilege and status. And in New York, that’s high currency. This is also a town where you can always be alone in a crowd. And being a regular gives you something even more personal: a sense of home. These are stories about people finding a home in an ephemeral world of bars, restaurants, shops, and clubs that open, explode, and burn out like so many stars hidden in that bright and sleepless New York night sky. It’s easy to hide in plain sight here. It’s not easy to make real human connections.

  I like talking to regulars. I like good conversations. I believe that’s really all we have in this world—the feeling that you “get” someone, the sudden connection of understanding someone. Even if it’s shared with someone you don’t know, someone you won’t know, someone you’ll only sort of know over a beer, a cup of coffee, a walk among the cool but ultimately forgettable items in a hip neighborhood shop. That’s what these stories are all about: a brief, sometimes funny, sometimes poignant connection with a person who really knows a place in what many refer to as the coolest part of the world. I think you’ll want to meet the regulars, too.
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  Party Rocker Andrew W. K. Spices Things Up at Amarin Thai Café

  Before he ascended to the divine status of Real-Life Party God, legendary party rocker Andrew W. K. was just an anonymous regular eating Thai food alone at Amarin Café. From 1998 to 2001, he lived first in Williamsburg and then in Greenpoint, where Amarin opened in 1997 in a space that was formerly a Chinese restaurant.

  In those days, the man who’d go on to pen “Party Hard” and “It’s Time to Party” toiled in the indie record store Kim’s Video & Music in Manhattan and then went home to Brooklyn to eat his favorite dish at Amarin (hint: it’s spicy). I brought him back to this straightforward space with its traditional open kitchen Thai layout to talk about working through his early anger issues, how he used to steal from work, the excitement he felt back then, what partying is really about, and ultimately what it means to be alive.
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  I ate here every day for quite some time and I ate the same thing every time. The grilled salmon with the green curry. Ten out of ten, very, very hot. Thai spicy. As spicy as you can make it.

  Like so many people, I’d been playing music since I could basically read. I just thought music was always fun. I’ll always do it for fun. It hadn’t yet occurred to me to do it in a more intensive way.

  Beautiful piece of fish. The brown rice here is actually very exceptional. I really like Thai food. I got excited there was a place like this so close to me that I could walk to. I was alone a lot of the time during those years.

  I’d think about different stuff. Work on different songs or concepts. Lots of conceptual work. Lots of anger. Lots of excitement and giddiness.

  I think that being alive is a positive experience.

  I really like cabbage a lot. That’s hot. I’m starting to sweat. There’s no shame in that.

  I think that being alive is a positive experience. I like the idea that everything is positive. So even bad stuff, and sad stuff, and painful stuff, it’s all part of this colorful adventure. And there’s all these different flavors and shades of colors within it. But if we have that overriding sense that it’s a positive experience, we can appreciate all of it. That’s why you can appreciate something that’s not what you would call fun at the time. Or even something that’s painful, you can get something out of it in a good way. I think at the core it is.

  I ended up getting mugged on my way to work at Kim’s in New York. Walking up the stairs at 3:30 in the afternoon, on a beautiful day much like today. A gentleman pushed me up against the wall and pulled out a knife, and he put it in my face. And at that time, actually, there was a lot of face slashing going on. It was just sort of like a trend. I don’t know if they said it was gang initiation, if it was the way people would mug without having to have a confrontation—you just cut the person real quick and then take the stuff. I thought that was about to happen; so I was very lucky that he didn’t harm me, cut me, or do anything other than strong-arm me. I gave him my bag. Actually, I had just cashed my paycheck so I had about $160. He also took my watch that literally was a $15 digital watch. And he asked for my subway tokens. And that was it.
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  If I can’t stop doing bad things for my own sense of morality and ethics, maybe I’ll do it for my mom.

  Yeah, it was a turning point. It felt really bad that he took my stuff, so I thought I shouldn’t take other people’s stuff. And that was the end of that. In the longer process, I thought about my mom. She worked so hard to be a good mom, and if I can’t stop doing bad things for my own sense of morality and ethics, maybe I’ll do it for my mom. It was really disappointing her and caused her a lot of grief to see that I was doing all these mean things. So I started by trying to be better for my mom, in theory. I had to find some kind of trick or game to play with myself to not do it. I figured she was the best thing that I had at that point. The longer turning point was that, hey, here’s this whole industry where all these urges can be used in a good way. That’s when I decided to do this: entertainment, culture, the living arts, as they would say. Rather than working on a presentation that makes people feel bad, I’ll work on a presentation that cheers people up, including myself. I don’t wanna be bummed out all the time. It’s tiring for the most part. It’s exhausting. I wanted to get cheered up. I thought, “What was the most cheerful thing I could think of?” It was partying. So I’ll just do that. That’s just gonna be what I do from now on.

  I don’t even know if I had Thai food really before I moved to New York, so it was this exotic kind of food. It made me feel like I was expanding my horizons. New flavors.

  March 25, 2014
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  Anna Bloda Gets “Casual Freaky” at Beacon’s Closet as It Leaves Williamsburg

  Anna Bloda first ventured into Beacon’s Closet around twelve years ago, when she was living in her native Kraków, Poland, and visiting the States. With its giant Polish population, Greenpoint was a natural fit for Anna. She stayed and soon found herself exploring neighboring Williamsburg. That’s where she came upon this essential go-to for hipster and vintage wear.

  Beacon’s Closet was everything Anna had dreamed of ever since her mother, on an extended stay, first mailed boxes of thrift-store clothes from America back home to Poland. While the store has long been a fixture of the neighborhood and an enduring symbol of Williamsburg’s claim to being hipster fashion central, this location is closing and migrating to Greenpoint like so many priced-out thrifty destinations.

  Now living in Chelsea, Manhattan, on a journalist visa, Anna still has a home in Warsaw, Poland. After visiting the States off and on for a decade, the thirty-eight-year-old has now been here for two years and will continue serving as a photographer abroad for various European outlets. Anna’s work has appeared in Vice magazine (whose offices, funny enough, are next to Beacon’s); she loves to explore “the young generation” through racy and revealing NSFW pics.

  Among the colorful and crowded clothing racks at Beacon’s, Anna has both discovered beautiful models for her work and hidden gems for her own art and personal life. Before the pink neon glasses are forever dimmed on the Beacon’s Closet sign (a baby donning those hipsterly glasses), Anna tours the racks in the Williamsburg store one last time to talk (in her heavy Polish accent) style, sex, shoes, and beauty.
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  I grown up in Communism, and then I come to America. Americans to me are kind of like aliens because I grown up in a world where we couldn’t even afford a banana.

  Americans to me are kind of like aliens.

  In the eighties, my mother, she came here for two years. And she was sending us the boxes with beautiful clothes from Salvation Army. So for us, living in Communism, it was quite shocking, these colorful clothes. We had a whole basement of clothes. Me and my sister could swim in the clothes. I didn’t understand the names of the designers at this time, but I knew that it was a lot of good stuff.
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  My style is sometimes freaky, like casual freaky.

  I just love to be seen on the streets. I love to attract attention. I am quite unhappy when nobody look at me. After shopping in Beacon’s Closet, this is almost like sure that I’m going to be screaming, like with my outfit. It’s going to be loud.

  Recently, I got beautiful Chanel shoes here from the eighties in excellent shape. And I spend on them $39. This is like magical moments in Beacon’s Closet, like small miracles. I love my shoes, and I’m going to kiss them every night.

  I am crazy about erotica. I like to make people horny, you know?

  When I work with the model, I want to just see them naked. Just real. I don’t really like totally naked body. I always try to keep something [to the imagination] because I find it more erotic. And I am crazy about erotica. I like to make people horny, you know? And I like to be horny shooting. This is all about sexual energy.

  I found beautiful Japanese model here. She had green hair. I am really crazy about Japanese girls because they are mysterious, and this is what I like about people. She had very funny socks with print of the marijuana.

  Sometimes I am really curious why I am so interested about girls, why I like to see them naked. I am not lesbian at all.

  For shoot, I got so many beautiful erotic outfits at Beacon’s Closet. They have one rack with the corsets, beautiful bras, beautiful panties. This is very interesting that I can grab something erotic and vintage and from many different decades.

  I found once beautiful Givenchy piece from the sixties with lace. Very beautiful electric blue. It was so beautiful my hands were shaking. There is photo of me on Instagram wearing this.

  Sometimes I have a date and I have to have something amazing. And so I come straight to Beacon’s and always I can figure something out for small money. It makes me happy.

  February 28, 2014
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  Jad Abumrad of Radiolab Gets His Black Sabbath Fix at Splitty

  Jad Abumrad is a genius. Really. In 2011, he received the ridiculously prestigious MacArthur Genius Award for creating “engaging audio explorations of scientific and philosophical questions” on his public radio show Radiolab, which he cohosts with veteran broadcaster Robert Krulwich. When you listen to Jad talk on Radiolab or face-to-face at his favorite Brooklyn bar, Splitty, it truly feels like you’re in the presence of a genius. He uses the word “quantum” way too casually and convincingly. And he drinks bourbon neat, which is definitely a genius-style drink.

  On a mellow Tuesday evening, I took a corner booth with Jad in this “camper-centric” bar in Clinton Hill. Splitty is meant to have the look and feel of a vintage 1960s VW bus, but really, the minimal, earth-toned, and warmly lit bar feels less kitschy and more cozy. Which is a great setting to Radiolab it up and get all philosophical and theoretical. Jad talked about what’s at the core of being a regular: the power of habits and routines, our deep-seated need to create patterns so we can bring some order to this random world. Naturally, he also expressed his true love for seventies heavy metal gods Black Sabbath.
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  We’ll have out-of-work meetings here. They have great drinks and these great buns that keep you from getting too drunk.

  People leave you alone. It’s chill. And they have really nice benches that are nice and wide. Before Thursday, it’s pretty open, so you can really disappear in here.

  You can really disappear in here.

  There’s a bartender who looks a little like Skrillex with long hair and the shaved head on the side. He plays Fleetwood Mac and Sabbath. Reminds me of my youth, which to him is ironic. To me, I actually love that shit. Earnestly.

  In a city like this, you need your patterns. Clearly, our brains are wired to be pattern-recognizing organs. It’s such an insane fucking city. Getting to work on the subway and having to collide with so much humanity, literally being pressed on both shoulders. You need to create those patterns. You need to recognize the faces on the bus every day in order for that insanity to feel manageable.

  A lot of my regularness these days is orbiting the routines of my kids—when they wake and so on. What this bartender is to these folks, I am to them. The routines are not of my choosing. I wouldn’t choose to get up at 6:30 a.m. When I come here, it’s one of the few routines I can make myself.
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  They have great buns that keep you from getting too drunk.

  I have memories in each of these seats. First time I came in with [my wife] Karla was right there. The day that one of my best producers said he was leaving and moving to San Francisco, he told me about four feet from where [that woman is] sitting right there. I’ve spent a lot of time by myself in that seat over there.

  It’s a sense of continuity. You thread your history through a place. And when you enter that place, it’s not that you’re just living in the moment; you’re living in all the moments that came before. And that’s a wonderful feeling in a place like New York where you can feel like a little particle, a little pinball bouncing around, and it’s nice to feel like, “No, this is actually a network of my former self.” It runs all through these different places. That’s what makes me a regular.

  April 11, 2014

  R.I.P. Splitty closed in December of 2015.
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  Ayanna Prescod Fixes Her Hair and Heart at Sorayah’s Salon Services

  Ayanna Prescod shows up for our interview wearing a very cute hat. However, this is a problem because we’re meeting at Sorayah’s Salon Services in Crown Heights, where she’s a regular. It’s a hair salon, and we can’t see her hair. I do my best to politely get Ayanna to remove the hat, but—who am I kidding?—what young lady wants to get her photos taken for a book without getting her hair done first? Of course, she’s apologetic. She’s such a busy woman serving as the founder and only editor of the blog Our BK Social that she just didn’t have time to get her hair done before we meet. The blog started, she says, as random postings about her ’hood on Instagram. Soon, followers were begging for more. A blog was born along with, she says, a Barclays bank partnership. Things are going great.

  It’d be surprising to hear Ayanna say otherwise because she is an extremely positive person. She doesn’t believe in being negative. She believes in “speaking things into existence.” Say you want it, and it can be all yours. Ayanna focuses on what’s good, even in the face of what she refers to as “The Transition” and what we all know as gentrification. Twenty-seven-year-old Ayanna has spent her entire life in Crown Heights. She still lives in the brownstone where she grew up. Her mother lives there; her grandmother is across the street; her aunts and uncles are on the block, too. Ayanna believes in community, and while the Transition is tough, she understands everything changes. She just wishes the changers would consult with the community to see what they really need.

  Ayanna supports Sorayah’s Salon because Sorayah definitely supports her. The only woman who does Ayanna’s hair is Sorayah. And she’s been there even in a pinch when Ayanna scored the opportunity to interview President Barack Obama. Sorayah opened the salon early just to do Ayanna’s hair in time for her interview. I take no offense that Ayanna and Sorayah didn’t do the same for the interview with me. I talked to Ayanna about the role the classic salon has played in her life, what the salon does for her on the outside and the inside, and what it’s like living through the Transition in Crown Heights.
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  It’s not just getting my hair done; it’s the spirit of the person. I believe in energies, and I don’t want just anybody touching my hair.

  She rebuilt my hair. When I first came here I had damaged my hair, bleached it. I had cut it myself. When I came here, she was super sweet and said, “I know how to fix it. Don’t worry. Don’t stress.” After a month or so of her rebuilding my hair, it came back better than its natural form. I said, “She’s the only one.” It’s just her energy, her love, her passion. You can tell she loves to do this.

  Your hair is your crown.
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  It’s almost healing in here because you have a bunch of women who are having their hair done and are relaxed. Everyone who comes here comes often. It’s like a family coming in here talking.

  I don’t want just anybody touching my hair.

  Positivity is the biggest thing in my life. If you notice on Our BK Social, everything is positive news. I don’t cover murders or killings because you will hear about that already. The more you speak positive, the more you’ll get it back in your life.

  There’s a lot of other businesses in this neighborhood that don’t get it yet. They don’t get that people coming in and smiling to them, greeting them—that can change their day. If you walk into a coffee shop and nobody says hello, you don’t want to even be in there.

  People are trying to change the neighborhood, which is great, but some things are way too overdramatized in this neighborhood. Last week, there was so much: the girls fighting all over the news. But there’s so much good happening here that people won’t talk about. I feel that’s my job: people need to hear the good things happening around Crown Heights and Brooklyn because it’s such a good neighborhood. The bad things happening here are way more in the news than the good.

  I call it the Transition. For example, we were supposed to meet at one of my favorite restaurants up the block, Glenda’s. She’s been there since I was a baby. My mother had gone there in her childhood. It was something that was a family restaurant. They’re going to make condos. That’s not accommodating me or anyone who likes Glenda’s.
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