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			Huey Morgan grew up on the lower east side of NYC in the ’70s and ’80s, then toured the world with Fun Lovin’ Criminals. He is a musician, DJ, producer and award-winning BBC broadcaster. The Fun Lovin’ Criminal wasn’t just the name of his amazing platinum ’90’s song, it’s also who Huey is.
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			Chapter One

			New York

			When I got back to New York City from North Carolina, I was still trying to process my separation from the Marines. It had been one wild ride. All the crazy things I experienced while serving still hung heavy on my mind. It felt weird being a civilian – a free man – again. The last time I was afforded this kinda freedom, I fucked around and caught a case. This time needed to be different. I had a good friend who lived downtown and he was my first stop, seabag and all.

			Claudius’s crib was in Stuyvesant Town, a housing project built after World War Two for the returning veterans. It is a huge ‘PJ’ that stretches from 14th Street to 23rd, and from the river all the way west to 1st Avenue. Claudius and I had lived there with our moms, respectively, since the late 1970s. Now fast-­forward some 15 years, it’s 1992, and things were a lot different. But in some strange way, it felt both like home and not like home at the same time.

			

			Claudius buzzed me in. The two of us had been friends since I was about 11 or 12, and it was cool to see him. We hugged, we laughed and, without too much fanfare, proceeded to smoke what was my first joint in a few years. It was everything I had hoped it would be. As Claudius played some tunes, I caught up with all the hood gossip. Turns out lots of our mutual friends had gotten locked up for drugs. Even among those who hadn’t, there was a feeling of desperation with the street dudes we knew from back in the day. I knew I wasn’t gonna get into that shit again, but what I was gonna end up getting into, that I didn’t know. I knew what I’d like to do, but whether that might happen was another thing.

			Ever since we were kids, Claudius and I had talked about being involved somehow in music. Like me, Claudius knew he wasn’t cut out for the straight life. We were both serious music lovers; the heavier stuff like Sabbath. Metallica had put out an EP with old punk rock covers a few years prior and we vibed to that a lot. I was into the guitar stuff like Zeppelin and the Stones, but Van Halen’s crazy guitar wizardry got my attention big time. I listened to their stuff so much I think I got some of my showbiz pizzazz from Diamond Dave by osmosis. When I was 12, my mom had got me my first recording device – a TASCAM Portastudio. Ever since then we had tried to start bands and create music, in the hope of one day making it big. Claudius is a singer and has a prog/psych rock band called X Ton Gusto, which I had named for him when we were both younger – but I digress like a motherfucker.

			

			Like I said, it had been a while since I had blazed a joint, and Claudius didn’t mess around with no shitty weed. When the joint took hold of my mind the stark reality of my situation spun into focus. It was like a figurative page turn, like everything bursting into colour when Dorothy arrived in Oz. I was not in the Marines anymore.

			Boom.

			‘Hey, man,’ I asked Claudius, between coughing fits, ‘do you know a spot I could get a bunk for a few days while I make a plan?’

			Claudius did one of those cute little intakes of breath he always did. ‘Sally and her boyfriend have a place with a chick who used to date my guy from the Warzone,’ he replied between puffs. ‘Down on Ludlow Street. They got a spare room, but it’s fucking small, bro.’ Cough. ‘And there’s a lovely view of a shaftway.’

			As Claudius passed me the joint, I thought about my former lodging arrangements in the service. A little room on the Lower East Side (LES) didn’t seem too shabby in comparison. ‘I ain’t got nothing else poppin’, so I guess I’ll give that a shot. You got her number?’

			

			Claudius laughed, shaking his big old head of dreadlocks. ‘Yeah, I do. And yeah, you don’t.’

			 

			Sally was a cool rock singer, tall and zaftig, like a cuter version of Mama Cass. Originally from some podunk broke-­ass Southern town, she came to NYC with her high-­school sweetheart and a bunch of big dreams. A John Cougar Mellencamp song made flesh.

			Sally’s crib on Ludlow Street was right by where all the shady drug shit on the Lower East Side went down. Just downstairs from the apartment was Max Fish, the original hipster bar. Junkies from uptown and the West Village would slum it there, trying to cop heroin from the Puerto Ricans on Stanton or crack from the Dominicans over on Rivington.

			The apartment itself was a crappy fourth-­floor walk-­up decorated in a combination of ‘modern hippie’ mixed with random religious candles from the bodega, and patchouli. There was a shared kitchen and a small dining room area with a banged-­up sofa and a small framed photo of Jimi Hendrix on the wall. As for my own room, Claudius wasn’t kidding when he said it was small. It was tiny and unfurnished with a view, if you could call it that, of the ‘space’ between our building and the next one over.

			I bagged a futon from a Chinatown shop and a clothes rail from the Salvation Army store. With the addition of a plywood bookcase for my library (all 34 volumes) and a desk lamp for reading, I now considered my new place home. I hadn’t had my own space for a while and it felt good to be able to have one again.

			

			Even so, adjusting to civilian life wasn’t easy. I didn’t sleep much unless I’d been drinking or taking Valium, or both. Most days, I struggled with feelings of depression and anger. But that was ok, I thought. If I was feeling – however dark those feelings were – it meant I was at least alive. Some of my best friends weren’t. That gave me the faith I needed in myself to try to get myself better.

			I began the process by visiting a shrink at the VA (Veterans Administration). I did my best to take the therapy seriously but when I turned up at the hospital on 23rd Street for my appointments all I saw were these Vietnam era vets, down to a man, fucked up somehow. They were trying to get any help they could, but whether it was physical rehab, the therapy or, finally, the drugs, nothing was working for them. It left these guys empty, destitute and hopeless. I didn’t want to end up a victim of the VA and its bureaucracy of ambivalence so I decided one day to never go back.

			I was determined not to jump back into the street stuff that got me into trouble in the first place. After about a month I felt that enough time had passed and excuses had been made to my reflection in the mirror to put my own plan into action. I was starting to settle back into civilian life, playing in a band with Sally called Kingstone. Sally was one of the backup singers and I was on guitar. We sucked, but I was playing lead again, in a band!

			

			I was also finding ways to make ends meet. I started off as a bike messenger, but that sucked as much as the band. I ditched my bike one afternoon after almost getting killed by two taxi drivers exacting revenge upon each other with their cabs on Hudson Street. I then got a job at Macy’s as a security guard for the Christmas season. That was a crazy job, having to care about shoplifters. It wasn’t my bag either, but it didn’t involve me dealing with death on a daily basis, and that was cool with me. That part of my life was over. Or at least I thought it was.

			 

			One day I came back to the apartment on Ludlow to find Sally’s boyfriend going berserk. He was crying when I came in the door and ran up to me like he wanted me to do something. But when I tried to ask what the problem was, he was too scared to tell me.

			I instantly clicked back into Marine mode.

			Sally’s boyfriend started to try to explain, but through the tears and sobs he wasn’t making any sense. I knew in my gut it was bad and just hoped it wasn’t Sally. She had become a good friend during my stay and I felt protective of her and this boyfriend of hers. I had met kids like these two before and knew they were a little naïve. The boyfriend was so worked up that I assumed Sally had gotten herself the sort of trouble a dumb kid from South Cackalacka can fall into in New York City.

			

			‘Hey, man,’ I said, trying to calm him down. ‘Is Sally ok?’

			When he finally came around, catching his breath, he nodded yes. Thank God, I thought. But that was as good as the news got. It was our other roommate, the kid told me. He had found her OD’d in her bedroom. Most people on hearing that would have been as much of a mess as Sally’s boyfriend. But with what I had dealt with in the Marines, this didn’t bother me as much as it should have.

			‘Really? She gets high?’ I muttered as he led me down the hallway to her room. Despite having lived there a while, I still didn’t know this roommate all that well. She was always real cool with me. We would have friendly chats in the kitchen. Her boyfriend was in a band with a former Marine who would hang out at Claudius’s house now and then. But I never went into her room. I was never invited and I never asked. They had their own crew and I was an outsider to them.

			When we entered the bedroom, it reminded me of something Wednesday Addams might have had if she’d lived on the Lower East Side. The roommate was on the floor, bent over herself. She lay in a position that looked like she had fallen asleep against the side of her bed. Her face was blue and purple in places where her blood had settled. There was yellow snot and spit around her nose and mouth. It reminded me of the many times I had been around death before: the familiar smells but also always a sort of diminishment of spirit. Death takes what it takes, and what it takes is missed by us all.

			

			I checked her neck for a pulse more in hope than expect­ation. Nothing. When I looked closer, the stuff around her nose and mouth was like a crust. Even in Marine mode, it made me turn away. I told the kid, more forcefully than intended, to call 911. He was trying to be out in the hallway, away from her body anyway, so this gave him the excuse he wanted. He ran to the phone in the kitchen to call the police. I stayed where I was, trying not to look at her.

			When Sally’s boyfriend came back some of his colour had returned. He told me the cops were coming, and we both stood there with nothing to say. It was apparent that the kid had never seen a dead body before, and I thought back to how I’d felt seeing my first one. It is different for everyone, but I remember feeling that it was weird to see a person’s body without life. Like it was a glitch that would remedy itself and the person would spring back into action. This wasn’t gonna happen here, though.

			It was bad enough she’d OD’d and that her family would have to deal with all the stuff that goes with having to bury your own kid. But seeing her all crumpled up on the floor made me want to move her into a more dignified position. I gently told the kid what we were going to do. ‘Hey, look at me . . .’ I put my hand on his shoulder, like he was a young Marine about to get in his first gunfight. ‘It’s time we moved her onto her back. She wouldn’t want to be found all fucked up like this . . .’

			

			The kid’s eyes jolted between me and the dead body scrunched into the side of the bed at our feet. I thought he was going to be sick so I patted him on the back to return him to the moment and went over to the dead girl. ‘You hold her like this . . .’ As I put my hand on her back, I could feel she was still warm. I tried not to put that information into my voice. ‘I’m gonna ease her out of this crouch she’s in.’ The kid nodded dumbly and got into position, looking at me like I knew something he didn’t.

			It was all going ok until, as we moved her, she made a groan. That freaked the kid out so much he lost all composure and left the room, fighting back tears. The groan had made me shudder too, but I didn’t let on. I’m good at hiding that kind of stuff from the rest of the world. It’s called military bearing.

			The groan and my reaction brought me back to somewhere, someone that I hated: the part of me that becomes this person who cuts all the bullshit and commits and executes. I turned mindless but aware of how cold everything inside me became. Afterwards, I’d be freaking and crying and shaking like Sally’s boyfriend. But in the moment when it’s me relying on me, it’s business.

			

			As the roommate lay on the floor facing the ceiling, I noticed for the first time how pretty she was. She had blue eyes, dark, almost black hair; strong features with a cool rock chick style. It was such a fucking shame that she threw her life away without ever really getting a chance to live it. Did she do this shit to herself on purpose? Or was she dabbling and took too much? Her eyes were open and it was hard to look into them, but I did, looking for something.

			I didn’t find anything. Death took it.

			I put my hand over her eyes. Closed them, saying a silent prayer.

			The cops and the EMS guys showed up soon after. They immediately shooed us out of her room to take statements while the paramedics did their thing. The pair of police officers took me and the kid into our respective bedrooms to ask what happened. As I told the officer with me what I knew, it seemed like he was a little pissed off at me. I asked him what his problem was and he motioned to my old dress blue uniform on my coat rack against the wall. With his head he said, ‘You shoulda looked out for her.’

			‘Fuck you.’ I stood up from my bed, suddenly seeing red. It was not a good thing for me to get so angry so quickly but that was what I’d been like ever since I’d come back home. The cop could see I was angry enough to lose my temper, so threw some bullshit rap about me potentially catching a case over moving the dead girl to put me in check.

			

			I had sized the cop up when he got to the apartment, like I still do with every man I meet. It’s a Marine thing. My job had been to fight and kill other men, and that leaves you with residual side effects. Back then in the nineties, if the need arose, I kind of had a plan to kill any man, if I needed to. This asshole was an overweight mook, like most NYPD downtown in the early nineties. I knew that, if I wanted to, he wouldn’t be able to get to his piece before I got him in a rear choke after a hand-­strike to his fat face. The cop and I did a little staring contest thing for a minute or so, and then he stood up and broke the spell. ‘OK, tough guy, you’re good, ease back.’

			‘Yeah,’ I replied as sarcastically as I possibly could. ‘OK, officer . . . sir.’

			By the time he and his partner reconvened us in the dining room, the EMS guys had bagged up our roommate’s body and left. I never saw her again or had a chance to say goodbye. By contrast, the cops gave the distinct impression by their nonchalance and lack of eye contact that they saw stuff like this every fucking day. That they didn’t give a fuck anymore, and thought all of us deserved this shit.

			After they had gone, I went to my room and started to shake and weep like a kid. I didn’t want to spend another night in that tomb, so I packed up my ol’ seabag and left the Lower East Side to the junkies, the cops and the hipsters. I called Claudius to see if he wanted to smoke another joint.

			

			 

			So that’s how I ended up on this here stoop on East 26th Street in Manhattan, between 2nd and 3rd Avenues. Claudius had a guitar player friend, Mike, in his band X Ton Gusto. It was Mike who offered me a sofa in his apartment until I could get a roommate situation going somewhere else. Mike’s place was in an ok neighbourhood with an immigrant working-­class tilt, a few big mental hospitals and three methadone clinics in a five-­block area. It was also a few blocks away from the VA, were I went once a week to meet with a well-­meaning psychologist to discuss why I was depressed, anxious and self-­medicating my way through an undiagnosed stress disorder.

			Mike’s apartment was a little ground-­floor one-­bedroom affair, with a rickety raised loft-­platform, a kind of split-­level living room where his roommate, Aram, slept. Under the rickety loft was an empty, narrow fold-­up futon sofa, aka my new ‘home sweet home’. Aram was a wild-­ass North African artist type. His parents had worked at the United Nations, which is how Claudius knew some of these more wild cats. Claudius is originally from Lesotho and his mom worked for the UN at UNICEF for years. The UN employees all sent their kids to a school called UNIS, the United Nations International School, near East 23rd Street on the East River. Claudius went to school there and lived in my neighbourhood growing up, which is how we became friends. His mom travelled the world for her job, which was why Claudius had the crib to himself most of the time.

			

			Back on East 26th it was a hot summer night and I was chilling with these new friends and roommates out front on the stoop. The sounds of the city were easy on my ears after years away. The sirens were a musical crescendo to the neighbourhood’s already busy rhythm. It felt like I was back in the centre of the universe. How I missed this place, New York City.

			‘Hey!’ I was pulled out of my daydream by the lady from the apartment facing the street. Leaning out of her open window, she had a pretty blonde page-­boy head, which seemed to be tilted at me in particular. ‘I’m Angie,’ she introduced herself in a huge New York accent. ‘You wanna come in for a joint and a blowjob?’

			The effect had probably been more potent ten years ago, but Angie had the sort of attitude and sex appeal that most men who got this offer rarely turned it down. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a prude, but when I decide that I’m gonna live somewhere, I don’t then make an effort to complicate the situation.

			‘Hey, Angie, I’m Huey,’ I smiled back. ‘How you doin’, girl? That’s a real nice offer there, but if I pass on the fellatio, can I still smoke a joint?’

			

			Angie didn’t bat an eye. The lady had composure that I had rarely seen in civilians. Instead, she winked at me and nodded her head towards the door of her place. As I got up, Mike and Aram were making faces and shit, trying not to laugh. ‘See y’all in a few,’ I smiled. ‘If I’m not out in an hour, come get me . . .’

			 

			Angie’s living room had a good vibe to it: lots of wood, very high ceilings and a loft where somebody like Aram probably slept. The rest of the apartment looked like it might go back to another bedroom and a bathroom I couldn’t see. Angie had good taste and style, and the apartment was appointed very well. High windows with translucent curtains framed the evening’s street lights. A Nag Champa incense stick made its presence known. Oscar Peterson oozed from a little boombox on the kitchen bar.

			I love jazz music, always have. Mainly I love it because I have no idea how to play jazz music. It somehow removes me from the process of trying to figure it out theoretically. It thankfully turns off a part of my ADHD brain and that then allows me to detach cognitively and simply enjoy the sounds for what they are, like most other people do. Oscar Peterson is one of the greats, so I knew this lady had class.

			Angie sat down across from me on the floor. Making light of her new position in front of me, she levelled, ‘You sure about that blowjob, sweetie?’

			

			I blushed and blurted out, ‘I’m kinda particular who I let see my boxers.’

			Trying to change the subject, I asked, ‘You need a light for that thing?’ as Angie pulled a tray from the coffee table. On it were papers and weed and the big rolled joint I’d come round for.

			‘So what’s the story, Huey?’

			Angie was more striking than I had first noticed. She must have been about 40 and carried that very well. Dancer body. She had skinny ankles and wrists, a thing my mom always told me to look for in a woman. But it was more in her eyes and manner where who she was shone through. Angie looked directly at you when she spoke, aware of her aura, not caring what you made of it. She was brave in the way she presented herself without caveat. It wasn’t bravado, that’s different. Bravado leaves the taste of blood in your mouth, like a slap. This wasn’t that. I could tell she had at some point proven her bravery to herself and it made her eyes shine just now.

			I started to tell Angie my story. She let me draw a picture of a man who did his bit in the Marine Corps and wanted to start a new chapter in his life. As I spoke, she looked at me like she was trying to spot a ‘tell’, or something. ‘I’m just getting reacclimatized to this weird-­ass society again,’ I explained. ‘My plan was to start a band and see what I can do with that.’ I decided to keep the nightmares and depression to myself. This was the private stuff that everyone has tucked away. The stuff that no one could ever get close to understanding without thinking you were a raving psychopath. Right? ‘I started playing guitar in junior high,’ I continued to blab. This weed was good: she must give me her connection. ‘I got really good, played in some bands, did some gigs at CBGB’s.’ I was talking more to this stranger than I did to my VA shrink. Was I auditioning, or something?

			

			Turns out, I was. But more on that later.

			When I first got out of the service, people I met, mostly women, would ask me if I had killed anyone. It’s something every veteran gets asked, but isn’t something every vet wants to answer. The few times I got asked, I said that that was my personal business and moved the conversation on. This time, Angie started by telling me her body count first.

			‘This one son of a bitch tried to pull me into his car and I knew he was a fucking perv, so I tried to shoot the fat fuck in stomach with this little .25 I used to carry when I worked that catering gig, ya know. Hit him in the ankle. I fuckin’ ran like hell to the deli by the elevated subway on Ditmars . . .’ As Angie waved her finger around like it was loaded gun, I could see she was reliving the story as she told it. She was hyped up from the weed and her face was tight with emotion. When she stood up, she almost fell on me. Her breasts pushed up against me and it kinda sent me wild. It had been a while and she was acting real cute. ‘. . . Then I call Beansie.’ Angie was standing in front of me, all eye contact now, high and shit, making gestures like she was on the phone. ‘He goes and fuckin’ tells me to toss the piece in the river on the other side of Astoria Park, so I start to run to the river, but this is the crazy part . . .’

			

			Angie described how she eventually got to the river, threw the .25 into it, the guy lived, ‘And that was that.’ She finished, wiping her hands clean.

			Angie was absolutely hilarious. A true blue New Yorker, it was like listening to a female Goodfella. This lady was a one of a kind: I hadn’t had so much fun with a woman with my clothes on, ever! Over the course of the evening we got to know each other better. Angie had a kid, she told me. A teenager named Isabella. She was at her dad’s for the night, she said with a knowing wink. She was persistent, I’ll give her that. I told her how I was looking for a job and she suggested I got over to the famous Limelight nightclub on 6th Avenue and get a gig as bar staff: ‘They’re always hiring good-­looking kids like you,’ she purred. Like a tiger to a lamb.

			After a couple more hours’ conversation about our mutual love of jazz and Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue album, I stumbled out of Angie’s apartment with my dignity still intact. I have just made a friend, I thought to myself as I walked down the hallway. But while I was right about that, what I didn’t know was what else my new friend was about to become.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			The Limelight

			My new home on 26th Street, between 2nd and 3rd Avenues, was a neighbourhood lively with low-­life, which had a certain calming effect on me. The underside of society, free from the bullshit that the normies seem to love, is something I’ve always been drawn to. I had never subscribed to the normal way of doing things and now that I was embarking on a quest to become a rock star, or die trying, this seemed like a fitting place to blast off from.

			My new hood was a combination of addicts, weirdos and ‘leftovers’, a strata of New York City that only really existed in Manhattan. Leftovers were those regular folk from when it was possible to live in Manhattan on a working person’s salary. As the Yuppies had taken over, so the doormen, electricians and transit workers were heading for the Bronx, Brooklyn and even fucking New Jersey, leaving Manhattan ripe for the gentrification process. The poor people were mostly moved to Section 8 housing, which is a nice way of saying ‘projects’, on the Lower East Side. The last of the leftovers were just about ready to throw in the towel, a transformation my new hood was in the final stages of going through as the reign of mayor David Dinkins was coming to an end.

			

			Bellevue Hospital was two blocks away on 1st Avenue. Bellevue is world famous for its psychiatric ward, where all the criminally insane people caught by the NYPD were held for observation. From there they would either be sent for trial or be evaluated and released. Every Friday afternoon, there was a clear-­out of the padded cells to make space for the coming weekend rush. Around 4.30 p.m. those bumped from the psych ward would make their way west, walking like zombies with their Thorazine shuffles, heading for the subways on Lexington Avenue and on to the hinterland of New York City in search of brains.

			Scattered around the side streets between 23rd and 34th were a series of methadone clinics. The way the methadone programme worked back then was that if you were high on dope and got pinched for some crime, you could ask the judge to send you to the programme instead of the city jail on Rikers Island. But like most social programmes in NYC at that time it fell short of the mark it was trying to hit. All those people who had tried to kick one poison to stay outta jail were now nodding out on another one.

			

			It was terrible to witness. I would later write a song about the addiction epidemic I saw there during this time, ‘Methadonia’: ‘. . . they weeble and they wobble/but they don’t fall down . . .’ I think it got to me particularly because I felt an affinity with those guys: I knew that I was never too far from joining them myself.

			Despite all the urban blight, I felt strangely at home in my new hood. I felt like a guy with a little bit of hope. I still had my issues sleeping. That didn’t seem to be going away any time soon. I had abandoned my therapy sessions at the VA because there didn’t seem any chance of getting the help I needed there, and wasn’t sure where to turn next. But I had met up with a few musician cats and my prospects were looking up.

			Angie, too, was becoming a good friend. I would hang at her place and blaze joints when her kid Isabella was at school. She got me a few catering gigs at this private members’ club downtown in the financial district right near Wall Street. We worked some of the gigs together, smoking joints on our breaks and laughing at the uptight clientele.

			Whenever we talked about how New York City used to be, it wasn’t long before a wise-­guy story featured. I kinda figured Angie was knee deep in ‘the Life’ by this time. I didn’t pry and did my best to stay out of most of it. By contrast, it always seemed to me that Angie was asking me stuff that didn’t really bear any relevance to what we were discussing. Like, she’d ask hypothetical questions that were morality based and then we’d gab on why I said what I said. It was an exercise that always had some ‘right’ answer and a whole bunch of wrong ones. ‘What would you do if your wife was very sick but the doctor was busy? Would you interrupt him and make him see your wife? Or, would you wait like a lamb?’ That kind of thing. I would ask her why we were talking about this. She would always say, ‘I’m just curious, Huey, sue me.’

			

			I’d laugh and keep the conversation moving, but it always stuck with me.

			 

			I got a job at the Limelight nightclub. The Limelight was one of three different clubs I worked that were owned by the same guy, Peter Gatien, who tried to keep his crew honest by moving them between bars. As well as the Limelight on 6th Avenue, Peter ran the Palladium on 14th Street, the Tunnel on 27th and the West Side Highway, and later Club USA in Times Square. One half of a power couple, his girlfriend was the heir to the Benihana fortune. Peter had an eye patch like a pirate and stood outside his clubs watching the door people and security with his one good eye. We would make jokes about it, but if Peter looked at you with his ‘crazy eye’ you felt uncomfortable, for sure.

			On my first day, I was a busboy, picking up cups and litter at the Palladium while George Clinton and P-­Funk did their thing for four straight hours. The job might have been mundane but the music was amazing. Listening to these bad cats laying it down I felt like I had woken up from a coma. The lighting show from the concert was transfixing and the music moved me in a very deep way.

			

			Parliament, George and the vibe they created made me so inspired to get my music back on track that I blew off picking up shit and went up to the balcony and smoked a few joints and had a songwriting moment. I wrote most of the lyrics to my song ‘Crime and Punishment’ that night on a few napkins with a sharpie. I should have given George Clinton a writing credit. No one noticed I had skived off work because the place was so packed, and I did my best to clean up as fast as I could when the lights came on. Everything seemed possible now I was free of the Marines and back home in NYC.

			Before long, I moved on from being a busboy to working as a barback, supplying the bartenders at the bars with beer, alcohol, mixers and ice throughout the night. It was better than being a busboy and was a cool-­ass job compared to what I was doing in the Marines.

			I only got about $2.50 an hour on the books but each bartender I supplied would tip me 20 per cent of the tips they made. Some of the bars had up to ten bartenders and if you knew your stuff there was money to be made. I made friends with an Irish guy, Mackie, who was in charge of all the barbacks, and he gave me some of the best shifts. I could make up to $200 a shift on a busy weekend night if I hustled, and I did.

			

			This was the era of the super­club in NYC. These clubs were huge, with thousands of people wading through those spots every night they were open. They were like mini cities where people would come to be the real version of themselves, the version they hid from the rest of the world. The club was where they could express whatever feelings they had without judgement. It was fascinating to witness this sub-­culture up close. I wasn’t a club kid but spending most of my time at one rubbed off on me, making me even more tolerant of different lifestyles than I had been.

			Each night the clubs played different kinds of music. This was ’93–’94. There was a big dance music element, of course; house and techno were staples on the weekends. But during the week, and on Sundays, the clubs would transform into landing zones for very different scenes. On Sundays the Limelight would have a rock and roll night called ‘Rock and Roll Church’ that would be packed: Ozzy, Guns N’ Roses, Pearl Jam and other huge bands would perform. The Tunnel had ‘Mecca’, the craziest hip-­hop party New York City ever gave the world.

			I was working at Mecca when I came up with the idea for
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