

[image: Book cover of 'Night People: How To Be A DJ In ’90s New York City' by Mark Ronson. The cover features bold black text on a pink background, with some of the text under a round magnifying glass.]





[image: Title page of 'Night People: How To Be A DJ In ’90s New York City' by Mark Ronson published by Grand Central, New York and London.]







This is a work of memoir, based on the author’s memory. The events depicted are accurate to the best of his knowledge, though some may remember them differently. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of the individuals involved.

Copyright © 2025 by Mark Ronson

Cover design by Rodrigo Corral Studio

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas,

New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub


First Hardcover Edition: September 2025

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Additional credits can be found on here.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Ronson, Mark, 1975–author.

Title: Night people : how to be a DJ in ’90s NYC / Mark Ronson.

Description: First hardcover edition. | New York : Grand Central Publishing, 2025. |

Identifiers: LCCN 2025013473 | ISBN 9781538741115 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538741139 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Ronson, Mark, 1975- | Disc Jockeys—New York (State)—NewYork—Biography. | Popular music—New York (State)—New York—1991–2000. | LCGFT: Autobiographies.

Classification: LCC ML429.R666 A3 2025 | DDC 782.42164/1554[B]—dc23/eng/20250506

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025013473

ISBNs: 978-1-5387-​4111-5 (hardcover); 978-1-5387-7866-1 (hardcover, signed edition); 978-1-5387-​4113-9 (ebook)

E3-20250905-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Epigraph


	Introduction

	One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	One Last Song

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Credits






	Cover

	Table of Contents









Page List


	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244







To Blu Jemz, a prince among Night People and DJ AM, the most ferociously talented to step behind club Technics








I’d never take “DJ” off “Clark Kent.” It’s because I’m a DJ that I’ve been able to do everything else I’ve done.

DJ CLARK KENT




People stomped inside the night

Let me climb into the night

Let me climb

MOS DEF, “CLIMB”









INTRODUCTION


The night is on your mind

Ayo the sun’ll still shine

But now the night is on the mind

A TRIBE CALLED QUEST, “MIDNIGHT” (1993)


2:00 A.M. You’re at a house party packed with people rolling up from the club, all trying to squeeze a few more hours out of Saturday night. It’s not wild, but it could get there. In the kitchen, bodies huddle around a counter, mixing bottom-shelf vodka with whatever’s in reach—Capri-Sun, kombucha, maybe both. Out on the terrace, the diehards are smoking cigarettes like it’s still 1999, ashing into a cereal bowl that’s been sacrificed for the occasion.

In the living room, speakers pump out a mishmash of bedroom-pop and the occasional boy-band classic. Somebody’s go-to playlist. It’s ironic, tolerable—and ultimately a bit lifeless. You can feel it, though: The party is on the verge. It just needs someone brave enough to tip it over.

You pull out your phone and cue up your surefire banger. Sliding over to the speaker, you hijack the aux cord like it’s nothing, and—

“ZZZZZZRRT! KRRRKKKK!!!”

A sharp electronic buzz rips through the room.

Eyes snap toward you. The judgment is heavy.

But then your fingertip makes contact and the opening kick drums of Fatman Scoop’s “Be Faithful” tear through the room like blows from Thor’s hammer. The shift is seismic. Cups slam to countertops, the sofa gets shoved back, bodies flood the floor with raised hands—a collective FINALLY overtakes the place. You stand by the speaker, cradling your phone like a trophy. The room is alive, buzzing, and, somehow, united. Your finger hovers over the screen to cue up the next heater. The crowd now trusts you. You’re about to show them why.
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Now you’re in the club. The DJ is holding it down steady; the blends are clean if predictable. A seven out of ten. But you’re with your crew, and you know the one song that would spark a pretty pandemonium.

You make your move, weaving through the crowd, navigating sloshed drinks, wobbly heels, and an elbow to the ribs, until you’re at the booth. You tap the DJ on the shoulder. She turns, her face equal parts curiosity and dread. (No DJ is ever pumped to see a rando approaching.)

“Yeah?” she says.

“Hey, it’s my friend’s birthday, and we were wondering if you could play ‘My Neck, My Back,’ by Khia.”

It’s a lie, of course. But a harmless one. The DJ exhales, visibly relieved you’re not the fifth person to request “Don’t Stop Believin’.”

“Got you,” she says, fingers already flying across the laptop, cueing it up.

You head back to your table, anticipation building. And then, two tracks later, the opening bars hit:

“All you ladies, pop yo’… like this…” The first 808 snare drum pierces the air. The whole place knows Khia’s filthy sing-along better than their own Social Security numbers. From the windows to the wall, around every banquette and booth, everyone is up on their feet. By the time the beat drops and the hook lands, the walls shake like they might come down. You’re in the center of it all, hands on knees, and catch your breath for a moment, just to take it all in. More than a request, this was a gift to your crew and the other hundred people up in here. As well as the DJ, who shoots you a look of appreciation. You stand there drunk on power—and Grey Goose.

But mostly power.

The first time you feel this sensation, nothing compares. You think to yourself, This isn’t like sex; it’s like sex with three hundred people at once. A high fueled by our strongest instincts: connection, belonging, sharing, and compassion. Yes, compassion. Don’t laugh—you’re giving the room a feeling they didn’t even know they needed when they stepped out their doors. The joy is reciprocal, passing back and forth like an endless feedback loop of human happiness. Or some shit like that. (It’s hard to articulate. You’re a little tipsy.)

And then there’s the control.

Oh, how I loved that control.

For someone who grew up amid chaos and uncertainty, the DJ booth was the perfect refuge—a one-man command center, where every fader and dial bent the world to my will.

Validation, belonging? My years as a DJ in New York’s nineties club scene blessed me with an abundance of both.

And then there was the music itself: Gang Starr, A Tribe Called Quest, the Meters, Public Enemy, Stevie Wonder. My great obsession.

At seventeen, I knew I’d never be able to rhyme like Q-Tip or bang out beats as raw as Pete Rock’s. But I could play their music and shape something out of my devotion using two Technics 1200s and a mixer. Those tools were my first love, and this is a story about that love—the thing that’s informed everything I’ve done since. It’s a tale of nineties New York—a time when DJing wasn’t about being a Spotify lord, punching play on your biggest tunes in Vegas for two hundred stacks. Rather, it was the domain of faceless maestros who knew a disco classic like Players Association’s “Turn the Music Up!” as well as they knew Junior M.A.F.I.A.’s “Player’s Anthem,” and we played both in the Lower East Side for one hundred and fifty dollars per night. Alongside my fellow DJs, I worked batshit hours, dealt with lunatic club owners, and carted hundreds of pounds of vinyl up five flights of stairs four times a week in order to spend most nights in a tiny booth, all alone. My eardrums emerged battered, and there were other costs, too. But it was all worth it—for that feeling.

I was ten years old when I got my first hit of it.
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In 1985, after several years together, my mother, Ann, and stepfather, Mick, decided to get married. They threw a low-key wedding in the garden of a summer rental. Pale balloons from the local party store bobbed gently around tables draped in white cloth. That, along with the chuppah, was the entirety of the décor.

My mother delighted in any chance to upend social norms and spent her final moments as an unmarried woman parading my cherubic one-year-old brother, Alexander, around to the guests, asking, “Anyone want to hold him in his last few minutes as a bastard?”

There was no band, no DJ. Even though my stepfather, Mick Jones, was the lead guitarist in the rock group Foreigner, the music at his own wedding seemed an afterthought. Some preloaded tapes—Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly—played through a couple of large speakers in the garden, connected to a cassette deck tucked inside the house. And then, as the sun began to set, the music stopped entirely.

Mick turned to me. “Mark, go put something on.” This was the most profound responsibility that I could have been given. I was obsessed with audio equipment. My happiest times with Mick were in his home studio, surrounded by the warmth of tape machines and synthesizers and the soft yellow-green glow of digital meters. I’d sit quietly for hours as he recorded demos, watching his hands turn dials and flip switches. Knobs and faders transformed the room into a place where anything wrong could be fixed, adjusted, or set right. When I was there, I was untouched by the worries and unease of the outside world.

When Mick handed me this task, I felt the fate of the party in my hands. I bolted into the house, skidding into the living room, where a messy pile of cassettes lay scattered on the floor. I dove into them, tossing aside Taj Mahal and Robert Cray. Too bluesy. Too niche. I needed something universal, something perfect.

Time Pieces: The Best of Eric Clapton. A-ha. I flipped it over, scanned the track list, and there it was: “Wonderful Tonight.” My mother loved that song. Even at ten, I knew the lyrics were a fit.

I jammed the cassette into the player, hit auto-cue to find track four on side A, and pressed play. The first notes of Clapton’s guitar drifted from the speakers, the sound melting into the warm night air. I felt the rush of knowing I’d chosen this song. I peered through the big bay windows. My memory here is blurry, but in my mind, Mick reached for my mother. She looked almost luminescent, her white dress glowing under the rising moon. He pulled her into a slow dance as Clapton bent the notes to make his guitar sing.

For the first time in my life, I knew I’d done something right.







ONE

I AM A NIGHT PERSON, just like my parents before me.

My mother, Ann, grew up in a large Jewish family, one of five children. Her mother, Judith, died of cancer when my mother was eleven. Her father, Fred, was a “doctor of medicine”—what we’d now call an internist—who fled his home of Austria in 1937, barely escaping the Nazis, and made a new life in England.

After his wife’s death, Fred was driven by a restless desire to move, and frequently uprooted the family on a whim. He would spin a globe and take them wherever his finger landed: Liverpool, Auckland, Perth, back to Liverpool, then Australia again, London, and back to New Zealand. Like he was always searching for Judith.

Fred worked tirelessly to provide for his children. They weren’t wealthy, but they never lacked nice clothes, shoes, or fresh fruit. Though my mother had an older brother, much of the responsibility for caring for three younger siblings fell on her. Moving to so many new cities, always being the new “Jew girl,” posed constant challenges. She found solace in the night, painting and writing poetry in the quiet hours after the house fell silent. But like her father, she had a restless spirit. At twenty, she left school and her father’s Liverpool home, feeling the pull of London.

My father, Laurence, grew up in a small, affluent Jewish family in North London. His father, Henry, came from hard-nosed East End stock—a former heavyweight boxer in the Jewish Lads’ Brigade who spent his youth brawling with fascists in the streets of East London. Over time, he built a family furniture business from nothing and, with the help of his astute eldest son Gerald—who was ten years older than my father—transformed it into one of Britain’s largest property companies, Heron.

My father’s path was laid out before he could tie his laces. He was expected to enter Heron at the bottom rung and follow in Gerald’s footsteps. There was never any debate about these matters in the Ronson household. The family practiced tough love, talking about “the Ronson Temper” as if it were a curse carried with them from Russia in the 1800s.

My grandmother Sarah had a record player in the study that my father liked to play with, and once he got his hands on a 45 of “Fingertips,” by Little Stevie Wonder, he was sprung. Every Friday, he hurried to One Stop Records on South Molton Street to scroll through the new R&B imports from the States. He became obsessed with the raw sound of Booker T. & the M.G.’s and Otis Redding. When he got older, he broke from the family business to make his way in the music industry. He grew his hair long—an unmistakable “fuck you”—and leaned into the things he loved: fast cars, loud music, and raising a bit of hell.

My parents met at a wedding in 1974. My mother had been invited there by a boy who, she had recently discovered, had a girlfriend. Annoyed, she went anyway—mainly to spite him. She wore a tight black velvet dress with one of the Seven Dwarfs stitched on the back, sure that it would embarrass him at a bourgeois Hampstead wedding. My father spotted her from across the room—he knew a fellow rebel when he saw one. A few days later, he called to ask her out. She teased him: “Sorry, I don’t date poor little rich boys.” He fell madly in love, she followed suit, and they were married within a year. I made my debut nine months later. Two years after that, my twin sisters, Charlotte and Samantha, arrived.

My parents were young and rich, and lived for the party. My father founded a music publishing company and discovered the writer of Bucks Fizz’s Eurovision-winning smash “Making Your Mind Up,” among others. His circle was filled with rock stars, and their unofficial headquarters was Tramp—the most glamorous nightclub in 1970s London. Tramp was packed with musicians, actors, and the occasional royal. Many of them spilled back to our house on Circus Road—a fitting name for a place overrun by party animals, rock stars, and Keith Moon, the patron saint of both. My mother loved playing hostess. She told me, “Why would I go to someone else’s and have to stumble home hungover?”

My earliest memories are all tied to the night. The first, when I was three, begins with my bedroom door cracking open. I sat up in my captain’s bed as my mother walked in, followed by Robin Williams—or rather, as I knew him, Mork from Mork & Mindy. Why my favorite TV character was suddenly standing over my bed, I didn’t know, but it didn’t feel unusual.

Robin and my mother emitted a zany energy, but I was used to how adults behaved at night. They were always more fun and less irritable. Shouting, tension—those were for the day.

Robin kept peeking through the curtains, like someone was watching from the street. “Robin,” my mother said, laughing, “it’s St John’s Wood, not the Kremlin. There are no spies down there.” She coaxed him away from the window and he came over, tucked me into my truck-patterned sheets, and went to leave.

“Mork,” I called out after him. “You forgot…”

“Nanu Nanu,” he said with a smile, delivering his signature catchphrase.

“Nanu Nanu,” I echoed, drifting back to sleep.

Other nights, the strains of seventies funk—the Bar-Kays, the Commodores, and Parliament—stirred me awake, calling from down the hall. I’d wander into the living room, a mop-topped munchkin weaving between grown-ups, dodging lit cigarettes, drawn to the source of the sound. My mother wasn’t bothered if we woke up at odd hours—she liked to show us off, as long as we got back into bed after a few laps around the party. I loved standing so close to the stereo I could feel the scratchy speaker fabric against my face as I crossed my right hand over my left to mimic what the drummer was playing.

Our house was fine as long as it was night and the stereo was blasting. Otherwise, funky drummers were replaced by fiercely slammed doors. Instead of the badass bass of Graham Central Station, an opera of angry crescendos and heavy silences played from behind my parents’ bedroom door.

I don’t have many memories from zero to five—who does? But I remember the feeling: anxiety, uncertainty, and negative anticipation, the ground constantly shifting under me while I was too young to piece together the logic of what was happening. There was a fear that never quite left, and a constant watchfulness that became instinct before I understood why. During the day, a stifling tension hung in the air. In pictures from that time, I’m either blank-faced or mugging for the camera, tap-dancing to distract or cheer someone up. I got good at walking on eggshells, but inevitably, one would crack. My mother and father were good people, but not good together.

My parents separated when I was five, and things soon got better for everyone. A year later, a guy named Mick showed up at the door to take my mother on a date. He was from Somerset, a rural county near Stonehenge in southwest England. He now lived in New York but happened to be passing through London for a few days. My mother told me he played in a band, and he patiently answered my many questions about what a “lead guitarist” did—and whether he’d ever been on the Muppets—while she got dressed upstairs.

It didn’t take long for them to fall in love. Soon my mother, my two sisters, and I moved from London to New York with him, squeezing into his bachelor pad on Riverside Drive. Mick’s band, Foreigner, was an arena giant thanks to a string of hits like “Cold as Ice,” “Hot Blooded,” and “Juke Box Hero.” He soon wrote the future gospel-rock anthem “I Want to Know What Love Is” for my mother. He tried to convince her that the ballad “Waiting for a Girl Like You” was also written for her—even though it came out before they met. She wasn’t falling for the psychic songwriting pitch, but she appreciated that he was a romantic.

They moved into a ten-room apartment on Central Park West that my mother turned into a neon-rococo-glam-rock fantasy in which pink cherub candelabras, Persian rugs, French deco cabinets, and a 1950s Wurlitzer jukebox coexisted in chaotic harmony. I kept my habit of waking up in the middle of the night, stumbling into after-parties teeming with musicians and eccentrics who were always buzzy and keen to know how I was doing and what music I liked.

Andy Warhol even made a surprise appearance. A riveting entry from The Andy Warhol Diaries, Thursday, January 9, 1986: “Left at 5:00 to go uptown to… [a] party at Ann Ronson’s.… There was no food. Just three pieces of chicken sushi. I found some caviar on a tray in the corner of a room where you would never look.” (If Andy had checked the freezer, he’d have found enough casseroles to feed the entire Factory for a month—my mother was big on preparing meals in bulk, a habit left over from a childhood of cooking for five siblings.)

Even better were the nights when I discovered Mick sitting up alone in his home studio listening to mixes for the next Foreigner album. I was fascinated why there were eight versions of the same song: one where the bass was softer, another with the lead vocal louder, one with less reverb. He’d play them for me, and I’d tell him which one I liked best. He liked my input enough to start waking me at 3:00 a.m. on school nights to get my feedback—letting a sleepy sixth grader help shape the sound of rock radio.

Music consumed me. I started guitar and saxophone lessons and pored over Mick’s weekly copy of Billboard, a music industry bible of charts and gossip that arrived every Friday. Mick let me use his home studio, where I spent hours at his Synclavier—a state-of-the-art, two-hundred-thousand-dollar digital synthesizer capable of programming and recording entire songs. I once sat for two days meticulously remaking “Wishing Well” by Terence Trent D’Arby, starting with the drumbeat, then layering the bass line, the chords, and finally adding the whistling melody on top. I loved deconstructing the song to understand its magic, as much as the solitude and sense of control that the studio provided.

Every holiday, my sisters and I flew back to London to spend time with my father, who also became more fun after the split. Looking like seventies Al Pacino through an Ashkenazi filter, he chain-smoked Rothmans and gunned noisy sports cars way too fast through quaint London streets, blasting Little Feat and Prince. Strangers stopped to ask him if he was a rock star more frequently than they did Mick. His ear for talent still sharp, he discovered a young musician named Andrew Roachford, whose soulful voice and songwriting caught his attention. He began managing Roachford and got him signed to Columbia Records; his debut single, “Cuddly Toy,” went Top 5 in the UK.

My father was inappropriate in the best way. He taught us fantastic swear words and intentionally misinformed us of their meanings. After dinner one night Samantha, age five, leaned back in her chair, let out a contented sigh, and exclaimed, “Bollocks!”

“WHAT DID YOU SAY?!” my mother yelled.

“I said, ‘Bollocks!’” she said, thoroughly confused. “I thought that’s what you say after a good meal.”

Another time, while doing the crossword on the side of a McDonald’s Happy Meal, I asked my father for a five-letter word for something that goes in a Big Mac. “Vomit,” he replied. I filled in the squares and held on to this mistruth for years.

At twelve, I spent the first part of the summer interning at Rolling Stone, making coffee, tallying album charts, and routing incoming calls through the high-tech PBX switchboard. During breaks, I quietly memorized my Bar Mitzvah haftorah portion. For the rest of that summer, I led a music class at a Jewish day camp. I didn’t know any children’s songs, so I tweaked the lyrics to the songs I did know. Bad Company’s “Feel Like Makin’ Love” became Camp Karole’s “Feel Like Makin’ Lunch.” I attended the prestigious Collegiate School for Boys, where I got teased for my hybrid accent. Half the class called me “Commie”—in 1984, people were fired up about the Cold War, even though I came from England, not Estonia. I made a close friend named Sean, who lived two blocks away from me, in the Dakota, and went to another school. My odd, prepubescent mid-Atlantic alto confounded his doorman each time I visited.

“Hello, can you please tell Sean that Mark is here?”

“Maarg?”

“No. Marrrck,” I said, trying to sound more American.

“Merck?”

“No, sorry, it’s Mahhk.” Back to British.

“Mog?”

“Sure.”

This went on for months until I finally changed my name to “Mog.” At least when visiting Sean’s lobby. When I returned to London for school holidays, my old friends teased me for sounding like a “Yank, already.” I felt that I was no longer a Brit and not really an American. Barely twelve, I knew I’d never fully fit in anywhere.

Sean’s best friend, Max—the son of restaurant magnate Warner LeRoy—lived below him, in a duplex apartment adorned with Frank Stella sculptures and Kandinsky paintings. His bedroom had twelve-foot ceilings, thick royal-blue carpet, and—most important—a drum kit and a Marshall amp. We spent our after-school hours terrorizing his parents with balls to the wall attempts at Living Colour’s “Cult of Personality” and Hendrix’s “Stone Free.” Max was the most magnetic kid imaginable—bursting with warmth. He could also be gloriously impulsive. In ninth grade, with his parents out of town, he threw a house party that spiraled into chaos and their place got trashed. Facing a severe grounding, he offered me up as the mastermind.

Sean’s mother was Yoko Ono; his father was John Lennon, who had been cruelly taken from him several years before we met—a profound tragedy for anyone, let alone a child. Even at twelve, he exhibited his father’s sharp wit and charisma. The Dakota apartment was always full of fascinating characters. During the Bad tour, Michael Jackson stayed over. Michael just wanted to goof around and toss “soggies”—tightly packed mounds of wet toilet paper—out the window. Meanwhile, I was fixated on getting a hit song out of him to take back to Mick’s home studio.

“Michael, Michael, stand still for a sec and sing us a bass line!” I pleaded.

Finally, to shut me up, he hummed something loosely regurgitated from “Smooth Criminal” and went back to sprinting up and down the long hallway and shining his laser pointer out the window. He seemed like more of a kid than we did. I’m still not sure what was stranger: hanging out with Michael Jackson and throwing soaked Charmin balls onto the street or that it felt normal. I never told anyone at school—even then, I understood how ridiculous it would be to name-drop at that level. (Clearly, my sense of decorum has eroded.)

Another time, Keith Haring, who was friends with Yoko, smuggled us into Area, a nightclub not unlike the ones I’d later lose myself in—pitch dark, too much fun, with nowhere comfortable to sit. I had a sense we weren’t supposed to be there, which made it even better.
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The summer I turned fourteen, Sean called to tell me he and Max were heading off to a fancy boarding school in Europe. “We’ll still have the summers to jam,” he said brightly, but I was overcome with a sadness I’d never known. I hung up the phone and slunk to the floor, feeling my first heartbreak. I soon formed a new band, though—a bunch of city kids with one of the worst band names you’ve ever heard. The only advantage to calling ourselves “The Whole Earth Mamas” was that we got booked at several feminist rallies. Puzzled looks greeted us as we took the stage. (“Hey, those kids aren’t, er, Mamas.”) We shuffled some players around, practiced a lot, and even got close to sounding like our heroes, the funk-metal virtuosos 24-7 Spyz and Living Colour.

Mike Pollard, our lead guitarist, had twisted braids that whipped around like the blades of a chopper when shredding his Ibanez. Billy Chang was sixteen and could slap and pop like Jaco Pastorius. He had dreads, too, and a scruffy goatee, the kind grown to declare your manhood but that only gets you carded quicker. Scott Smith, our ace drummer, begrudgingly played our funk rock while dreaming of Morrissey. And Sean Zanni, our lead singer, had the soulful, scratchy voice of someone who’d been smoking Marlboro Reds since the age of twelve—because he had.

In fact, everyone was so good, the widening chasm between my abilities and theirs was becoming hard to ignore. They were shredders, and I was solid. Maybe a solid plus. I had discipline and drive, just not the kind that chained you to a chair for six hours straight, running the Aeolian scale ad nauseam. The previous summer, I’d gone to a guitar camp in Massachusetts, hoping it would boost my technical abilities. Instead, it became another reminder that most guitarists my age were flat-out more gifted than me. Sean Lennon and I had always been at roughly the same level—or so I thought. Then he came back from a holiday in Brazil playing like Antônio Carlos Jobim. If that’s what being a guitarist sounds like, I thought, I need to find a new thing.

During the obligatory solo sections of our gigs, I hoped someone might pull the fire alarm before my turn, sparing both me and the crowd. Still, I loved the behind-the-scenes work—engineering and recording our demos, designing and handing out flyers, raiding my mother’s closet for ridiculous stage clothes, and scoring gigs. So I kept at it.

I spotted an ad in The Village Voice: Giant Step, a popular soul and jazz party, was taking over Sweet Jane’s for the New Music Seminar—a weeklong showcase of cutting-edge bands. I’d already snuck into a few of their parties to catch my favorite band, the Brand New Heavies, which is how I first met Maurice Bernstein, Giant Step’s founder. A Manchester transplant, Maurice had landed in New York in the late eighties with empty pockets and blagged his way into a job at a fancy Italian restaurant by passing himself off as a former headwaiter at Claridge’s, London’s most prestigious hotel. After cycling through a few more restaurant gigs, he cofounded Giant Step—which became one of the city’s hippest nights out.

At the next Giant Step party, I made a beeline for him.

“I saw the ad for Sweet Jane’s. You should put my band on the bill!”

“What’s your band called again? Mother Earth’s Garden Bistro?” Maurice asked genuinely. “Sorry, the bill’s full.”

Desperation kicked in. “What if my friend Sean got up with us?” I blurted, startled by my own guile.

“Sean who?” he asked.

“Sean Lennon,” I replied, a sticky sweat now breaking across my skin.

“If you do that, I’ll put you on.”

The good news was I’d scored us our biggest gig ever. The bad news was I’d sold out my best friend to do it. Sean was home for the summer, so I headed to the Dakota to pitch him the idea.

“I got the band an amazing gig at the New Music Seminar. It’d be so cool if you got up and played a song with us,” I said, skipping over most of the story.

He mulled it over. Sean thought the world of me but not so much the band I’d thrown myself into while he was away. “I guess we could play ‘Release,’” he said, referring to the brooding closer from Pearl Jam’s Ten—an album we listened to incessantly. “Max’ll play guitar and I’ll sing.” I knew a nine-minute grunge opus was hardly what the jazzy Giant Step crowd came for, but I was just relieved to have Sean on board.

On gig day, we showed up to sound check, but there was no sign of Sean or Max, and I began to panic. I called their homes, no answer. I paged Sean “911” and waited anxiously by the pay phone in Sweet Jane’s. When he finally called back, he explained that he and Max had dropped acid an hour ago and wandered off to Central Park. He didn’t want to play the gig. My heart sank into my Doc Martens.

“Sean, I really need you to play tonight. It’s a big deal for us and now they’re expecting you, too,” I said, my baggy pants practically on fire.

“Yeah, it just feels weird,” he said, picking up on something. “It’s your band. Why are we doing this?”

I wanted to say, “Because I used your name to get the gig and I’m a bad friend.” Instead, I hung up and bolted for a cab uptown.
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Sheep Meadow, a vast fifteen-acre field at the southern end of Central Park, was the geographic and cultural center of our high school scene. Unlike the manicured lawns and kiddie carousels found in the rest of the park, the Meadow was its own universe. Hippies with matted hair sang “Redemption Song” so sincerely you almost forgave them. There were stoners in oversized oval sunglasses and silver peace sign pendants; “hard rocks” in baggy jeans and backpacks filled with Krylon graffiti markers planning their next boosting mission; and Catholic schoolgirls in gray flannel skirts, white socks, and penny loafers who sat in circles flashing teenage thigh. The Meadow wasn’t just a patch of grass, it was our after-school meeting point, hang zone, and one-stop shop to score weed, acid, and overpriced Snapple. Most days, I bounced between cliques with my CD boom box playing Mary’s Danish, Jesus Jones, and Smashing Pumpkins. Or Main Source or LL Cool J. Depending on the crew. But today, I carried no boom box, just guilt and despair.

Luckily, the park was nearly empty but for the hardcore dropouts and dealers. I spotted Sean and Max right away. As I ran over, they were laid out on their backs staring up at the clouds watching a dragon eat a pizza, or two dolphins high-fiving, or whatever magical shit the LSD was serving them. My adrenaline was pumping so hard, I have no memory of what I said, but somehow I managed to bundle them both into Sean’s kaftan, then herd them into a taxi and down to sound check.
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Sweet Jane’s—all concrete and peeling paint—was on the ground floor of a former boardinghouse for sailors. At the corner of Jane Street and the West Side Highway, it once housed the surviving passengers from the Titanic when they arrived in New York. The venue was packed the moment the doors opened, thanks to the headliners: the Boston rap group Ed O.G. and da Bulldogs, and Pal Joey—whose “Hot Music” was the jazz-house anthem of the Giant Step scene. We’d landed the hottest ticket in town, stepping onto the stage to a sea of Black and white hipsters in Kangols, Fred Perry jackets, and leather Afrocentric medallions.

As we tore into our first tune, it was clear our sound—overdriven guitars, crash cymbals, bluesy warbling—wasn’t exactly the vibe. We received thirty seconds of polite curiosity followed by puzzled glances, and then total lack of interest. I kept my head down and powered through.

During our final song, Sean stood, radiating junior rock star bravado with his Les Paul slung low and long dark hair hanging straight down. But it was the rock ’n’ roll epic no one had asked for. When it ended, I slunk offstage, avoiding all eye contact with the Giant Step cognoscenti.

Sean and Max slipped out before I could catch them. Left behind, I packed up my amp and waited to help Scott, our drummer, load out. I felt a trifecta of shame: the embarrassment of our shit performance, the knowledge that we’d only made the bill because of Sean, and the guilt of lying to him. This was supposed to be our best gig ever. Instead, it felt more like the last. Half the band was heading off to college next year. For the past two years, the group had been my identity and the focus of all my musical ambitions. What was I going to do without it? Sean was already playing circles around me. I could hole up in Mick’s studio recording demo tracks, but what was the point? I couldn’t rap or sing. Was it all over? The thought was too big to let in.

After an hour of gear Tetris, we’d crammed my bulky Roland Jazz Chorus amp and Scott’s entire drum kit into the back of his stepfather’s Mazda 626 and headed uptown. I looked forward to these late-night rides with Scott. His stoic soulfulness was calming. He doled out life advice on music and girls, wisdom you might absorb from an older brother or father—neither of which I had readily available. His own father died when he was young, and it seemed to have fast-tracked him to an understanding of grown-up matters.

As we cruised up Tenth Avenue with the summer night air blowing through the windows, I finally exhaled. On a good night, we’d dissect the highs, replay the best moments, and talk about how to improve our set. But tonight, there was nothing to say. We let the white noise of the West Side Highway fill the silence.

Scott loved Tenth Avenue, always repeating how, at night, you could catch every light all the way uptown. He said it like it was one of the few dependable things in his life. He punched play on the cassette deck, and the prelude of Pete Rock & C.L. Smooth’s “They Reminisce over You (T.R.O.Y.)” filled the car. A rap song whose melancholy matched our own. I’d always been drawn to hip-hop for the furious breakbeats and defiant energy of Public Enemy or LL. But this was something else: haunting, understated, getting under my skin in a new way.

Scott made a left and pulled up outside his house. I loved how West Seventieth Street ran right up to the water’s edge, as if Robert Moses had run out of asphalt. We stood for a moment, staring at the half-lit skyline of Jersey City. I asked if I could crash at his place. His too-small couch was preferable to the emptiness of my parents’ apartment, with my sisters at camp and my mother and Mick on tour.

Later, sprawled across the couch and unable to sleep, I found myself pulled toward the stereo, needing to hear that cassette once more. The song’s opening caught me off guard again: ten seconds of upbeat frantic northern soul that then dissolved into a mournful saxophone loop.

The sample wasn’t quite jazz or funk—more like a warm, hippie soul. C.L. Smooth’s half-rapped, half-spoken verses touched on all kinds of loss: innocence, friendships, the absence of a father, the evaporation of dreams. Pete Rock’s lo-fi beat, with its perfectly programmed accents and rat-a-tat snare rolls, was a new kind of drumming.

As sad as the song was making me feel, I couldn’t stop replaying it, chasing the ache. I wanted to live inside this song, its grit and melancholy.

Fuck my band. This was the future. I didn’t
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