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            Introduction

         

         I have had an interesting life, and unlike a lot of my peers I have made copious notes along the way, perhaps in the full knowledge that much will be forgotten. I certainly never set out to be ‘a DJ’. No one did in the 1980s, unless you wanted to get on the radio and dubiously close to children. Then it was literally to be a ‘Disc Jockey’, a radio term about a radio job. Sure, ‘Mobile DJs’ existed and we all had the school disco in the 1970s, but even if you took the thing out of the radio studio and into a church hall, the DJ still spoke between the records as if he were on-air – something, I still have to explain to old folks, that just doesn’t happen any more. One thing they do understand is how much more important a record was back then. People would sit in a room together in silence and listen to a record with reverence. The idea of ‘background music’ was unheard of. Compared to today even ‘easy listening’ was paid attention to rapturously (the clue is in the name). It was as crazy as the idea of making reality TV that isn’t designed to be watched. Imagine a time when there was nothing digital in the home and the domestic sound system meant more to many people than the rarer television. Most of the first-generation DJs you revere come from a time when very little came in through the eye and everything that mattered entered your ears. Today the job is very much about a deep love of the self, instead of the music. Music itself has been devalued almost to the point of zero. It is merely fuel for the careers of DJs, the soundtrack to something, not a thing in itself; ‘content’ for your totally awesome life, and disposable content at that. I come from a time when it was everything, rather than nothing. It was an object, a highly fetishised totem that didn’t come to you and wasn’t available all that regularly. You had to leave the house and find this thing, using nothing but your physical senses. I don’t say this to alienate young readers – I owe you everything! Every week I work for you. It’s just by way of context, to help you understand. This book is for you, after all.

         For me, like I imagine many others, music was a connection to something ephemeral and deeply glamorous that happened to other people very far away. Many of the very successful can be born into an industry, either directly to industry parents or in a major city where the industry is conveniently located. Some of us, however, watched from such a remove that it was comical, somewhere radio waves barely reached, never mind the latest vinyl or current clothing fashions. But for all of us it started with radio empowering nerds. Wherever you were. However nerdy. If you are younger than me, just replace the word ‘radio’ with ‘internet’.

         The Swinging Sixties and modern dance music have much in common. Both started as a counter-culture and both were in large part protest movements. They were driven by a love of music and centred around ‘the rave’. Drugs, lights and sounds were the church. Staying up all night was what it was all about. However, the 1960s have been incredibly well documented, maybe even a tad overglamourised. Indeed, it could be said the northern soul or punk or heavy-metal scenes have received almost as much reverence and documentation as modern dance music. The dance music scene has lasted far longer than any other – thirty years rather than a mere decade – but has enjoyed very little coverage other than a couple of frankly awful films and a handful of books. I’d like to redress that a bit. I’d like to see more. Because dance music is simply fucking huge, mate. It’s big. It’s larger than Jupiter’s codpiece. It’s the world’s biggest youth movement bar none, and unlike its grandfather, the 1960s, it’s still getting bigger. America stuck its flag in the ’60s as if the decade never happened anywhere else, and now they have finally arrived at the rave. Again they are claiming it for themselves, long after the rest of the world. But Hollywood feature films and huge global magazine sales are just the tip of the iceberg amid the vastness of the dance scene. A newcomer might be forgiven for thinking it started very recently in the US. Indeed, many believe that to be the case. It’s simply not true. We’ve been raving hard since the Second Summer of Love in 1988, and we’re still at it.

         My aim is to tell the true story of DJing, to be an authentic voice speaking from and to this scene, to give hints and guide newbies on their pilgrimage and to tell it as it really is. It is my story, however. For that I am both sorry and unapologetic. It’s the only story I know. I’m no statistician, fetishist or collector. I’m just a working DJ. So, in the absence of knowledge and an education, the only way I can be an authority is to present my experience. It’s all I have. 

         It’s not an instruction manual or a history book. Shall we just agree to call it a cautionary tale that may illuminate? Just for the record, I could write a manual, OK? Yeah, and it would be amazing. Totally. But a book can’t instruct upon something as simple and intuitive as playing records. House music is a feeling. Anyway, you just want the rock ’n’ roll dirt, don’t you? Naughty.
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            Chapter 1

            A Night in the Day of

         

         17.00 hrs

         You are always ready to leave. You are in a constant state of readiness. You can be ready to travel in the time it takes to put your shoes on, pick up last week’s tunes and walk out the door. An international DJ works every weekend. All year round. Midweek too sometimes. This time the tour manager is late. I call him ‘tour manager’, but he’s my best mate and I’d recently convinced my agent he should have the title. He’s driven me to lots of places on home turf but this is his first time in an official, titular capacity. And his first one overseas – Ibiza, rather unsurprisingly. It’s always Ibiza in the summer months.

         As the appointed time comes and goes it’s clear the flight is going to be missed. Before now I’d never missed a gig. There isn’t much to this job. Turn up, play records, get paid, leave. It’s not rocket science. My mate arrives for his debut as tour manager two hours after the flight has left. He is wearing a T-shirt that has ‘SACK THE FUCKING TOUR MANAGER’ written on it in large friendly letters. He’d realised he’d missed the window of opportunity after my forty-third angry text, so rather than rush he’d spent the time constructively, getting a novelty T-shirt printed up at a tourist kiosk on the way over. He’d misread 17.00 as 7 p.m. On his first day in the job. Style. Where I come from, once you get a nickname it sticks for life. He would be known as Tour Manager for evermore.

         He bursts in the door, a blur of amphetamine enthusiasm as usual. ‘Sack the fucking tour manager!’ he bellows, gesticulating madly at his unmissable chesty slogan. ‘I’m ready for you this time, you cunt! You will never push me in the pool.’

         On every occasion we’d been in Ibiza together I’d managed to push him in a pool. He had to be fully clothed – and ideally carrying costly valuables of the non-waterproof variety. It had become a ritual. He’d even suggested I got him this job simply to be able to humiliate him across the globe. This was, of course, absolutely ridiculous and entirely factual. Missing the flight, however, was ‘a problem’.

         21.45 hrs

         In times of difficulty you call your agent. Bigger agencies have people who deal specifically with logistics and travel. Missing a flight was an easy fix. Holiday flights to Ibiza tend to leave almost hourly in the summer. The cheap ones are always at crazy times in the night. We are in luck. The last one to Ibiza tonight would be boarding not long after the soonest we could feasibly get to departures. Airports at night are always bleak and populated entirely by lunatics. Your ordinary citizen is not used to the heady combo of being out late and about to go on holiday. It works on their brain like a chisel. They freak out. DJs are not on holiday, we are going to work, only really, really far away in the middle of the night. Only the top DJ dogs go to work on anything but the cheapest flights. With a destination like Ibiza, there is no choice but to ride the cheap seats, especially if, thanks to your insane hiring policies, you’ve missed the better-quality flight already. Even if you have some sort of frequent-flyer thing, airports close down 99 per cent of anything useful at night, and you tend to end up part of a gaggle of barking, chanting, aggressively drunk holidaymakers, all en route to their yearly two weeks away from their lives. While you are on your way deeper into yours.

         Is there anything more fearsome than five hundred drunken teens and adults-who-should-know-better about to go on holiday? The nearest I can think of is sitting in a longboat among pre-pillage Vikings. The gear marks you out. Back then it was two gigantic flight-cased record boxes that few other occupations could boast as hand luggage. ‘Yes, DJ here, look at me!’ These days every Tom, Dick or Harriet uses some sort of DJ-esque luggage accessory. However, just ten years ago you could easily be the only DJ in the entire airport, never mind on a flight.

         Tour Manager is, as usual in dull moments, off doing some pointless drug-fuelled task at relentless intensity while blithering and yelping. I’m trying not to look like a DJ, while surrounded by hundreds of clubbers. I’m failing. They tend to be able to smell a DJ, never mind see one. I’m not trying to avoid them out of arrogance; I’m just really not in the mood today. They are at an insane pitch of hyper-excitement about their annual blowout, while this is your weekly commute over decades. They are out of their minds on alcohol and ecstasy, while you are trying to do a crossword. The loudest one is an American (unusual for Ibiza at the time) with a voice so penetrating it makes the perfume samplers on the shelves of the nearby duty-free shop rattle. She is blonde, blandly pretty, and is doing an amazing job of being louder than five hundred really loud people.

         ‘OMIGERD, YOU’RE A FUCKING DJ, MAAAN! WAIT, I KNOW YOU! OMIGERD, OMIGERD!’

         I know most red-blooded fellows won’t mind at all when a young halfwit attempts to communicate by waggling their bits in your face. But some days you’d just rather do the crossword. Oh, you wouldn’t? OK, come back to me when you’ve been at it thirty years and we’ll talk then. Being ‘on’ all the time is not an option for a travelling entertainer. It will drive you insane. It is as inevitable as the tide. I should also add that these days I have more grace under pressure. Then again, you had to be there. She was next-level annoying: drunk and evangelical about it, and the Princess of Shoutington was the sort who always got exactly what she wanted, and quick.

         ‘WHERE ARE YOU PLAYING, DUDE!? CAN WE GET ON THE LIST? THERE’S ONLY LIKE TWENTYFIVE OF US! IT WILL BE TOADALLY AWESOME! DRINK SOME FUCKING PUNCH, MAN. IT’S LIKE FULLY LOADED WITH MDMA, DUDE.’

         ‘Sure. I can sort you out if you get me a list of names. Can we do it when we land? I really don’t want a drink. I’m kind of working, not really here to party.’

         ‘FUCK YOU, MAN! YOU SHOULD BE NICER TO PEOPLE WHO PAY TO SEE YOU!’ 

         ‘But you’re not paying to see me sit in this chair reading! I’m off duty, please.’

         ‘HEY, YOU GUYS! HE JUST WANTS TO BE ALONE. BOO HOO, BOO HOO.’ (Cue much laughter and bugging me whenever the opportunity arose for the next two hours.)

         ‘Amazing tits. You will never throw me in the pool, by the way,’ says a familiar Scots voice from the side. I tell him never to call me that again. Then we commence the ritual of waiting as far away as possible from the gate in order to be absolutely the last people to board, demonstrating to the world and mainly ourselves that we are waaaay too cool to stress about where to sit on such a short flight and that we do not queue EVAH. Naturally we end up in horrible seats right in the middle of the pack of loons. They start in on their drugs in earnest once we take off. The thing about rock ’n’ roll, which I have been around all my adult life, is that bad behaviour is OK if done with style, but it is an unwritten law that you leave civilians out of it. The thing about dance music culture, and maybe even society in general, is that every deeply deluded one of us thinks we are stars. It’s the beautiful glow around the dark heart of it, the best and the worst part. Never writ more large than when big gangs of rabid mongs are boshing gear in front of civilian families.

         Ketamine. In the early days it came in bottles lifted from vets. On the label it said: ‘For use with domestic felines and sub-human primates only’. That’s a warning, not an invitation, kids. You can tell it’s mainly ketamine and cocaine as the volume starts to go up, up and UP and the coherence goes down, down, down, until some of them are just lowing like cattle. It’s quite a scary noise. It’s the sound of stupid.

         I have earplugs. Occupational tools. I feel it’s rude to put them in while in the company of Tour Manager. I turn around to see him in the thick of the kids. Happy as a sandboy. Flirting disastrously with my bleach-blonde nemesis. As doomed to failure with her as only a fifty-two-year-old man who looks like he’s from the Old Testament can be.

         Don the plugs. Don them!

         Ibiza, 23.30 hrs local time

         The aircraft doors open. The cold, recycled, corporate, germ-filled air is sucked out and the warm, fuzzy wall of heat hits you hard as you step onto the stairs and descend towards the bus. Arrival is always easy in Ibiza. It may be smart policy, it may be the sheer numbers, it may just be that Ibicencos are so damn cool, but it’s a breeze going in and out of Ibiza airport. No matter how jaded and tired you are it’s always a pleasure to arrive and equally easy to leave. It’s not just the wall of heat that hits you, the haze in the air and the mix of dust, sea and bougainvillea blooms assaults the nose too. As does the subtly constant whiff of cigarette smoke that says you are now somewhere else, somewhere that does not care all that much. Smells a bit like … hedonism.

         Naturally a pro carries everything with them. As well as hundreds of hours of music in that bag there is, rolled absurdly tight, a full change of clothes, plus a miniature toolkit and shaving set, earplugs, first aid, electrical tape, spare stylus, cartridges … even a needle and thread. Yeah, I’m loads of fun. However, there are only two ways to travel professionally: as some sort of shambolic diva caravan, with all the attendant dramas and disasters; or as a tight, self-sufficient, no-mess expert travelling unit. I was usually the latter, but the recent hiring and firing of my crack team of one loopy aristocrat as technical assistant means I’m sliding far more towards the former.

         I have the whole luggage thing down to a fine art. Tour Manager does not. While the johnny-holidays are shuffling around the luggage carousel, the pro knifes through with hand luggage only. Straight to the point, past all the nonsense and straight out. Unless, of course, your recently fired tour manager is there to render the whole process a shambling, shouty, hour-long abortion. Finally, as the magic doors slide open, we are revealed in all our glory: a tall man carrying way too much accompanied by an even taller hermit from the Dark Ages, one who rather pointedly isn’t carrying any luggage at all, despite it being his job until very recently.

         The arrivals gate is a sea of kids in shades, cargo pants and vests. It’s always like that. All we know is that Hans is meeting us and he’s a young German. This worries me, as Tour Manager still thinks it is 1943. I pull him to one side.

         ‘Listen, you lunatic,’ I hiss. ‘Just for one moment can you attempt some sort of normality? My livelihood is at stake here. NO GERMAN JOKES. Not one. Are we clear?’ 

         ‘ACHTUNG!’ roars Tour Manager, while doing a large Nazi salute in front of a large crowd of every European nationality.

         A slightly built young man immediately peels out of the crowd. He approaches us and says in flawless English, ‘Ah, you guys must be here for me. I could not help but notice you.’

         I’m mortified, but Tour Manager is, as ever, completely immune to his surroundings.

         ‘I am Hans,’ says the kid, extending a palm for a shake.

         ‘I’ve got two as well, no need to show off,’ barks His Tourmanagerness, and he walks off smartly in the wrong direction.

         We finally walk out into the rich, dense air of Ibiza, load up the car and move into the night. It’s possible for a working DJ to spend many years visiting Ibiza and never see it during daylight – a crime of truly epic proportions. Tour Manager owns a small club back home. When he isn’t leaping about doing pointless things very quickly he’s ignoring pleading texts from the venue, on a phone that he never answers. Sat in the front of the car he is visibly trying hard not to talk to Hans and instead is staring at his phone screen.

         ‘So,’ begins Hans, ‘it’s nice to see you, T-Man.’

         ‘How do you know my name!?’ squeaks His Tourmanagerness.

         Hans merely smiles a small smile and continues driving. Then he asks, ‘So, T-Man, my friend, have you ever been to Germany?’

         ‘No, but my dad went once,’ is the curt reply. Tour Manager then turns to me and says in a really loud stage whisper, ‘I think this Kraut fancies me.’

         I am definitely panicking about the situation at this point. Hans isn’t just a driver sent to pick us up. He’s one of the promoters of the event and I’m working for them for the first time, and quite possibly the last. At this rate Tour Manager is going to cause an international incident before we’ve even got to the venue. I have to admire Hans for his diplomacy and am boiling mad with rage at the behaviour of my compatriot. Luckily we’re coming to a halt at our destination.

         ‘I am so, so sorry about him. He’s old,’ I apologise weakly as we disembark from the car and gather the luggage.

         Hans embraces me and proclaims, ‘Thank you so much for bringing him!’

         ‘No! I apologise unreservedly!’ I reply hurriedly. ‘He’s a bit eccentric. Technically I had to bring him as he is the tour manager.’

         Hans seems to find this very amusing and replies, ‘No, don’t apologise. I think he is the funniest man in the world. Did you know I was working at his club last night?’

         ‘What!?’

         Like many promoters and club workers, Hans is also a working DJ in his own right. Unlike us he’s able to function in many roles, efficiently and with no fuss, over many borders and time zones. It transpires that just the previous evening, two thousand miles away, Hans had been the guest DJ and Tour Manager had been the host. His Tourmanagerness literally has no recollection of the previous night at all. He certainly paid no regard whatsoever to the minor players in it, meaning anyone else at all but himself.

         ‘Yes. I was playing at his club last night. He is even wearing the same clothes. It is a funny surprise to bring him here.’

         Apparently T-Man had been exactly the same combination of barking and deeply inappropriate, spouting anti-German epithets non-stop and referring constantly to World War II. Which, rather amazingly, Hans found amusing.

         Christ. A German with a sense of humour. I really must be in Ibiza.

         00.00 hrs

         As we arrive at the appointed hotel with Hans it becomes clear that it isn’t up to muster. In the parts of Spain they like to keep foreigners in, they basically add a star to the international hotel star system. A five-star is a four, a four a three, etc. The entrance takes us towards reception, and as we pass a row of shrubs I use my entire bodyweight to charge at Tour Manager, pushing him completely off his feet, through the bushes and straight into the pool.

         ‘YOU MASSIVE GAPING CUNT!’ he screams as he surfaces. He doesn’t even take in any air. It’s as if a dolphin’s blowhole could swear.

         Phone, watch, luggage, wallet – all ruined. In record time too. Like all hairy creatures he has a way of looking extra sad and small after being submerged. I feel, however, that after ‘Hansgate’ he actually deserved it for once.

         I have to up our game. ‘If it’s any consolation, your Tourmanagerness,’ I say, ‘we’re fucking this gaff right off and going to Es Vive. On me. Hans, would you mind giving us a lift?’

         Ibiza is a tiny island with hundreds of hotels. A very smart Brit had worked out that a slight bump upwards in luxury and service and a nod towards DJs and more affluent clubbers would elevate his hotel. Mixing this with a Miami-esque art deco look cemented Es Vive as the place to be. ‘Boutique hotel’ became a phrase long after this place finished inventing it. We walk from the street towards the reception of the most rock ’n’ roll hotel on the island and almost crash into our loud, blonde friend from the flight, who is now without her entourage of Viking raiders.

         ‘YOU’RE SOMETHING OF A DICK, SECRET DJ!’ she yodels at welding volume.

         ‘Maybe she’s right, you know,’ I muse thoughtfully as I push Tour Manager one-handed into this new pool for a record-breaking second time. People on high-grade amphetamines are easy targets. They just aren’t very observant.

         Hans backs away, carefully.

         01.30 hrs

         No matter how insane the schedule there is always a small oasis of calm. The law of averages demands it. Even the most rabid of rock ’n’ rollers spend time doing nothing, if only by accident. Dinner is usually your last chance to enjoy your only slice of normal pie. I eat like a champion. Tour Manager eats nothing at all as it means he would have to stop talking. Hans is equal parts amazed and appalled. But this pocket of normality is fleeting, as now it’s time to get involved.

         If you’re in the Old Town – or Dalt Vila, as it’s known – and especially if you’re old school, it’s down to the port for chupitos and gak. The port of Ibiza at night is an Arabian bazaar of smells, sights and sounds, and it’s always thick with people. We don’t really have the luxury of time, but for veterans it’s a tradition to show your face on the strip. You’ve not arrived until you’ve been to the Rock Bar, paid your respects and drunk a measure of the local firewater. Hans is sufficiently experienced to know that this isn’t a request. It’s an obligation.

         Dalt Vila glitters in the Mediterranean night, dominating the bay, as is its purpose. Its cubist spires, visible from most of the southern part of the island, are a clarion call to the night creatures to come out and worship. It’s like a deep valley, with the vessels of the super-rich and the vast cruise ships on one side and solid bricks of ancient history on the other. The port itself hums like a plucked string with energy and promise. It’s the starting gate for the nightlife. If you’re wealthy enough not to be forced to buy your club tickets months in advance, this is where you come to decide where to go, to gossip about which of the hundreds of events that evening is the one to be seen at. The clubs and promoters know this and seek to influence the decision. Their solution was to organise outlandish parades up and down the port like a tiny boutique carnival. Between the goggling civilians a gaggle of beauties of every persuasion would march holding banners, banderas and placards, and always dressed according to some ridiculous sexual theme. Ibiza settled on the ‘sex sells’ theory of marketing decades ago and never bothered to tweak it. It’s an angle the notorious Manumission played out to the extreme. Speaking of which, there’s Johnny the Dwarf, roped in to yet another parade and singing for his supper. An almost imperceptible shrug, a knowing wink, ‘Drink later?’ and the flecks of true colour in the beige circuit move on down the strip. Of course, the parades are banned now, like all interesting things, in the spirit of the new global puritanism.

         Ninety per cent of the perambulators are tourists who have no idea that this one bar is special and the haunt of celebrities, or that the next is strictly for Italians looking to score hashish; that this one is owned by that mega-club, or that that one is a front for Serbian organised crime. To outsiders they’re all the same and all equally intimidating, so they keep walking, some looking scared, some amused. It’s like a reverse zoo, with those of us ensconced in our seats and stools viewing the merchandise filing past. We earned these front-row seats over decades. The strip in the port is the airport carousel made large, its luggage as dull and tired as it is sometimes exotic and rich. All Ibiza is here and even Tour Manager’s eccentricities are eclipsed by it.

         Even though we have no time for leisure the ceremony has to be acknowledged with a single shot of Hierbas in the Rock Bar. When the booze hits the throat you are transported back through a string of pasts to the Domino Bar, the Moors, further even to an officer of Carthage guarding warships in the bay at night. Hierbas, ancient aniseed doom. The chilled, unique flavour of Ibiza rolls through your inner core. It’s like being mugged gently by an old friend. Salute the fallen and the present.

         Then it’s back into the waiting car and a visibly nervous Hans.

         03.00 hrs

         It can be tough getting through a busy venue’s door. There’s certainly an unusual amount of commotion this time. From a distance, it looks like the gatekeeper did not have his door under control. Up close this proves an understatement. The exterior is a vast car park, the club a series of walls and awnings like a mock-rustic stone ship adrift in a junkyard sea. This is Ibiza. The idea of an orderly queue is utterly alien to at least four of the dominant nationalities, and an unruly mass is pressing against the entrance. It’s a well-dressed slow riot. Kwowser, an old friend and something of a professional ‘picker’, was supposed to be the doorman in charge. That very day, through mutual contacts, he’d landed a trial period working on this very door. He’d been out there a week already, and I’d been looking forward to seeing how things were working out.

         He is curled up just in front of the club, having, I later discovered, treated himself to a few high-powered chunks of MDMA, far stronger than is usually available back in London. Knowing him well, I begin to worry, as some of the security people move to wake him. Having done a lot of doors Kwowser is neither a small man nor afraid of a bit of casual violence. He is also half German. One of the owners of the venue is stood behind security looking very unamused. Both halves of him are German. Just in front of Kwowser, trying to navigate the scrum, is a German film crew, here to film the evening and interview the proud owner. Kwowser is prodded awake by security, upon which, hearing German spoken, he screams ‘ARSCHLOCH!’ at all the Germans in the area, which means everyone important. This is far more insulting in German than its strict translation into another language would suggest. It leaves the owner somewhat lost for words. When he finally finds them, they bring about the termination of Kwowser’s extremely brief tenure there, as well as ordering his immediate ejection from the grounds, never to return. It takes four security men to drag him away.

         Hired, fired and barred for life all in one day. Nice going, Kwowser. I am strangely proud.

         To the clubber the door is everything. It’s the portal to the temple. To the pro it is just an inefficient and overcrowded entrance. You squeeze past the bottleneck of chaos, go through the inner doors, enjoy a brief decontaminating shower of welcome air con and then the dense soup of sound and darkness closes in. It’s a fictional atmosphere, a constructed ‘other’ where we go to be someone different, somewhere else. Your pupils spasm and flex to try and compensate for the sudden pitch-darkness. There’s a moment of disorientation in a black tunnel and then the lights explode to match the sonic assault. The press of bodies and sensory overload never cease to short-circuit the senses. It’s something that’s best eased into, if possible.

         Unfortunately that isn’t possible. On this occasion I’m late. Which doesn’t mean I’ve missed the actual time I was scheduled to start. That rarely happens. Being late means arriving too close for comfort, with no time to settle in, relax and get a feel for what has come before. You’re effectively shoved onstage, blinking at the lights in the darkness. You hold your boxes and bags over your head. You barge, push, squeeze and shout your way through. No one pays attention to anything. They’re all in little worlds of their own. They’re concentrating on experiencing the bigger picture and always, ALWAYS facing the DJ booth. Rapt. Away. The booth is the pulpit, the lectern from which you address the faithful. I always dread the DJ booth shift change, one ego handing over to another. It’s a higher state of awkwardness. It works both ways, for incumbent or arriviste. Amateurs make an entrance, pros keep the vibe. Wankers hog the booth, pros make a smooth transition. Nice people say hello, nasty ones frown and mumble. Have I made my point yet? Yeah: don’t be a dick.

         This bunch are not happy to see me, which is often par for the course, but it can get out of hand when there is an entourage involved. I’d arrived fifteen minutes before I was due on. For me this is very late, but to many, especially those on tight schedules with several gigs over a weekend, it is standard. Wrong, but standard nonetheless. My intuition suggests that if there are signs of the incoming DJ being late, the incumbent might get a little thrill from thinking that he can perform for longer. Then, when the next DJ does in fact arrive just in time, there is crushing disappointment. That’s one explanation I have for the wall of animosity that can greet you. Then there’s just plain envy, or hangers-on ‘supporting’ their hero by deciding to hate you. Maybe they’ve met me already. Who the fuck knows? I spent decades as the warm-up. It requires superior skill. It will eat your ego alive if you are ambitious. The trouble with the mega-clubs is that often the guys on before are not regular hard-working residents, they are stars in their own right. ‘Stars’. Yeah, I know. Ridiculous, isn’t it? Still, it’s real.

         So you sheepishly navigate the glaring hostility. You meekly squeeze past those who are not meant to be in your working space. You make yourself as small as possible. It’s bad form to make a fuss and cast a shadow over someone else’s limelight. At this point some sort of help would be useful, but that’s the tour manager’s job and I’d sacked him ten hours ago. Anyway, he was currently resembling a furry grey lighthouse, scouring the venue for women with a 360-degree lechery beam. He was gone. He’d lived a good life, died and gone to T-Man heaven. I wrestle the kit through the phalanx of derision and turn to find the usual mountain of bags, coats, purses, computers, cloaks, hats, furs, phones and general detritus clogging every space available. The correct form is to make space for an arriving DJ, but this was a sit-in, occupied territory. It wasn’t going to happen without a fight.

         DJs always know when their time is up. We count it down, pace our work to match the time frame. Come ten or fifteen minutes to the hour, with your time nearly up, you start looking out for the next guy. You begin tidying your bits and packing up. Five minutes to and you are unplugging your headphones. As a consideration, if the next guy is stressed or needs to breathe you might ask politely if he would like you to ‘play one more’. It’s a courtesy. Or he may ask it of you first. There is usually some sort of exchange, ‘the old booth shuffle’, I call it, like getting changed on the beach under a too small towel – a slightly embarrassing necessity. Sometimes the previous DJ does not look up, does not acknowledge you are there, hides in the pantomime of ‘being in the zone’. Then you know you are in for trouble. You’re being punished for something. It may be just for being in a better time slot than them. It may be that they don’t think you are as good as them ‘artistically’. It may be drugs or insane ego. Maybe they’ve had a shit day. You just have to deal with it.

         I wrestle the bags in past the aggro. Look for a space. None. Bend down, pull back some coats to make room and – HOLY SHIT! – a face is revealed in the baggage. I jump in the air in cartoon shock. Seriously? You’ve made a little fort in the coats so you can do drugs? Unreal.

         There are nerves. Ask many DJs if they suffer from them and they will say no, but show me one of those and I will show you a liar. On the surface I am calm. I feel calm, I exude calm. I need a shit, though. I always do just before. This is how I know the nerves exist. My conscious mind tells me I have been doing this for decades, that there is no fear. But my guts know different. Things are accelerating, the pace quickening. The dude wants to play longer? Fine. I need the toilet.

         The one thing any DJ will tell you is they wish they had their own bathroom. For some strange reason the toilets and the booth are always at opposite ends of a venue. Back into the fray, senses now stretched taut. You appear to the throng like a lunatic, pushing and stressing your way through like an angry King Canute. Something in the eyes tells them you are all business, and the Red Sea parts. Get to the toilets and, of course, the gents are like a swamp. Borderline Deliverance, geared only towards the swift sniffer, useful for nothing much other than catching something nasty. It doesn’t matter anyway ’cos as usual you sit down and can’t go. It’s all in your mind. You try, fail and then need to go again by the time you get to the door. Does this seem ridiculous? Have you ever performed solo in front of two thousand souls? It’s part of the radiation of being late. The stressy atmosphere in the booth. In some part, a brown ritual. You catch yourself in the mirror, shake your head in bemusement. Cold water on the face. What a ridiculous pantomime.

         Now it’s with a certain grim determination that you move back through the throng and up to the booth to take your place. It’s yours now. No time for fragile egos and boundary waltzes. Stride straight into the booth. Bark at the hangers-on to make way. Ask them politely to leave. Ignore the evil glares. Tap the DJ, who’s studiously ignoring you, on the shoulder and gesture at your watch. He knows he’s had his extra fun. Time to go, son. Some people, unbelievably, have even paid to see me in particular (still can’t get my head around that part). It’s as automatic as tying your laces. Bags open. Tunes out. Reset the system from the guy before, monitors always set to ear-bleed in his excitement. Bring down the gain levels to normal. Catch the sound guy’s eye. He’s happier now. You’ve been working subconsciously all through the last thirty minutes of the previous DJ’s set. What would dovetail nicely with his sound? The temptation to fuck it all off is there, to slam on the brakes, change the vibe, switch off all the lights to announce yourself, sound the dickhead’s fanfare. Sometimes you have to. Not tonight, though. He was hard work but his music wasn’t, and it’s easy to find a couple of openers to match his vibe. Maybe it was all your stress? But it’s not about you or him. It’s about them out there. All of them. And they are very happy right now. It’s your job to continue that.

         Settle in? Sometimes it takes an hour, but once you are comfortably at the controls and the bad vibes have left the booth you finally relax. This time I’m lucky. Sometimes the previous DJ and his entourage are always in your peripheral vision, staring at you venomously for the duration. Thankfully not this time. It’s time to look up (you’d be surprised but some DJs never look up from their work once to read the room). It’s time to make the connection. The sea of bobbing heads is always there, a little like a choppy ocean. And like being on an ocean once you grasp the wheel you suddenly seem to focus on it intensely. Now you are in the moment. Time stops. A record that is clearly marked as nearly ten minutes long appears to pass in moments. Your five senses each reduce to a tunnelled-down version. The pressure of two thousand eyes demands your own focus. Like reading a score you are simultaneously in the moment and also two or three tunes ahead. Audio chess with a worthy opponent.

         It’s a little like swimming. You are adrift in a shimmer of blurred light and totally enveloped in sound. There is always a rhythm, of course, the beat of your legs in the current. The one, two, three, four is as natural as breathing. There is no thinking. You just know. Have you ever tried too hard at something physical, a sport or a game? Have you noticed how you are never better at it than when you are not thinking at all? It’s that. The lights are too much and close down your vision. You barely focus on anything apart from the tunes themselves, and even then it’s fairly intuitive. You know exactly where the one you want is. You break the surface now and then to focus on individuals, and they lock eyes with you. You know you’re doing it right. Occasionally the connection breaks and you make a change to compensate. But not tonight.

         I see DJ colleagues with lists. I see them with computers and colour-coded wallets of CDs. I see them with USB sticks and frowns of concentration. I also see some who just float. I’m one of those. I’m not there. In my darker times I curse myself for not being more ‘professional’ about it all, but even when I try it all falls apart, melts away in the heat. It’s a thing I do, and do well. I try not to question it. The subconscious plays a big part. Anyone who truly lives a thing properly has anxiety dreams about it. You try to do your thing in the dream, and you can’t. If you’re ever at a loss about what it is you’re good at, what it is that you actually do, ask your dreams. I dream of being up there and there’s a fault with the equipment, a simple everyday technical fuck-up. But the crowd doesn’t know. They think it’s you (this happens for real too). But everyone has an anxiety dream some time. This is mine. It is how I know I am a DJ.

         There is a flow. Of that there is no doubt. It is a by-product of the whole. The party is everyone and each person pitches in, yourself included. These big gigs are a breeze mainly because every soul in there sincerely wants them to be. When it’s working it’s a real high. All hyperbole aside, it just happens and you are part of something special. If you’re an idiot, you try to claim authorship. Rainmakers* are a real problem. You can see why they do it, though.

         Just as you are lost in it all there is a tap on your shoulder. There is nothing like someone blagging their way into your reverie to break the mood. But it’s an occupational hazard, and part of being a professional is to deal with it with a measure of grace. Pro booths are supposedly inaccessible, but then again, it depends on who you are when it comes to access. You can feel them before you see them in your peripheral vision. We call them ‘booth wankers’. They aren’t happy unless they are in there next to the DJ, soaking up adulation by association, like a deluded lizard basking under a sun lamp in a basement. It happens from top to bottom. They can be crackheads or billionaires. My own view is they are fine. Whatever turns you on. Give me enough room to turn around to reach my tunes and move my elbows, and you’ll hear no complaints. Don’t talk to me, please. DON’T TALK TO ME. I’m at work. I’m also in a state of reverie. Break my vibe and you break the vibe for everyone. Doesn’t matter what I want, though – that won’t stop it happening.

         ‘HEY! HEY, DUDE, GREAT SOUNDS. Have you got that one that goes UMPHT-UMPHT, WAKKA-WIK, HRFT-HRFT, DANK-DANK?’

         

         Does anyone really say ‘sounds’? Is he kidding? No, he’s not kidding. Thing is, I know exactly what tune he means. DJs are like dentists. They can understand you perfectly with both hands shoved wrist-deep into a numb mouth. Over the years you develop a weird ability to decipher the ridiculous noises people make when requesting, even when you don’t want to. I’m a pro. I always nod and smile. Engage. Sometimes that is all they want – for the crowd to see them talking to you. The request is just a thing to do to get them in the booth. Bad DJs hate it. HOW DARE someone approach them!? Tranquilo, dude. Be a pro, deal with it.

         That doesn’t mean nightmares don’t happen.

         Mad Girl used to get up in my face every time I played in my home town. When I was there to see my folks I happened to see her while out shopping and saw she worked in a high-fashion ladies clothes shop. Every cell in my body wanted to kick the doors of the shop in and shout at the top of my lungs right in her ear, ‘EXCUSE ME, DO YOU HAVE ANY 1980 MILITARY UNIFORMS? I NEED A LIEUTENANT’S BLUES. ANY AIGUILLETTE IN GOLD? NO? WHAT ABOUT FLIPPERS? GOT ANY FLIPPERS? NO!? SERIOUSLY!? WHAT ABOUT SNORKELS THEN? I MEAN, IF YOU DON’T HAVE FLIPPERS YOU MUST HAVE SNORKELS!? NO? ARE YOU FUCKING CRAZY? IF YOU DON’T, THEN I WILL LEAVE AND SO WILL ALL THE OTHER CUSTOMERS. NO ONE HERE LIKES YOUR SHIT DRESSES. HEY, TELL YOU WHAT, LET ME LOOK AT YOUR STOCKROOM AND SEE IF THERE IS ANYTHING I LIKE. WHAT DO YOU MEAN, NO? YOU’RE SHIT AT YOUR JOB THEN. I’M LEAVING!’

         Yeah, that’s what I wanted to do, but I didn’t. This guy in my ear right now is a saint compared to most. I even play the tune for him. Yeah, even do the job I’m paid for. Some days it all comes together and even the intruders are easy. Time was I used to look down on playing records. I came from playing in bands. DJing was something we did for fun before or after the band played. After so long doing it I’ve come to realise that like a lot of things that look easy, it isn’t. Not to do it well. Everyone can run but not everyone is an Olympic sprinter. Everyone can breathe but only a few are free divers. To be internationally good at something takes decades of experience, and there’s always room for improvement. It is something, though, to hit that groove, when everyone is in on it. Without the party you are just an unplugged flesh jukebox shouting into an empty canyon. When it’s good it’s a perfect storm of many factors. After all the palaver, tonight was a good one.

         06.00 hrs

         Two hours pass like twenty minutes. The final epic tune is played. The ‘One more!’ chant. The one more is dutifully played. You should always end on time. There’s other people working here tonight who want to go home. Don’t keep them twenty minutes longer just for your ego. House lights up. Sound off. The people file out. Some things should never be seen in the cold light. The club’s empty space now looks bleak. Ten minutes ago the place was a wonderland of sound and light. Now it’s a dirty, empty barn. Sometimes you just stand around like a goon. Lost. Grinning. A ghost haunting the scene of its last mortal triumph. You’re at your most vulnerable here. Your soft underbelly is exposed. You say yes to everything. You’re high as a kite. You drank continuously during the last two hours but barely noticed. As soon as you step out of the booth every gill of booze hits you like a hammer. The adrenaline takes it for you. The buzz is impossible to shake. I’ve tried everything over the years and the only thing you can do is let it all happen. These days the money thing is all done electronically in advance. On this night we were still at the stage of going back into the bowels of a club to get paid in cash by someone extremely sobering. The beating heart of a venue isn’t the brightly lit stage, it’s the sweaty little office. The biggest clubs employ artist-relations people. I’m being led into the deepest recesses of the place by one of them. It’s possible he’s called Warren. We go through kitchens they never use, with racks upon racks of barrels and crates of drinks sold at insane prices, weaving through corridors and stairwells until we reach the nerve centre. The boss is sat in his throne. It’s the German owner from earlier who had Kwowser fired and barred. I’d recommended Kwowser to him. I’m in no fit state to deal with this. I have to though, if I want my money. Hans is there too. Both look very serious.

         ‘Did you notice we had the new CO2 cannons installed?’ asks Hans.

         I reply that I have, though I haven’t seen them in action. The boss turns then and in his thick, lugubrious Bavarian accent says, ‘No, ve have not turned on ze gas yet.’

         My face is a mask of horror. I blurt out, ‘No, no! It’s more of a “jet”. In English I would say “jet” instead.’

         There is a pause and then both of them roar with laughter. Shit. Even when they are joking the Germans do not mess about. Heavy.

         07.00 hrs

         The flow of a club is like the opposite of a bank. It’s so hard to get stuff in but very easy to get out once they are done with you and you’ve given them all your money. Despite the labyrinthine ways in and through to the bowels of the club it seems the exit is just a step out of the office. You push some huge fire doors and a savage blast of light and heat denotes it is daytime and steaming hot again. You know you should go to the hotel. You want to, but it isn’t going to happen. You’ve tried and failed too many times. It’s not just the high you are on from performing; your body clock has been flipped over. The flight is some hours away. Better to carry on rather than pace around a room on your own. By some odd osmosis, a location for those willing to carry on is always found. Certainly in Ibiza. Hans drives us to a strange and dreary dive that is clearly some sort of brothel. Ibiza has been party central for a very long time, but underneath all the glitz it has a rather seedy underbelly.

         We weave through the sad and tired-looking fading Latinas, nod to the two ancient locals sat on stools and emerge out the back onto a terraza complete with plastic lobsters in fishing nets, false palm trees and rattan – plus a couple of hundred quadra-spazzed, panda-eyed veterans of the previous night. It’s a buzz you can almost touch. It’s great talking to people after the isolation of the booth. A crowd may cheer you but sometimes it’s better, more real when an actual person thanks you afterwards. It’s not you they were cheering back there anyway. It’s the music. It’s the whole. If you think it’s you, well, that way madness lies. So it’s great to meet the other people from last night. In a way you were one of them, though denied any contact. The boy in the bubble. Mad faces and grinning loons come at you from all corners. Even if you don’t think the night revolves around you, many of them do. And if someone had a bad night, it’s your fault too. It’s so easy in these moments to lose perspective, to believe the hype all around you. I sometimes do.

         Then the high subsides and the physical fatigue starts to encroach. Now it really is too late to go back to the hotel and get anything more than two hours bad sleep or some lonely masturbation. It’s about now you start to think, ‘Fuck it,’ and you do a little something ‘just to avoid the crash’. Everyone has their own species of excuse, their personal arsenal of stupid. Stay awake for twenty-two hours travelling and working and then tell me about tired. Talk to me about bad decisions then. It’s inevitable after a time. As the drugs marry the exhaustion in the Vegas of your guts it all becomes so familiar. It makes sense suddenly. Everyone stops seeming weird, needy and distant, and you remember they are your people.

         ‘What’s your name? What are you on? Where you from?’ is the litany of the afterhours. The false economy of friendship-from-a-bottle. We believed it wholeheartedly for a while in the 1980s. We still do in these moments. There is a weird sense of triumph in the air: that we made it, that we know the world is just waking up and yet somehow we are still here. We’re the emperors of everything right now, glittering idiots spouting golden nonsense. I laugh at my own thoughts. We play on words badly in several languages we’ve never learned. There’s a lot of laughing. Always a lot of that. If ever there was a situation where the combination of volume, incoherence and exhaustion means no one communicates at all, it’s right here. The deep irony is everyone thinks there’s meaning, and even depth, but there’s none at all. Just people quacking and barking absolute drivel. When sober these things make me feel old, as redundant as a fat reference book weighing down a groaning shelf in the age of Google, as obsolete as a rusty swing in a playground, but this is my world. And I love it.

         Then you are playing records again, just to keep going. While you’re at the controls everyone is kind of holding you up, willing you forward. Everyone is talking a foreign language, especially the ones from your own land. This is when those who can afford to miss their flight home will do so with relish and glee. A fulcrum moment. It’s the Switzerland in the war of common sense, the neutral moment when you either pull the cord and leave, or stay on and willingly weave your wobbly way into the unknown with people you’ve only just met. You manage to stagger to the hellish bathroom. A small epiphany is squeezed out. This is what it’s all about, innit? This is a binary decision about who you are. Are you player or the played? Are you about beards, limited editions, internet arguments, vinyl-only, television, burgers and smartphones … or are you about genuine adventure? Do you subscribe to the constant propaganda of the Hollywood Übermensch, with their vacuous smiles and artificial teeth? Or do you understand and participate in human reality? We live in a time of sexy everything. I’ve seen sexy zombies, sexy newsreaders, sexy furniture and even sexy politics. Nothing is sacred except the right to be obscene and untouchable. During my lifetime the world’s become morally bankrupt, and I’ve been vilified for being averagely righteous. It’s a poor state of affairs when our drug-addled idiots are taking the moral high ground. I’m on my own in a room full of random internal questions, surrounded by a random parliament of extreme characters from all over the globe. It feels like home.

         Then you make the biggest mistake of the last twentyfour hours. You ask Hans the time.

         13.00 hrs

         Panic stations. WHOOP WHOOP. No sign of Tour Manager. Your flight is in two hours. Hans is in no state to drive. You bid genuinely fond farewells and try to navigate the blinding Ibiza siesta time, humping your bags that now weigh several tonnes along empty boiling concrete. Why your brain told you it would be easy to find a cab is a surprise to you. The same brain that was making clever-ish observations to you not long ago in a toilet is nowhere to be seen. You’re now in hell, the hammer of the sun pounding on the anvil of your face. You’re the only person for miles around. There are no cars at all during siesta time, never mind taxis. You black out. Trudge. Black out. TAXI! There is a God. He drives a cab and picks up lost idiots. Knowing your set was very late you didn’t leave anything in the hotel so you wouldn’t have to go back there afterwards. You’ve misplaced your aristocrat, however. Best go and check. You get there and see him unconsciously entertaining the entire hotel. Holidaymakers lunching in swimwear are all staring agape at the older gentleman dressed head to foot in a fine black three-piece suit lurching about the buffet like a mad sweating crow.

         Creep. Hide. LUNGE. Push Tour Manager in the pool. But your heart just isn’t in it. All the holidaymakers stare as if I am Satan himself. People grab their children and pull them away. Red-skinned tubes of meat part wherever I turn. Shocked faces. Don’t they realise he’s the weird one?! How can they know that his notable ancestor fought privateers and pirates, and the reason I always push His Tourmanagerness into the pool is a reference to the fact that his ancestor sank for his country? Well, that’s today’s reason anyway. The fact he has to go and change out of his dripping finery makes the whole thing a bad idea and all the funny has left. Tour Manager is staying on, he decides. He’d like to spend a few days here on dry land once I’m gone, he explains. By now I’m a staggering, heavily perspiring wreck. Even without the drugs and booze, anyone would be after so long awake in such heat. I don’t have the time or inclination for a shower. When you get to this point, any kind of normality breaks the spell that’s keeping you upright and exhaustion creeps up and mugs you. All you can do is keep going. The real danger here is using drugs simply for that, as an occupational tool to make it through. Not today, though. Maybe tomorrow. Perhaps a shower is a good idea after all, so you use the expensive hotel room for the first time, for approximately fifteen minutes in total, too fucked-up to feel the shame. That comes later.

         
            *

         

         Without knowing how, you are suddenly sitting like a rigid plank in a taxi, knowing that even being maniacally scrubbed cannot hide your squirming interior and the mad look in your eyes. No wonder the Spanish hate you and your kind. No wonder the Germans laugh at you and the French frown. But you’ve done it so long it’s all like cotton wool. By the time you’re dropping bits of everything, everywhere, you just wear the whole shambles like a shaggy coat. May as well own the situation. No point being uptight at airport security. You have nothing to hide. You might as well be naked for all the good it would do to try and pretend you’re not a mess. They’ve seen it all a thousand times. The X-ray machine is scanning you for SHAME. The uniformed eyes beam disappointment and pity. Good riddance to you.

         Things like waiting are easy in this state. Nothing waits as well as a corpse. You couldn’t sleep even if you wanted to. Your body has no idea what is going on and can’t perform any kind of function without extreme persuasion. The holidaymakers are quiet too. They always are when leaving. Many are as whacked-out as you are. Some are worse. It’s not even a comfort that they’re leaving you alone. You just wish you could be home. It’s almost painful how badly you want the next few hours to disappear. The flight is almost pleasant, like being in a tin womb. You look at a paragraph in your book and realise you’ve looked at it more than fifty times and not grasped a word or even realised you’re doing it. How many drinks of water can you possibly ask for without looking like the world’s worst cactus? People are definitely avoiding you. You are a dehydrated Bermuda triangle. You are degradation, exhaustion and paranoia. That’s something to declare right there.

         17.30 hrs

         Customs are a laugh. You are literally so spent that you always arrive back about half the weight you were when you left, defying all the laws of physics in the process. However, you still chant ‘I AM NORMAL, I AM NORMAL’ in your head all the way through the green channel, even though you are 100 per cent legal. You have a train ticket back already paid for at a reasonable price, or you could pay a king’s ransom for a cab to go door to door. Despite always hating yourself later for it, you go to the cab stand. You’ve spent nearly half what you earned last night, and it was only handed to you a few hours ago. Ninety minutes later you are tearing your luggage to pieces looking for your keys. You crash into your room. You always make up the bed so it’s all nice when you get back. You immediately throw up on it. 

         Nice.

         Oh, I forgot to mention: the Ibiza gig was on a Sunday night. I’d already done a gig in Kuala Lumpur and a gig in London on the Friday and Saturday. In three days I’d have to prepare to do it all again. And again the week after. And every week thereafter. This was my zenith, the summit of nonsense. I didn’t know it at the time, but it would be downhill all the way from here. In a few years I would be taking meth daily, living on a mountain sharpening knives, and my best friend would be a dog. But for now I was just glad to get through the glorious peaks and soul-destroying valleys of another working weekend. And finally to get some sleep.

         
            * See the Glossary of Terms.
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