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            “What’s up with you, you c***?”

            LIAM GALLAGHER

             

            “How dare you!”

            DAVID BOWIE

             

            “Get out of my house!”

            PETE DOHERTY

             

            “Hey, those are my trousers!”

            THE STROKES

             

            “Very good, very good.”

            NELSON MANDELA

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            “I’m glad no one checked my mental health when I was starting out – they wouldna f***** found any. Like your pal, rock ’n’ roll for me was do or die. My old man said if I didn’t make it, I’d end up in jail or dead. Of course we always hear about the winners. But in this game, when you lose, you lose big.”

             

            OZZY OSBOURNE, 2017

         

      

   


   
      
         

            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         During a period that began in the summer of 2005, I was trying to solve some deep-seated personal issues related to an over-dependence on rock music, while maintaining a magazine job interviewing the world’s biggest rock stars. I have tried to tell the personal side of the story accurately and without upsetting too many people. This has meant telescoping some events and changing some names. The interviews with rock stars happened as reported.
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            I Had Too Much to Think Last Night

         

         A bed. South London.

         “Stop shouting! Stop shouting, you’ll wake Ronnie!”

         “What? Wait! Where the hell is the band?”

         “The band isn’t here. You are home. This is reality.”

         Reality, I note with a sigh, is not as well-appointed as my dream-life. There is no fancy room service buffet or deluxe hotel chandelier above me but instead a modest Ikea lampshade and a large guitar-shaped damp patch on the ceiling. Before I left on my trip, the patch was about the size of a seven-inch single. Now it has swollen and grown two long tentacles. It’s about the size of the preposterous double-necked guitar Jimmy Page used while Led Zeppelin were in their 70s pomp.

         The pretty, freckled face of my girlfriend Nicola peers down at me, a scientist examining a specimen. The fringe that makes her look like the dark-haired one from the Human League swishes into her eyes. She flicks it away to improve her view.

         “Morning,” she says jauntily enough but her eyelids flicker, betraying a reading on the spectrum between curiosity and trepidation.

         “Hello, you,” I say, blinking myself fully awake. “Sorry, I thought I was …”

         “Michael, you were having a bad dream.”

         “No, I was asleep,” I say.

         “But you were shouting, ‘Pete! Pete!’”

         “Who’s Peter?”

         “How the hell should I know? It was your dream!”

         Peter Townshend. Peter Doherty. Peter Hook. These are all Peter rock stars. I know this because I am a rock writer. I have been interviewing rock stars for twenty years. In fact, I have just returned from a testing international assignment. Thrombosed by the contortions of an Economy seat, blunted by in-flight refreshments, I climbed into bed next to Nicola late last night. I slept terribly and woke feeling vexed and haunted. I was dreaming about rock stars. I was on a tour bus with a band. There was music, beer and louche pterodactyl laughter, but the precise details evaporate upon probing. I certainly don’t recall any Peters.

         “Get up. Have a bath. You’ll feel better,” Nicola advises.

         “Yes, good idea,” I say catching the fug of my own long-haul traveller armpit.

         Nicola is very good about indulging the peculiarities of my job. You might say it comes naturally to her. She works in mental health, running a South London day centre where she helps a varied clientele adapt to a self-supporting life in the community. It’s not so far from living with a rock journalist: if I need rousing or cajoling, she has the skill set to do it.

         “So, where did you stay?” she asks, drawing back the curtains.

         “The Four Seasons,” I say, “Toronto.”

         “And the weather?”

         “Cold as a witch’s tit.”

         “But they were nice?”

         “Who?”

         “Were the band nice?”

         I wince at the question.

         “Nice? Why are you asking me if they were nice?”

         “You went all that way; I’m just asking if they were nice to you.”

         “Come on,” I say, “you don’t really want people like that to be nice.”

         Rock stars are combatants in important cultural wars. They are required to be many things but “nice” isn’t preeminent among them. However, Nicola is less bothered by the complex code of how rock stars should behave than I am. To her mind, they should assume the off-stage persona of cordial and respectful citizenry. Nicola is for common decency. She is for manners.

         “What was Mick like?” she asks, with a cautious elevation of one eyebrow.

         “A businessman. Emotionally disconnected from his product. Very much focussed on maximising profits,” I shrug.

         “Oh,” she says with distaste.

         I have been to Toronto to interview the Rolling Stones. In his dressing room, Sir Mick directed me to a seat ten feet distant from his. Across this chasm of empathy, he offered a wily, craggy defence of the Stones’ legacy. He’s been their frontman for over 40 years now. No wonder he feels more like a brand ambassador discussing augmentations to the product line than a rock star.

         I went for broke. I lobbed in my hand grenade question: “Is it possible, as Keith and I discussed earlier, that the Stones’ sexual threat and perhaps even the entire permissive 60s may have originated with your cock?”

         “Great quote. No comment.”

         In most interviews the “grenade question”, something incendiary dropped onto the floor and left to roll around with the pin out, opens things up. But not this time. He was too good. Nevertheless, eyeballing the walnut-faced Jagger up close was a solemn and special occasion for me. Jagger and Keith Richards are members of the Big Six, the giants, the founders even, of modern rock whom every rock writer would like to interview. The others are Bowie, Townshend, Page and McCartney. They are getting old now and soon they will all be dead. It is my sworn aim to find the big beasts before they go extinct. And before I do too. In six months I will be 42.

         “After the Stones, I expect you’re feeling tomorrow will be a bit of a come-down,” Nicola says.

         “Tomorrow. What’s tomorrow?”

         “The Q Awards.”

         Oh yes, I remember now. Tomorrow Q magazine is holding its annual awards bash. Each journalist must chaperone one of the star guests up the red carpet, through a global media maelstrom and into a hotel ballroom where gongs will be handed out. I have been allotted Britpop titans Oasis. Oasis are not in the Big Six, but they are still a major force in rock. Just thinking about chaperoning them makes me feel anxious. I have spent quite a bit of time with the band in the past and, although they are funny and charismatic, they can be wildly unpredictable.

         “I think you should get a new suit. And new shoes,” Nicola advises, after studying my outfit for the awards.

         “Why? Those are fine.”

         “Come off it,” she says. “The shoes are so 1980s, and the suit’s ridiculously small.”

         “I don’t care. I am wearing them.”

         Last year, as I chaperoned the exquisitely tailored Elton John up the red carpet, one of the magazine’s top brass hissed at me coldly. “Why aren’t you wearing a suit?” she said. “You look like his bloody roadie!”

         It pisses me off that this year she has stipulated all writers should attend in formal wear. I will wear the ridiculous suit as a protest. A suit that brazenly refuses to do the conformist work of a suit. I do not believe rock writers should conform. Why should we, mavericks who articulate the voices of the counterculture, ape the dress code of The Man?

         “For God’s sake, just go and buy one,” says Nicola, holding it up with clear distaste. “There’s nothing wrong with looking presentable.”

         I sense we are about to argue, once again, about the place that conformity has in rock ’n’ roll culture. But we are interrupted by a noise outside the bedroom door. The tentative rat-a-tat of a small human knuckle.

         Nicola winks at me as a cue to prepare myself. “Heeeeereee’s Ronnie!” she cries, like an MC introducing an act on an old-time TV rock show, and our nine-year-old son Ronnie shoulders through the door. He is wearing his Who pyjama set with a toy plastic guitar slung round his neck. Nicola gently guides his back as he hops onto the bed, as if onto a low stage. Then, with apple-cheeked intensity, he begins mimicking the riff to “My Generation”. Instead of electricity and amplification, he deploys growls and phlegm for effect. When he gets to the line “Hope I die before I get old”, Nicola arches a quizzical eyebrow. When he has finished, he waves to the imaginary crowd, takes off the guitar and assumes his ordinary persona.

         “Hello, Daddy. Did you have a fun time in Canada?”

         “Yes, I did, thank you.”

         “Did you meet the real me?”

         “Yes, I did.”

         “Was he nice?”

         “Yes,” I say.

         “Are they paying him more pocket money?”

         “Yes. He’s getting the same pocket money as everyone else.”

         Our son is called Tom, but he takes his middle name from the Rolling Stones’ Ronnie Wood and likes to use that instead. He is heavily invested in the welfare of his namesake. I have told him that when Wood was drafted into the Stones in 1975, instead of making him a full member of the band, Jagger kept him on a wage for the following nineteen years. Our Ronnie has been indignantly curious about Wood’s financial package ever since.

         “Did you bring me a souvenir?” he asks.

         “I did. We’ll hang it in the bathroom together later, shall we?”

         Whenever I return from an assignment, Ronnie and I enjoy curating any new rock memorabilia I have acquired. Our bathroom is a rock ’n’ roll shrine, and the placing of new artefacts is a tradition, a harmless bit of father–son bonding. At least I think it is.

         “What did you bring him this time?” Nicola whispers to me. “Please, God, I hope it’s appropriate.”

         I can understand Nicola’s concern. On a recent trip, I made a mistake. I was on tour with New Order on the west coast of America, and on the final night in California there were a few drinks. Late in the evening, I lurched about the dressing room looking for a souvenir and slipped what I thought was the duster used for wiping down Peter Hook’s bass strings into my bag. Peter Hook’s bass playing, especially on Joy Division records, is some of the most legendary in rock. I wanted a connection with it, even if it was just a rag. But when I got home and unpacked my trophy, I discovered it was a pair of underpants.

         Owning a pair of Peter Hook’s underpants would still give me a solid connection with legendary New Order and Joy Division bass lines. But Ronnie didn’t agree. “Why have you brought home someone else’s pants?” he asked me. We didn’t hang them up in the bathroom. I threw them away.

         Ronnie is growing up fast. He is taking rock ’n’ roll increasingly seriously, so we have to monitor his exposure to it carefully. Rock is not like other art forms, like, say, pottery or theatre or ballet. Its core values – seditious hedonism, emotional extremity and nihilistic torpor – need to be managed carefully in the domestic sphere.

         And so, I am not sure about my Ronnie Wood souvenir. I know this new artefact is a borderline case.

         “A cigarette butt,” I say finally.

         “Jesus, Michael,” Nicola says under her breath, “why on earth have you brought your son a cigarette butt?”

         “It’s Ron Wood’s. That means it’s been held in the very same fingers that played guitar on the Stones’ ‘Miss You’ and ‘Start Me Up’, not to mention Rod Stewart’s ‘Maggie May’,” I explain.

         Nicola’s shoulders drop as though she has been the recipient of bad news. “You are insane,” she says quietly to herself.

         I do not agree. For me, a fag butt with a direct physical connection to such music puts the owner in touch with immortality.

         “Daddy, why were you shouting in your sleep?” Ronnie asks suddenly.

         I look at Nicola. She shrugs. “It was quite loud,” she confides to me gently.

         “Daddy’s not shouting now. He wants to get up,” I say.

         “Pete! Pete!” my little boy shrieks, giggling. Then draping himself around me he adds: “Come back!”

         “Come back?” I ask. “Did I actually say ‘Come back’?”

         Nicola nods. “’Fraid so, you weirdo.”

         “Yes, you sounded scared, Daddy!” says Ronnie.

         “Alright, alright,” I say, unpicking his sausage fingers from around my neck. “Daddy was just having a bad dream.”
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            Morris Dancer

         

         It is the morning of the awards and I am in the bath. As a roving rock writer, I have amassed quite a range of high-end bathroom unguents from quality hotels around the world. I wallow in an astonishing afro of suds.

         I look around the bathroom walls for a space where Ron Wood’s fag butt might go. There is not much space left. The walls are already well-upholstered with rock ephemera. In pride of place are my Big Six trophies: a health-promoting tea tree stick from David Bowie, a napkin with which Pete Townshend once dabbed his mouth, and a jar of peanuts from Jimmy Page (he offered me one, I said thanks and then, as he continued talking, slipped it into my bag). Then the lesser artefacts: two French fries I stole from Sting, a salt cellar Joe Strummer from The Clash threw across a café in a rage (additionally I have the spoon with which he stirred his tea), and a doodle on a pad by Jack White from The White Stripes.

         Then there’s the slightly weirder stalky stuff: one of Mariah Carey’s hotel slippers, a fag packet of Paul Weller’s, a clump of hair belonging to one member of Duran Duran, a sock from Roger Daltrey and a heavily chewed cigar stump from Jay Z. I also have a pair of trousers that once belonged to Nick Valensi of The Strokes and a mini sausage roll I stole from Nelson Mandela. Mandela is not a rock star in the traditional sense but, with his fist-pumping cries of “Amandla!”, very much an embodiment of its spirit.

         I think about the journey in rock that has brought me such riches. I have walked into hundreds of hotels, usually at the tail end of an entourage, trying to appear as though I am “with the band”. But then, more often than not, a flint-hearted manager will stand on tip toes overlooking the melee in the lobby and point me out to reception staff with a clear slicing motion of the hand.

         “This guy pays for his own drinks,” he will say. “He’s not with us.”

         Reception staff henceforth fix me with the sceptical, pitying air reserved for the fan, the hanger-on. This is always the moment when I remember I am not a rock star. And so, I need memorabilia to prove I was there. I need somehow to establish that I am on the inside and not the type of bottom-feeder who asks for autographs. God damn it, I bear witness! I shape the narrative!

         Some of my stuff, I must admit, is starting to look a bit dodgy. A hand towel on which a sweat-drenched Ozzy Osbourne once wiped his face hangs in front of me. It stinks. Once, when Ronnie had his friend Jack to stay for a sleepover, he pulled it down and gave himself a once over with it after a shower.

         “Holy shit, Michael, Jack’s dried himself with Ozzy Osbourne’s towel!” Nicola reported with horror. We didn’t tell his parents, just waited in terror for news that Jack was off school with rabies.

         My most astonishing piece of rock memorabilia is the half-eaten sandwich I stole from the plate of James Brown, the Godfather of Soul. Sprayed with art fixative and mounted on a wooden plaque, it is a deathless memento of a soul legend’s snack habits. Sometimes I reflect that I am the only rock writer I know with a James Brown sandwich remnant, and it gives me a thrill.

         But not today. I am soaking in the bath and wondering if Ron Wood’s fag butt might go next to it when I detect a slump in mood. I do not derive the usual pleasures from my memorabilia collection. I stare at the James Brown sandwich. I see the Godfather of Soul’s uneven teeth marks on the bread crust. It emits no wattage of legendariness. It’s just a sandwich.

         Something is not right. I’d like to think it’s jet lag but it’s not. I feel spooked, edgy and low. I drank too much on the plane. I suffered a fitful, nightmarish sleep. Also, I was not very pleased with how the Rolling Stones interviews went. Talking to Jagger was like addressing an AI robot, albeit one installed with state-of-the-art cockney-talk software and a weathered-look latex face. Every question drew a perfectly polite, automated response. Ron Wood was okay, cackling poolside at his rented Toronto mansion. Charlie Watts was a bit grumpy – but, then again, he had just survived a car crash and cancer.

         No, it was Keith. Keith Richards, the Rolling Stone who perhaps more than any living star embodies the spirit of rock ’n’ roll, was the problem. He is one of the Big Six. I was more excited to meet Keith than all the others put together. However, a conversation with my sister just before I flew out ruined it for me.

         
             

         

         ON THE MORNING of my trip, I drove my campervan to short-stay parking at Heathrow airport. My van is an old heap with 260,000 kilometres on the clock, but it has a state-of-the-art stereo. It’s a private world where I can rock out. I was early for check-in and so, sitting in the car park, I finalised my Keith interview questions and binge-listened one final time to his immortal riffing. I wanted to share my joy with someone. Nicola is increasingly sceptical of my work as a rock writer, so before leaving the van to enter the terminal, I rang my sister Charlotte in Brighton. She used to be a rocker. She would get it, I reasoned.

         “I can’t believe I’m actually going to meet Keith,” I said to her, “one of the Big Six!”

         “Where are you?” Charlotte asked. “In a toilet?”

         “I’m in the van.”

         “Jesus, you still have that old heap? And you’re calling me to what … to show off?”

         “I’m going to meet Keith,” I snapped. “Nicola’s not interested. I thought at least you’d support me.”

         “Go on then, you star-fucker,” she grumped, “what will you ask him about?”

         “I’m going to focus on the dark shit,” I said, “attacking Ron Wood with a knife, and the heroin years, for starters.”

         Charlotte sighed heavily down the phone. “Is that really still your job? Asking rock stars a load of laddish questions?”

         “What do you suggest then?” I sulked.

         “I dunno. Why don’t you ask him about Brian Jones?”

         “Oh, great idea,” I said with acid sarcasm. “So, Keith, setting aside the new album and tour, let’s talk about your old guitarist’s inability to do the breast stroke …’”

         “Well, he was the talented one, wasn’t he? Until he ended up dead …”

         I was no longer excited about meeting Keith Richards. Instead, I could only picture Brian Jones, floating star-shaped in the pool of his Sussex mansion, the tendrils of his water-logged bouffant spreading like weeds across the surface of the water.

         “Fuck!” I said rubbing my eyes.

         “What’s the matter now, you big baby?” asked Charlotte.

         “You made me think of Brian Jones! And now I can’t get the image of his corpse out of my head!”

         “Well, it wasn’t so great for him either!” she countered. “It’s not always all about you, you know.”

         “Why do you have to piss all over my big moment?!” I raged.

         “Why do you have to be such an arrogant prick? Why did you even ring me?”

         I shouldn’t have rung my sister. She used to be a rocker but then she got all po-faced and serious, dumped all her records, moved to Brighton and started doing lots of therapy and eating mung bean casserole. These days she listens to a lot of whale song. She’s over rock.

         “Thanks for your downer suggestions,” I sneered finally. “Email me at my luxury five-star hotel if you think of anything more upbeat to ask him.”

         “Enjoy another tough day at the office, celebrating narcissists, freaks and nihilists!” she snapped and hung up.

         
             

         

         THE ROLLING STONES were rehearsing for a world tour at Greendale School in Toronto. The kids were on holiday, and the band were making a racket in the hall. I arrived by cab and shouldered through the fan scrum at the gates.

         “I’m here to see Keith and the boys,” I announced loudly to security, enjoying the waves of fan hate at my back. They looked boggle-eyed with anticipation, clutching their pens and autograph books. I chewed gum wildly and flashed my Access All Areas laminate. Let me through! Cultural gatekeeper at work!

         I did not think about Brian.

         I found Keith, in his backstage nook. He was ensconced in a heavily incensed tent, smoking a fag – every so often leaving it to dangle from his lips as he fiddled with the beads and baubles in his hair, like a human Christmas tree on a tea break, primping its own decorations. We talked amiably enough about the new Stones tour and album. I giggled a little light-headedly when, despite being a multi-millionaire rock star, he discussed the thrill of stealing apples from his neighbour’s garden. I cackled a little gauchely when he said that, yes, he had once or twice attacked Ron Wood with a ratchet knife.

         “He can be an annoying little cunt, and I have to show him the blade!” he said. There was a lull. I accepted a handful of jelly beans.

         But then, out of nowhere, I found myself asking about Brian Jones. “Poor Brian, he was the band’s genius,” I said. “He thought of the name and created the sound, but he just fell to pieces. Do you ever think about him?”

         “Brian? Nah, he was an arsehole,” said Keith. Simple as that. History re-written by the winners. I nodded gravely, but I heard Charlotte’s voice in my head: Another tough day in the office, celebrating narcissists, freaks and nihilists!

         
             

         

         I CONSIDER ALL this while scrubbing and soaping in the bath. Then I submerge myself to rinse and, making just-above-the-waterline hippo nostrils, stare at the world through water above me. I panic and lurch upright with a gasp … Jesus, is that the last sight Brian Jones saw?!

         Having spooked myself, I exit the bath and towel off in the bedroom. Nicola is already up and dressed. I watch her in the mirror as she brushes at a spot on the bib of her flame-retardant dungarees, head cocked like a wading bird eyeing a fish. She looks good in utilitarian workwear, like a glamorous new member of Slipknot, but she gets through a lot of it because at the day centre there are numerous laundry hazards: thrown food, inappropriately deployed fire extinguishers, floods.

         “Somewhere in this city, the Gallagher brothers are putting on smart suits,” she says. “Is this really what you are wearing?” She stands by the bed holding my outfit up on a hanger, twirling it slowly in disparagement. I look at the suit and swallow hard. It’s a suit made for someone short and stumpy, possibly on a high meatloaf diet. Meatloaf, for example. Nevertheless, it is the suit I have decided to wear to the awards.

         “Here is a list of autographs Ronnie has promised his classmates,” she says waving a piece of paper. I look at it. The list comprises a new crop of rock lightweights: Keane, Snow Patrol, Coldplay and James Blunt.

         I feel a bit sorry for my son. Rock seems to be dying, and these are the bands he and his generation must learn to love. They are not in the Big Six.

         “See what you can do,” says Nicola. “He’s told the whole class his dad knows all the rock stars.”

         I nod, but I still don’t feel right. I do not feel like going to the awards.

         “Come down for breakfast, Ronnie has made you a card,” Nicola says.

         Ronnie is good at art and is always making me cards, no matter how trivial the occasion. Once he made me a Good Luck Meeting Shaun Ryder card. On the front, he drew a stick man lying in a ditch next to a bottle of vodka. His mother told him off.

         “We do not make light of people with problems, now do we?” she said. He bowed his head and said sorry.

         Downstairs I look at his latest offering. The card says “Good Luck at the Awards”. On the front a small stick man carries a tray of drinks to a cluster of larger stick men, all waiting belligerently with hands on their hips. I am annoyed at the inference that this is what I do.

         “That’s a lovely card. Thank you, Ronnie,” I say tightly.

         I sigh and take a sip of coffee. I think about eating breakfast, but my suit is so tight it feels like if I put anything in my mouth it will come straight out through my nostrils. Instead, I load a wad of gum, as befits someone in the music industry.

         “Don’t chew in front of Ron,” Nicola hisses. “You know he’s been in trouble for that at school.”

         “But I’m going to a music industry awards. I need to chew gum.”

         “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

         
             

         

         SOMETIMES I FEEL Nicola doesn’t fully understand the stresses of my work. I am a rock writer. I chew gum to project a more belligerent persona.

         At one awards ceremony, I looked after U2. Their security chief manically worked a bolus the size of a golf ball, while inspecting fire exit provision with flint-faced urgency. It was infectious. The more gum he chewed, the more I chewed.

         “Give me another piece of that,” I said as he questioned the suitability of seating the band next to the Sugababes. Then I marched about looking for snipers.

         Today I am looking after Oasis. I will need even more gum. The reason I feel odd about chaperoning Oasis is because, just before the Rolling Stones, I was on tour with the Gallaghers for a cover story. That one was a bit of a weird experience too. “Are you looking for a slap?” was the Liam Gallagher quote that Q put on the cover.

         I feel queasy just thinking about the circumstances in which he said it. It was our final night in Milan, Italy. I crossed the line. I was unprofessional. I did not maintain control of the interview environment. I know this because I allowed Liam Gallagher to steal my glasses, tie a tea towel round my head and parade me around a five-star hotel bar claiming he had just captured Osama Bin Laden. Afterwards, amid chaotic scenes involving disgruntled hotel guests and staff, I tried to give him and his brother Noel relationship counselling.

         “Are you some kind of fucking Morris dancer?” Liam Gallagher asked me when I began probing for the emotional core of the brothers’ relationship.

         “I just want you two to love each other,” I slurred.

         
             

         

         “ARE YOU OKAY?” asks Nicola, straightening my tie. “You look a bit anxious.”

         “It’s only Oasis. No big deal.”

         But it is a big deal. I wince at further memories as Nicola battles with my collar. I haven’t fully come to terms with what was going on for me that night in Milan.

         Now I come to think of it, the trouble began when I became worried that Oasis were giving up on rock ’n’ roll. I had bumped into Liam Gallagher on Milan’s Via Tommaso Grossi. He was on his way home from a visit to the local cathedral.

         “You’ve been in a bloody cathedral?” I demanded, shriller than I intended.

         “Yeah, what’s the matter with that, soft lad?”

         In 2005 rock is changing. There are a lot of weedy and emotionally literate bands coming through. But Oasis are still angular and spiky and committed, as Noel once put it to me, to “scaring children’s parents”. I cannot bear to inform Q’s readers that their talismanic lead singer has just visited a cathedral.

         “I was having a chat with the Big Guy,” Liam went on. “You should try it. Sort yourself out.”

         I’d long thought that Liam Gallagher should calm down a bit. But becoming a Christian was a step too far. I felt weird, as though he had personally let me down.

         After that night’s show at a venue called Alcatraz, we met in a bar and a chaotic night ensued. No, a dysfunctional night ensued. You can over-invest in a band. You can project too much of your own stuff onto them – without doubt, I found the idea of Liam Gallagher accepting a disc of Holy Communion wafer onto his (hopefully forked) tongue, or even just admiring a stained glass window, too much to bear. I was in a bad mood. As alcohol was served and the interview began, we couldn’t seem to agree about anything. I was rude and mumbled something inflammatory about how regular church attendance might staunch Oasis’s anarchic fire. Then we argued vigorously about the grammar used in the title of their new album, Don’t Believe the Truth. I said the title didn’t make sense.

         “What’s the matter with you, ya twat? ’Course it does,” said Liam.

         “What does it mean, then?”

         “It means, don’t believe the truth the media tells ya.”

         “If you are implying an ironic mood, then maybe ‘the truth’ needs to be in inverted commas,” I suggested with a wheedling rising tone of drunken haughtiness.

         Noel called me a “fucking student”. Liam said I must have a “small willy”. That’s when he pinned me to my chair and dressed me up as Osama Bin Laden. “I’ve found him!” Liam Gallagher told well-heeled Italians in the bar enjoying late evening intimacy. “I’ve got Osama, the most evil cunt in the world. Where’s my fucking reward?!”

         Hotel management moved us into the hotel’s lounge. Liam Gallagher was so drunk he began addressing me as “Colin”. The interview situation was clearly out of control. I should have gone to bed. But I was drunk, and the journalist’s objective rigour fell away. Out of nowhere I soon found myself exploring a completely different agenda.

         “Why do you two fight so much?” I asked.

         “We like it,” said Liam. “Why are you such a fucking hippy?”

         “Is Noel the dominant father-figure in the relationship?” I demanded. “Is he the dad you never had?”

         “Course he’s not my dad,” he retorted. “My dad’s a bald wanker from Manchester.”

         “He’s from Ireland actually,” corrected Noel.

         I told the brothers I wanted Oasis to survive, for them to love each other a bit more, but under no circumstances should this mean joining a local church congregation. I told them I knew it was stressful being in a band. I was in one too once, and I clearly remembered the clash of egos, the battles over creative direction.

         “When you commit to a band, it should be do or die. Death or glory,” I slurred.

         “That is so fucking cheesy,” Noel said.

         “Who talks like that? Only a dick,” said Liam, “besides, you can’t look like the world’s most wanted terrorist and be in a band.”

         Not looking like a rock star has been one of the greatest obstacles to living my life in the way I wanted. I found myself mounting an embittered defence. “It’s what’s in your heart!” I yelled at them. I crossed the line. I wasn’t being a journalist anymore. A member of their entourage escorted me to the lift and shot me skyward to my room.

         
             

         

         “IT WAS A bit embarrassing because I compared their experience in Oasis to mine in Mental Elf,” I say to Nicola. She is giving me a final pre-awards primp, brushing lint off my shoulder, digging a yellow crystal of sleep from my eye.

         As soon as I’ve said it, I realise I’ve made a huge mistake. Even though she didn’t even know me at the time, Mental Elf is a band name about which Nicola manages to get retrospectively very annoyed.

         “I still can’t believe you took the piss out of mental health by calling your band Mental Elf,” she says.

         “It was a play on words,” I explain. “It was named after someone short and a bit unpredictable.”

         Nicola doesn’t look convinced. She continues making Ronnie’s school lunch, stacking sandwiches with neat symmetry on a chopping board. They look like little Marshall amps being loaded into a truck.

         “I’m glad I didn’t know you when you were seventeen, and I’m not surprised you didn’t make it.”

         “Give me a break,” I say. “Didn’t you do anything silly when you were seventeen?”

         “Who was the elf?” Ronnie asks.

         “A teacher,” I say.

         “Oh, that’s mature, that’s sensible,” snaps Nicola. “Tell your son how you openly ridiculed a member of staff at school!”

         “She didn’t know it was about her!”

         “Who did she think it was about then?”

         “I don’t know! An elf probably!”

         “But elves don’t really exist, do they?” asks Ronnie, perplexed.

         “Can we please just stop this conversation?” says Nicola. “It’s time for you to get to school.” She collects Ronnie’s bag, flicks his hair straight, and they head for the door.

         “I bet you were a bloody nightmare when you were younger,” she says into my scalp, kissing the crown of my head. She is half-smiling. I think that, secretly, Nicola quite likes the idea of me being a bloody nightmare when I was seventeen, but only on the proviso that I am not one anymore.

         I hear the front door shut and their happy chatter outside on the path. In the silence of the house I reflect: it’s probably a good thing Nicola didn’t know me when I was seventeen. I was a half-Bolivian teenager living in the London borough of Croydon. I was clueless and grasping at life. I really did not know what I was doing.

         However, I am certainly not glad Mental Elf didn’t make it. I would like to have been a rock star. Not necessarily one of the Big Six, just a one-hit wonder. I would like to have attended an awards at least once, even as a rank outsider, and had a journalist serve me a drink. I would like to have ambled up to the stage to applause, collected an award while saying something apposite about world affairs or goading a rival rock band.

         But Mental Elf arrived on the scene at a difficult time in rock. Our lead singer Pete Bannerman was an angry punk who brooked no dissent, and our bass player Foetus was his loyal lieutenant. Music was going through one of its periodic shifts in zeitgeist, just as it is now. I urged them to embrace the new mood: the move from guitar to synths signalled by Gary Numan, Depeche Mode, Ultravox and others. Pete said Numan was “the Argos David Bowie”. We fell out about it, the band split, and I gave up trying to be a rock star.

         In fact, if I wasn’t feeling so embarrassed about Milan, I realise I would like to discuss this and much else with Liam and Noel. With Ronnie growing up fast and determined to become a rock star himself, it would be useful if I could make sense of my short career as a teen rocker. My formative teenage years are returning to me; they demand re-evaluation.

         But there never seems to be time to look back properly. When you hit 40, life’s ratchet only cranks one way. I prepare to leave for the Grosvenor House Hotel strait-jacketed in my bad suit. I do not feel good. I do not feel right. I sense I am going to have a bad time at these awards.
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         I DRIVE MY campervan to the hotel’s entrance. Its ornate columns and cornicing are, I note, a distant architectural nod to licentious Roman feasting. A liveried teenage doorman coughs theatrically in the van’s diesel fumes.

         “Guest limos only, mate. Sorry,” he says and refuses to valet park it for me. As I crunch the gears angrily, a colleague sidles up to him and says: “Who’s come in that old heap, then? Supertramp?” They laugh and then slip away behind me to offer deferential white glove treatment to a blacked-out Mercedes.

         I am furious. It amazes me that minimum wage drones are happy to sneer at a van with soul and then brazenly fawn over the limo of the oppressor rock pig. They don’t get rock ’n’ roll. Bastards!

         Twenty minutes later I have dumped my van in an NCP car park. I am moodily patrolling the red carpet, chewing gum. I am waiting for Oasis.

         “There’ll be drinks for you in the pub afterwards,” says Dave Henderson to the assembled writers, “but for now though you are hosting. Please keep an eye on the schedule and your guest.”

         Dave Henderson is Q’s Creative Director of Rock. I’ve always envied the job title. I’ve often imagined what it must be like to say “I am the Creative Director of Rock” across the counter at a bank when applying for an ISA, say, or to the police when they have pulled you over on the motorway.

         But today I am not imagining being a Creative Director of Rock. I feel edgy and gloomy. I look around for people with more reason to panic than me. Editor Paul Rees is looking over the notes for his speech. I would hate to give a speech to this awards crowd. All year Q has taken these rock stars to task, barging in to their concerts, their recording studios and even their homes, to audit their rock ’n’ roll credentials. Today they come to us, many bearing grudges, super-charged with free booze. By the time it comes to the Editor’s welcome speech, the awards ambience is often that of a public hanging.

         I consider telling Rob Fearn, Q’s feature editor, that I feel unwell. Rob is possessed of a forensic rock mind, always insatiable for more detail. He has these super-dilated blue eyes that never seem to blink. I sometimes think this is because he fears missing out on some important micro-event in rock. After all, his notes to me are always a variation on the need for more granular specifics.

         Once I had gone to interview the Killers in Paris and mentioned that we had eaten a meal of moules et frites together. Rob sent me an e mail: “What kind of chips were they? What cut?” I remonstrated that I didn’t know what kind of chips they were. “But that’s the sort of detail that brings us closer,” he said. “It’s what puts Q readers into the room.”

         I decide not to tell Rob because, feeling simultaneously lethargic and wired, I sense he will want to examine a sample of my DNA to find out why.

         Instead, I take my place in a wall of gum-chewing Q rock writers and wait for the first limos to arrive. There is light banter and winks of encouragement, like troops limbering in a trench, waiting for the signal to go over the top. The gossip is about the new award categories. There is concern that this year we have overdone the superlatives. There’s to be a Q Inspiration Award, a Q Outstanding Contribution Award, a Q Icon Award, a Q Legend Award, a Q Lifetime Achievement Award and a Q Special Award.

         “The engraver must think we’re a right bunch of arselickers,” opines Ben Mitchell. Phil Sutcliffe, Q’s elder statesman, nods in agreement. He speaks in a wise and commanding baritone like the Stranger in The Big Lebowski. I admire Phil. He ignores all calls to wear a suit, always turning up in a multi-coloured poncho.

         “Michael, you’ve got glitter on your chest,” says Mitchell, analysing the lapel of my suit.

         The glitter is from Ronnie’s Good Luck card. I had stuffed it into my top pocket as I left the house. I push it down so the craven little stick man serving the bigger stick men can’t be seen.

         I feel like a little stick man today, and the big stick men are real! But I do not say this. I am silent, consumed by further doubts. Why didn’t I take Keith Richards to task in Toronto? And why the fuck did I try to offer Oasis family therapy in Milan?

         This last thing is particularly niggling. I like to think I have been employed by Q specifically because I do not act weird around rock stars. I do not try to be their friend, much less offer free psychoanalysis. The magazine has more than 100,000 dedicated readers and it is they whom I serve. I don’t know them. I have never met them. And yet, whenever I am on assignment, I feel the presence of the readers, the true believers in rock ’n’ roll. When I stride into the rock star mansion, onto the yacht or aboard the private jet, the 100,000 do not want me to gush, smile or flatter, much less sip a cocktail or load up on freebies. They want me to take these motherfuckers to task.

         But this service comes at a price. It means making enemies. At last year’s ceremony, for instance, Robbie Williams took to the podium and thanked the readers for voting for him. But he made a clear distinction between the readers and the “cocksuckers who write the articles”, after an interview I had written. Then, with shambling ironic detachment, Radiohead accepted an award via video-link but also refused to speak to the magazine, again after an interview I had written. Michael Bublé has also refused further contact with the magazine after I reported he had, entirely accidentally, touched one of my testicles during a backstage massage in Manila. He objected to that and other aspects of an interview I had written.

         It was also last year that Ben Mitchell, a Q writer noted for his brusque interview style, had been personally congratulated from the awards stage by Christina Aguilera after a particularly positive cover story. Finally, he had softened.

         “See, Michael, that’s what happens when you make friends,” editor Paul Rees had whispered to me as the whoops and applause rang out. “Go easy, or we’ll have no one left to put in the magazine.”

         
             

         

         I SHOULD BE clear: I love rock music. I am not fully alive or functioning at my optimum unless I am blasting it through my cranium so loud that I can feel my meninges swell. It’s a mood intensifier. It’s an accelerant for the fires of the soul and, I find, serves as an adequate replacement for constructing a more normal mental narrative. For example, when Ronnie had mumps and grizzled all night, I didn’t actually experience parental angst. I heard the mournful guitar intro to The Police’s “Bring on the Night” on a loop in my head instead. And when Nicola won a little bit of compensation at work after a client at the day centre set fire to her hair, I didn’t experience joy. I heard the slashing guitar intro to Generation X’s “King Rocker”. I don’t have a normal emotional range per se, I have an internal jukebox.

         But that doesn’t mean I love all rock stars. To my mind, they are laying claim to a proud cultural legacy. They must be exotic and seditious, pathfinders and prophets who showcase new modes of thinking and living. They must show considerable voodoo prowess before they are admitted to the pantheon of greats! As a rock writer, I serve as a gatekeeper to the pantheon. Only the most free-thinking nutters shall pass!

         Sometimes, sitting in judgement of rock stars can be painful, and you have to remind yourself why you do the job. In 2003, after I fell out with Radiohead, one of my favourite bands, Lucian, who is an Oxford educated Q writer, took me to the pub and explained the rock writer creed carefully.

         “So, tell me what happened.”

         “It all started when Thom Yorke sat down opposite me wearing sunglasses,” I began.

         “It meant I could only see a reflection of my face.”

         “And?”

         “That annoyed me. I don’t want to see my own nervous, twitchy face when I’m doing an interview. I want to see their face. Only Stevie Wonder should wear sunglasses in an interview situation.”

         “Why?”

         “Because, unless you’re blind, they make you look like an arrogant prick.”

         “Good. Excellent. Except, Thom Yorke does have a problem with one eye.”

         “Then he should wear an eye patch. Like Nelson. Or Gabrielle. Dark sunglasses are antagonistic in the interview setting.”

         “Okay. What else?”

         “He said he knew the government were censoring the media because a flan had been thrown at a politician at Aberystwyth University and the incident had not been reported.”

         “Was he right?”

         “No. I checked.”

         “In that case, I fully support you,” said Lucian. “You have fulfilled your part of the bargain.”

         “Just remind me. What is the bargain again?”

         Lucian explained, with donnish articulacy, why it is essential to sit in judgement of rock stars. Rock stars are priest-god figures, modern iterations of Dionysus, the Greek god of wine and excess, who have shaped post-war Western culture. Rock itself was spontaneously willed into existence by a generation needing new lifestyle information, a manifesto to lead them away from their parents, themselves so spiritually impoverished by the fight against the Nazis. As rock writers, we both promulgate and critique the agenda of these priest-gods. We must always hold them to account.

         “We must protect the legacy,” Lucian told me, with the gravity of an Obi-Wan Kenobi training the next generation to practise the tenets of the faith.

         I immediately felt better. What I took from Lucian’s input was that, as long as you are in earnest, it’s never wrong to give a rock star, even one you admire, a prod with the culture taser.

         But that is also why it makes me angry when journalists collude with rock stars. They get friendly and end up writing books about them or giving them cosy album reviews. Once, Q sent a journalist to interview Robbie Williams. The pair became friendly and they ended up writing songs together.

         “Jesus. Adrian’s co-written a track on the new Robbie album. The jammy bastard will never have to work again,” someone in the office noted sombrely. I consulted the album’s songwriting credits with barely concealed rage. “They jammed together?! What was he thinking?!”

         But you should never judge a man until you’ve walked in his shoes. In spring 2003 I too was summoned to Robbie Williams’s LA back garden for a Q cover story. Williams’s personal chef brought high-end Californian eats to our sun-dappled nook. After our interview, I nervously watched Williams produce a guitar, begin strumming and eye me carefully as his pet wolf ambled over and nosed me in the testicles.

         “Do you write songs?” Robbie Williams asked.

         “No,” I said firmly, “I have never written a song in my life, and I never will.”

         It wasn’t even true. When I was in Mental Elf, I wrote a high-octane punk stomper called “I Peaked as a Foetus”. But I wasn’t going to tell Robbie Williams that. There is a goddamn code.

         
             

         

         THE FIRST OF the limos arrives. Paul Weller gets out, his eyelids flickering to a supernova of paparazzi bulb flash. Jimmy Page breezes past, sporting a little silver ponytail that makes him look like a Georgian aristocrat. The crowd at the crash barrier, a writhing millipede, catches him in its mandibles. I see a momentary flash of desperation in his eyes as he fights for space and puts out an imploring hand to security.

         Pete come back!

         I am usually cool and self-possessed around rock titans. But, no two ways about it, my mental health dial just flicked into the red. I am chewing gum, but I cannot locate my rock persona. I feel panic rising.

         I decide that perhaps these first arrivals are too legendary. I must ease myself in, first engaging with rock star talent of lesser cultural suction. Go and make small talk with the drummer from the Kaiser Chiefs! Then, as you feel better, gradually work up to a cocktail with Nick Cave!

         I stand in a little grouping with the Kaiser Chiefs and a fat lawyer. Music industry lawyers disgust me. They split up The Beatles. Also, they are on 20 per cent. They say hi and study my suit. At an awards, there is a steep gradient of tailoring. It descends from the rock stars down through their management, PRs and security, and eventually it reaches the hotel bar staff. At the bottom, there is Phil Sutcliffe in his poncho and below him, me. But this year it is different. Not only am I at the bottom in terms of couture – my suit is trying to kill me. Why did I wear this fucking suit?

         It’s my dad’s suit. My dad is dead. Cancer. Or anger, I always thought. A hard life and a lot of repressed rage. Ironically, pop music, letting go a bit, hanging loose, might actually have saved him. But culturally he was too late for that. He spent his teenage years in the wartime Navy and refused to accept that rock ’n’ roll was a powerful emblem of the freedom he’d helped secure. He hated pop music with a vengeance. Needless to say, he wasn’t a big fan of Mental Elf.

         “These rock stars are just drug addicts and hooligans,” he’d say, “taking advantage of the freedoms I and others fought for. And you, you are planning to join in with these layabouts?”

         I am wearing his suit in a gesture of anti-authoritarian pique but also private sentimentality. I have been dreaming a lot about my dad lately. Sometimes it feels like he is watching me. I thought it would be a way of showing him my world, showing him that the pop music which he thought would destroy my life (or my “prospects” as he insisted on calling them in a jag of neo-Victorian haughtiness) turned out to be not so bad.

         Fuck it, I’ll wear the old man’s suit. Even if it does mean I have to hold my breath for four hours.

         But now I see Nicola was right. You are too fat for the suit! I head for the lavish hotel toilets for an emergency overhaul. I charge to the urinal and gasp as I loosen the waistband.

         “Just calm down, you stupid cock!” I say to myself.

         “Nervous, my friend?” a voice next to me says.

         I look sideways. It’s Bee Gee Robin Gibb. I had some beers with him once after an interview. Actually, thinking about it, it was just me that had the beers. After the first, I told him I loved the cat chorus falsettos on “Stayin’ Alive”. After the third, I told him a French exchange student let me put my hand down her blouse to it when I was fourteen. Then I really hit my stride and told him the Bee Gees were lucky to make the Saturday Night Fever soundtrack at all because punk was supposed to sweep them and all the other cheesy disco ponces into the bin. I got a threatening call from his PR. Nevertheless, I am thrilled he remembers me.

         “No, I’m not nervous. It’s the suit,” I say to him, “it’s made my knob go a bit numb.”

         Robin Gibb doesn’t respond. My eyes flick sideways. I see that he was addressing Nick Cave drilling the porcelain further along the stall. They zip up and leave together, throwing judgemental looks backward and muttering inaudible legend talk.

         I swallow hard. I stare ahead and hose down my own shoes. For fuck’s sake!

         The toilet doors open. Q’s deputy editor Gareth Grundy peers in. Gareth exudes a square-jawed can-do pragmatism that makes him perfectly suited to handling difficult personalities. A hundred years ago he might have worked in a circus, taming lions with a whip and chair to gasps from the crowd. Today, as a key awards organiser, he fights off snarling rock star egos with a clipboard and a wraparound face-mic.

         “Michael, are you ok?” he asks through the open toilet door. He looks incredibly disappointed to see me spraying my own footwear and then consults his flat-plan.

         “I don’t want to rush you, but aren’t you supposed to be out front looking after Oasis?”

         It comes to me in a tomato-faced sprint along a lavish carpet to the hotel’s front entrance. It was Pete Bannerman who said a rock band should stay together no matter what. Do or die! Death or glory!

         
             

         

         I SPOT LIAM exiting a car outside the hotel’s ornate front gates, his 60s feather cut distinct amid the civilian hairstyles. Noel is next to him, gritting his teeth tightly, his large eyebrows undulating in that way that make him look like Parker from Thunderbirds. Noel looks at his watch and then up at the throng, like a man waiting for a date. But it’s hard to reach him. There’s a market day ambience, with journalists and photographers from global media outlets all shouting, “Jimmy, when are Zep reforming?” or “Chris, who are you shagging?” as icons sidle past with their entourages in tow.

         “Noel!” I shout, “I’m here!” but he can’t hear me.

         Fans swarm the crowd safety barriers: middle-aged men, dead eyed professionals touting memorabilia to be signed for sale on eBay; truanting school children who’ve camped out since daybreak, looking pained and crazed with the effort of worship.

         I am not a fan. I am in the music industry. I need to find my industry composure. I need to reach Oasis!

         I try to barge past Damon Albarn. He has put his rock band Blur on hold to make world music albums in Nigeria and Iran. You can always tell a rock star who has abandoned rock to make world music by their facial expression. Albarn’s face says: Anyone familiar with my new, pan-cultural oeuvre would know that autograph hunting is an inappropriate fan response. However, I can offer you this ironic half-smile.

         Gareth wheels past me, one hand touching the black bud of his wraparound face-mic, the other raised in a five-finger fan. “Five mins to the first award,” he says, furiously chewing gum.

         Five minutes to get “industry”! I flip a desperate thumbs-up back, but in doing so I lose sight of the Gallaghers. Fuck!

         Moments later, I catch a glimpse of both brothers lurching forward with cumbersome hip movements, like men in the sea trying to wade ashore against a heavy current. They are being mobbed. Both are negotiating hands, pens and record sleeves held in the multiple tentacles of a large fan-animal trying to grab and absorb them.

         I clock Gareth staring me out. Three minutes left! Help them! I don’t know what to do, so I wave and shout like a man on a desert island attracting the attention of a passing freighter. “Here! I’m here!”

         It turns out a rock awards is the wrong place to wave and shout. A hundred TV and paparazzi cameras and mics are immediately raised in my direction, making a sound like the clatter of weapons and shields being raised just prior to a hillside charge in Braveheart. And then just as suddenly they are dropped. He is not famous!

         “Hi, guys, it’s me, Michael. Remember Milan?” I say when the Gallaghers finally free themselves and reach me.

         “Course I fucking remember,” says Noel. “You’re not going to try and hypnotise me and ask me to explore my childhood, are you?”

         “No,” I say, “but I’ll be looking after you today.”

         “Mega,” says Liam. “You can start with a bottle of decent champagne.”

         We enter the ballroom. An attendant offers him a bowl of nibbles. He flicks a peanut up in the air. It arcs through the air and bounces of my forehead. “Goal!” he shouts.

         I laugh a hollow laugh. I feel muted hysteria at the back of my throat.

         We circle the tables and mingle. I smile and nod where appropriate and, sometimes, where it’s not appropriate: a pale young woman catches my eye. I think I know her. I smile and give a discreet wave. She ignores me. I cannot take my eyes off her.

         “You awright boss? You look like you’ve seen a fucking ghost,” says Liam

         “Who’s that girl?” I ask him.

         “You’re not on the pull now,” he says, “you’re working. We need more nuts.”

         “That’s Natalie, Ian Curtis’s daughter,” says Noel. “She’s here with New Order.”

         “Fuck!” I say.

         “Are you okay?” asks Noel.

         When I was in Mental Elf, we tried to cover Joy Division’s “Transmission”. Pete Bannerman could imitate the guitar, but he couldn’t do Curtis’s guttural vocal.

         “That bloke’s energy comes from somewhere scary,” Pete had said.

         It’s all too much. The suit. The memory. The sight of Natalie Curtis spins me off axis. While the Gallaghers accept industry back-slaps and man-hugs, I text Nicola at work: “I am going mad. Help!”

         I stare at my phone screen. I need an instantaneous response. It doesn’t come. “For fuck’s sake! Help me!” I say to my phone.

         Gareth breezes past and commands, “Stop texting. Oasis are about to win.”

         The ballroom falls silent as a gold envelope is ripped open. A gasp. A whoop. Oasis triumph with the coveted Best Album award for Don’t Believe the Truth.

         My phone pings. Message from Nicola: “Weird text! Can’t talk. Day centre kitchen on fire. Have a drink?”

         I slip away to the bar. But it’s no ordinary bar. It’s sponsored by a Russian vodka company. They are working to a strict “the more rock stars who get shit-faced = better promotion for us” formula. Young staff in Cossack hats are pouring not just doubles or trebles but effectively offering to replace your whole blood supply with vodka. They hand me a jug. I sip slowly. I feel my confident music industry persona returning.

         One of the Russians approaches me. “Excusing myself to you. Is possible you achieve for me a signature of Liam Gallagher.”

         “Sorry, no autographs,” I say.

         “But are you not his servant?”

         “No, I’m not his fucking servant,” I bristle. “Go away, I’m trying to work in the music industry.”

         It’s rude, for sure, and a little overly literal. But I have to think literally about what I am trying to do here or I am literally fucked.

         The pretty Cossack uses a combination eyeball bulge/ nostril flare gesture to indicate to her colleagues I should not be served any more sponsor’s vodka.

         “Sorry,” I say, “I am not drunk. I am mental.”

         
             

         

         WATCHING THE AWARDS unfold from the bar, it’s as though a firewall between the past and present has collapsed. Ghosts and memories waft around me. Peter Bannerman. My dad. My sister Charlotte in her punk clothes. The membrane between present day industry professional and half-Bolivian teenager in the suburbs has ruptured. There is a leakage of internal narrative. In fact, chin slumped low, I begin talking to the lapels of my dad’s suit.

         “Dad, I’m wearing your suit while looking after Oasis, who you would probably have wanted arrested,” I mumble.

         “Pete, if you’d accepted the new electronic sound, Mental Elf might have made it.”

         “Sis, after punk failed, you said it was time to grow up. But I haven’t. In fact, I’m at a music awards, talking to Dad’s suit.”

         It is while I am muttering into my lapels that I see Gareth pressing his earpiece into the side of his head and frowning darkly, like an American secret service agent receiving news that an assassin has broken through the presidential cordon. He canters over to me at speed.

         “Okay, we have a problem,” he says looking directly into my eyes.

         “I’ve only had half a jug. I can still talk.”

         “What?”

         “I can still talk, bro’!” I say clapping him enthusiastically on the shoulder.

         “We need a photo of Oasis holding their award,” he says, “but they’ve lost it. Someone says Liam drop-kicked it under table nine.”

         “Don’t worry,” I slur and, crouching on all fours, begin a hands and knees under-table migration north east across the ballroom. It’s strangely calming under the table at a major rock awards. I feel less stressed among ankles. I think it’s because celebrity only works from the neck up. Down here, they are just people again.

         But it doesn’t last. I soon find the award lying on its side near Björk’s handbag. As I exit from under the tablecloth the little Icelandic singer gives a puffin-squawk of surprise.

         I take it to the makeshift photo studio where winners are being photographed and interviewed. The Gallaghers are already there, drinking award compère Jonathan Ross’s personal supply of champagne. They offer me some.

         “No thanks, guys,” I say.

         “Don’t call us guys,” says Liam Gallagher. “We’re not fucking guys. We’re geezers. Now stop running round like a fucking Butlins redcoat and ’ave a drink.”

         They give me a glass of champagne. I gulp it down. It doesn’t mix well with vodka. I don’t think I can do a showbiz “How d’ya feel?” awards interview. I start to feel like I did back in Milan. But I have to try. Oasis have won the biggest award of the day, and they are the standard-bearers for a particularly belligerent working-class creed. Right now, they represent proper rock ’n’ roll.

         We talk a bit about the rock artists they currently have a problem with. The new crop, like Keane, James Blunt and Coldplay who pose no cultural threat, come in for particular attention. When they discuss rival bands, it’s like tossing pork chops over the fence into the lion enclosure at the zoo. They attack. There is a thrilling blur of violence, and afterwards there only remains a splash of blood and a remnant of tendon.

         “Keane look like estate agents,” says Noel.

         “Coldplay are a bunch of Morris dancers,” sneers Liam.

         “Who,” demands Noel, poking me in the chest, “who among that lot poses a threat?”

         I say that I don’t know. “Pete Doherty maybe?” I suggest finally.

         “As it happens, I like The Libertines,” says Noel, “but that guy needs to sort himself out.”

         “Gear ’ead,” snarls Liam. “End of.”

         While Oasis assess the current vigour of rock, a wave of drunken sadness washes over me. I notice Ian Curtis’s daughter Natalie is now sitting alone, tentatively probing her lunch. I feel like I did in Toronto with the Rolling Stones again.

         Here is the ballroom of winners, icons clutching their gongs. But what about the ones who aren’t here? The ones who didn’t make it?

         “You’ve lost a few members of the band over the years,” I say to Noel, “does that weigh heavy?”

         “Don’t take things so serious, man,” says Noel. “You’re always so uptight. Chill out.”

         “But Guigsy, what happened to him? And Scott too?” (Over the years Oasis have proved something of a mental health no-go area. Original bass player Paul ‘Guigsy’ McGuigan left the band following a rumoured breakdown. His replacement Scott McLeod lasted eight weeks, also citing emotional issues.)

         “Not this again. He was on about this in Italy, wasn’t he?” says Liam. “What is up with you, you daft cunt?”

         “I’m actually not feeling too great,” I say. “In fact, I’m having a bit of a tough time at the moment.”

         “Who’s upset you?” says Liam throwing an arm round me. “I’ll give ’em a slap.”

         “It’s no one,” I say. “Just me.”
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