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            This book is dedicated to

those who danced before me,

those who dance with me,

and those who are yet to dance.vi
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         For a decade, I barely slept. I frantically jumped from club to club in a London that is lost, but not forgotten. At fifteen years old I discovered the dance floor, and I never left.

         Every night of the week, a subterranean escapade awaited. The lights were low, the music was loud, and there was no weather or bad news.

         These places gave me and my friends somewhere to unite and let go in a wash of lasers, sound and motion. Whether it was a run-down warehouse, a railway arch, a bougie discotheque or a Soho sleaze pit, important things happened to us.

         We shared pleasure. We felt something.

         From sunset to sunrise, and beyond, we never stopped. Even when the music did.

         
            *

         

         In the fabled noughties, London was an extraordinary place. But there’s always been magic in its clubs. Throughout every decade you’ll find hidden rooms that were catalysts of change, incubators of culture, focal points for collectiveness. The time-travelling spell of a tune can bring you right back there, to the dance floor.

         Something special happened in this era. Scenes collided, exploded, were reborn and reshaped, all across town, at rapid speed. New music, new fashion, new art … it all came together in a 4mad heady rush before a huge crash. Every corner of the city was a messy, beating, slick and sordid stew of adventure.

         I ran across cultural gulfs and club scenes. I became intimate with pop stars, heiresses and hustlers. We had something very precious, and I want to share it. I want to immortalise the hot flames that burned brightly and fizzled out, and I want to show that often, behind the worst stories, were the very best people.

         You see everything at parties. And I was an expert at watching. The most interesting things happen when people think they can’t be seen; the raw truth of people doing exactly what they want, under the cloak of twilight. That is, essentially, what a nightclub is for.

         The further away I travel from that time, the more I realise how special it was. A quick flash of absolute excess. The rules didn’t exist in the way we had been told they did. Whenever those of us who lived through it see each other now, we talk about a particular place, or the wildest person, the strangest evening. We remember the people we’ve lost along the way.

         So, come with me, to the clubs that wove through London. These little islands shaped my life; and in some ways, they saved my life. I want us to go dancing in them one last time.

         It’s easy to forget the beginning of a story, especially when you’ve tumbled into so many basements and been under the influence of so many sense-altering substances. But I remember it all. Well, most of it.

         This is my story, my decade in clubland.
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         There’s always a first night. The moment you drop into a mess of lights, movement and bodies, while all around you the world sleeps. You fall in love, connect, disappear into pure feeling. Immediately, I became intoxicated by the dance floor, never to look back. At times it was something of a solace, all those flashing beams cutting through the blackness. At others it was a darker place, one that sucked me in as the strobes and smoke blinded me.

         So, let’s start from the beginning. They say you always remember your first, and mine was at the Astoria in 2001.

         On Saturday, I arrived in London and armed myself with an excellent fake ID forged by the artisans of Oxford Street. For five pounds, this piece of laminated card became my access to possibilities, a photoshopped pass to the promised land.

         From there I headed a few streets down into Soho, trundling around bars with rainbow flags strung outside, entering any that would let me in. I wore a pair of sunglasses big enough to conceal my youth, a crop top spelling out the word BITCH in diamanté, and enough pimple-concealing foundation to tarmac a road. I wandered the streets nomadically. I soaked it all in forensically. I discovered a discarded whistle on the toilet floor at the Village. It glowed in the dark, and I claimed it as my own.

         This is pre-Jodie Harsh, pre-DJ, pre-anything. It’s just J, a little gay boy from Canterbury stepping into the big city alone for the 8first time. Anticipation churned in my tummy; I was nervous at the unknown. A lump formed in my throat, dreading interactions I’d have to navigate if I made it on to a dance floor at all.

         By the evening, I was clamped to a new ensemble. We’d bonded on some shallow level outside a nearby Soho bar called Manto’s, connected for life by a cigarette lighter and the hopeful promise of getting into a club with our fake ID. I cannot for the life of me recall anyone’s names now; they were so fair-weather I can barely remember their faces. But I can remember feeling they connected me to something I’d been lacking – a sense of community, a clear message of ‘you belong here’. London drew kids like me from the towns and villages of isolation that lay beyond it, like some great migration, enticing us with the thought that we might not be alone.

         Promises kept, we marched up Charing Cross Road to the London Astoria, the venue that hosted a world-famous weekly party. My new comrades had breathlessly told me about it within minutes of meeting. The club night, G-A-Y, was full of people like us. The Astoria was about to become the Eden that housed everything, and everyone, that mattered to me.

         I didn’t know any of that at the time, of course. I was just pulled along on a whisper and a prayer. We were waifs and strays, looking for a place to feel seen and express our sexuality, a place to be free and dance. Our dads were miles away at home, tutting when adverts for Queer as Folk came on the telly, passing unfriendly comment at Stephen Gately being dragged out of the closet on to the front pages, telling us to man up and ‘stop acting like a poof’. Homophobia, transphobia and the fear of AIDS rippled through so many homes in the country.

         The West End streets offered a refuge. They were literally paved 9with rainbows – colourful printed flyers advertising the evening’s celebrations were handed out by twinks and discarded en route.

         THIS SATURDAY: G-A-Y … GOOD AS YOU. The club blasted its siren call and, oh, was I ready to respond …

         And there it was: the Astoria. It stood four storeys tall, an imposing white facade like some American temple. Silver barricades separated the passer-by from the entrance – and me from my dreams. Behind that door was the unknown. Behind that door was adulthood.

         I clutched the fake ID tight, repeating my newly invented date of birth in my head as if writing lines in detention. A false backstory memorised, a new life within reach. And then …

         We got in. Relief. I was a tenner lighter, my pocket half-empty but my hopes filled. As we climbed the foyer’s sweeping staircase, I stared at the stamp on my wrist – G-A-Y was branded on to my skin. I smiled, knowing I’d been recognised and accepted, if only by Dolly Rocket, the voluptuous woman in drag whose job it was to welcome me and the 1,999 other people attending that night. The mission of scrubbing this ink off my wrist before I arrived home in Kent was still a whole twelve-hour problem away.

         At the top of the stairs a set of double doors opened, and a thick, cloying scent hit me like a backhander. Marlboro Lights, poppers, body odour, stale beer, toilet bleach and Jean Paul Gaultier Le Male mixed together like some kind of celebratory birthday cake, one that tasted so buttery, so appealing and so … moreish. If you could bottle this up and sell it as a scented candle, you could transport tired millennials right back there. You’d make a fortune.

         I took in the panorama. It was a room of colossal height, like Canterbury Cathedral, where I was forced to endure long Christmas 10carol concerts and fables of Jesus. But this place was different – it was filled with people like me. There was dancing, and there was kissing. It was airless, furnace-hot; a baptism of fire. Everyone’s skin glistened with a film of shimmery sweat. Serotonin flushed into my brain, and my eyes widened. The room felt limitless.

         There was an energy in the building that was fresh to my palate. It tasted like unadulterated freedom, a spirit of adventure, and sex … dangerous sex.

         There were bars along the circumference that sold cheap drinks, and the theatre-like space in the middle was packed, moving as if a single organism. I stood soaking it up from the Outer Hebrides of the room, self-conscious but ready to join the throng and be absorbed into the cavernous, sexy pit of joy. Like a jolt of electric charge, the trance banger ‘Who Do You Love Now?’ by Dannii Minogue blasted from the giant wall-mounted speakers. I knew the routine – I’d videoed her performance of it on CD:UK – and I had just about enough Smirnoff Ice inside me to hit the floor and show it off. Fresh meat, baby – all eyes on me.

         My new group of friends loved drugs. Couldn’t get enough. I’d never tried anything more than a couple of tokes on a spliff at the park behind school. But, on a night of change and newness, I was easily persuaded, and accepted an offer of a pill. It wasn’t quite white, and it was slightly bigger than an aspirin. I took half.

         This being the first time I’d enhanced my brain with high levels of mind-altering chemicals, I was beyond nervous. I carried my father’s adventurous streak, which often curdled with my mother’s neurotic worry. A constant battle.

         Instantly, as I swallowed the tablet, a vision of being buried by my grieving family in my BITCH top after a tragic death on the dance 11floor filled me with pre-emptive regret. I washed the pill down with a glug of tepid Bacardi Breezer and puffed furiously on a cigarette.

         The chemicals were in me, working their way through my system.

         I blinked and I was stuck in the tar of the packed dance floor: I submitted to its grip. My little spot felt private and intimate, despite it being among thousands of bodies. My motions were restricted, but I felt free.

         The club would book all sorts of live music to entertain the crowd at exactly 1.30 a.m. every Saturday night – it was the thing they were famous for. Sometimes it would be a pop star creating a viral moment ready to have splattered over the Monday-morning press, like Geri Halliwell writhing around on stage in a sea of naked dancers, or a boy band like A1 making their all-important gay-club stop on a promotional tour. Sometimes it would be an eighties act singing their Stock Aitken Waterman classics – a Rick Astley or a Bananarama. Back in the nineties, when the club night first began, the Spice Girls and Take That had made their live debuts here. Occasionally there’d be a global music icon – Kylie in the flesh, for example. As she lit my cigarette, a nameless new friend gushed through a story where Mariah Carey wafted through the dance floor, carried on a chaise longue by shirtless men, and pointed out the exact place she had emerged. G-A-Y had mastered the passion and promo balance of live shows, launching some careers into the stratosphere and giving others a late-stage flourish.

         The main focus, though, was on the wild gratification of the audience, who blew their shrieking whistles in the direction of the stage. Because of its unrepentant pop pleasure, G-A-Y became a gateway club for so many queer people, the starting line for a nocturnal journey. It was also a cheap night out in every sense – a 12spirit-and-mixer combo would only set you back a couple of quid. It was seeing the pop stars that soundtracked our lives that turned this place into sticky flypaper for people like me. And there I was, on my first ever proper night out – bar the school disco – ecstatically and apprehensively awaiting the arrival of both my E high and kitsch pop band Vengaboys.

         I felt … nothing. The pill hadn’t really had any effect. I was a little woozy perhaps, but that was surely just the alcohol and sugar in the four bottles of Smirnoff Ice I’d consumed before arriving at the Astoria. The opening strains of ‘Better the Devil You Know’ by Kylie rang out, and balloons fell from the sky, a rainstorm of popping pink rubber. The vibration of delight swelled. One of my new friends shouted in my ear, explaining this happened every week at twelve thirty. That exact song, enhanced by the bursting of said balloons and blowing of whistles, signalled one hour until showtime. So much to take in.

         A voice of God announced that we were sixty minutes from the big live performance. Tensions ran high, but my brain didn’t. I asked for another half a pill, suddenly full of bravado. I’m clearly a tank, I thought. Or perhaps it had been a placebo. I gobbled back the second half, inserted a communal Vicks inhaler into my nose to help initiate the climb, and continued singing along to Kylie.

         Within minutes I was dancing, grinding, perspiring. I felt the rub of bodies, the intimacy of strangers, the love of humans I barely knew yet. I fumbled for my whistle and held it in my mouth, my teeth chattering, my loose clench dropping it back to my chest repeatedly.

         Up, up, up.

         Lights down. Showtime. A cheer erupted. Was I going to faint, 13or fly up to the ceiling, or both? Fuck. A cowboy, a sailor and their two girl pals appeared on stage under four spotlights like a modern-day Village People. My eyes couldn’t focus – they rolled back in their sockets until I caught it happening and blinked it away. My pulse was spiking at a rapid 150 beats per minute. My skin felt like liquid.

         ‘Whoa … It’s hit me,’ I mumbled, as I tried to grasp a reality outside of my own little world. Someone I didn’t know asked if I was OK – ‘You’re as white as a sheet,’ he said. But I’d never felt better. My jaw was literally vibrating, which was an alien sensation. I spun on the tightly cramped spot as if I was being sucked into a whirlpool, and as my rotation slowed, my new friends were nowhere to be seen. That should have felt like a bad omen, but I was unbothered. Alone on the dance floor, I was enveloped in the rush. Red and purple lights kissed the heads in front of me, sweaty necks glittered in the flashes. As cheesy as it sounds, in that room of strangers, we were one.

         The Vengaboys launched into a huge chorus of those iconic lines ‘The Vengabus is coming … and everybody’s jumping’ as euphoria engulfed my entire body, from my toes up to the very end of each hair on my head. The intense currents racing through me felt almost too much for a mere human being to handle. My feet felt like they were lifting off the floor. It was as though I were floating a metre above everyone else. I was taller. I was ascending.

         Without wishing to sound snobbish, the Vengaboys hadn’t exactly been my taste in music, previously. I’d been listening to Fatboy Slim and Ministry of Sound CDs at home in the lead-up to my admission into club world – but this night and this pill opened a door into a new appreciation of pop music. In my absolute highest moment, as 14the four performers continued to lip-sync along, I could have sworn my eardrums had actual orgasms. The Vengabus drove through me like the most heavenly chariot. God had reversed into the Astoria to take me to heaven. Every colour appeared brighter, every person in the room was a beautiful angel. Every sound was a present. I was high as fuck. I loved this feeling.

         At cruising altitude, I ventured off on a solo wander around my new nirvana. In between the dance floor and balcony was the Keith Moon Bar, a run-down art deco space, with murals on the wall. The mixture of interior design cues was what really gave the Astoria its, let’s say, charm: it was a patchwork of visual personalities, and looking back, a bit of an aesthetic mess. But to me, that night, it was a paradise.

         Into the toilet. ‘This place will be gone soon,’ I overheard at the urinal. ‘The Crossrail thing is happening, this’ll be the first building to get bulldozed,’ said the man to his mate as I tried to wee. An ominous warning, and not the last time a sacred space would be under threat of being taken away from us in this ever-evolving city. Change is something you have to get used to in London. Many more playgrounds were to disappear during my decade of decadence. That is the way things work here – places are born and places die, much like the people in them. But I didn’t know that yet.

         I’d never kissed a boy before, but that night I kissed several. They were encounters that no longer mattered moments after they happened, and now I was kissing another guy by the metallic trough, serenaded by the song of the automatic hand drier. The icy tang of the man’s Airwave gum barely concealed his club breath, but I relished his physical, adult connection. My eyes remained open as 15we locked lips. A name would have been pointless, because there would be more.

         Fuck, I was young. Somewhere between fifteen and sixteen years old. Looking back, I can’t believe I managed to sneak in that night, considering how tough the Astoria security could be. In retrospect, I was living beyond my years, but I didn’t see anything wrong with it back then – my girl pals at school all said they were getting fingered behind the science block at lunchtime. This was my personal journey of discovery.

         Deep into my ecstasy trip, I was experiencing what’s called ‘pilly willy’ so there wasn’t too much action happening other than a snog. ‘I’m nineteen,’ I lied, ‘studying at uni.’ In truth, I was a child, but I didn’t feel like one. This was no longer playtime.

         Alone, I explored the Astoria’s steeply tiered dress circle, a memento from its life as a cinema in the 1920s. The tilted floor was sticky, as if covered in treacle. It was littered with discarded plastic cups, making the ascent seem more mission-like during my ecstasy melt. The reward for reaching its summit was an array of dark corners, little cubbyholes of privacy kept intimate by the shun of the disco lights. Near 4 a.m., I reconvened with my friends up there. We swapped stories about what we’d seen, who we’d met.

         Before long, I came down with a thud. Holy fuck. I glanced out over the room feeling like Pinocchio at Pleasure Island, my dehydrated brain insisting it was time to leave this sinister place. Faces started to morph vividly, and I couldn’t comprehend the half-sentences tumbling out of my friends’ mouths. Get me off this balcony. Get me out of here.

         Heading towards the exit, we were handed a flyer that told us to expect Sophie Ellis-Bextor next Saturday, singing her new song, 16‘Murder on the Dancefloor’. These were the days of hunting down little printed creations to find out what was happening next in clubland. I’d take the flyers home and keep them under my bed, sneaking looks at them every evening as the school week slowly dragged along.

         The light pollution of Charing Cross Road hit hard, and I could no longer feel the hug of a sub-bass or protective blanket of dark space. We’d stayed at the Astoria until the cusp of the bitter end – just us, some stragglers, the slow-moving bar staff and the poised cleaners. Paranoia hit as a security guard eyed me up – Does he know I’m underage? I needed to be allowed to return. I belonged there. My eyes darted away, my head down, securing my shades back on to my face, out into the unstirred air.

         I was still so high that Soho felt radioactive. Dawn was threatening to crack open and the sky’s inkiness began to dilute. The streets were empty aside from the troublemakers and the all-nighters and the binmen. To this day the sound of a truck collecting bottles from a bar sends me to the edge, that shrill fast rattle of glass as I’m coming down. Must be PTSD.

         We walked like pirates of the night under the Pillars of Hercules Pub, which formed a rave tunnel and connected Manette Street to Greek Street. Over on Bateman Street, a scraggly fox ravaged the remnants of a kebab from an overflowing bin bag, first ignoring our approaching rowdiness, then turning to smile. Was I hallucinating? A huge rat the size of a terrier scuttled past, ignoring both us and the fox. Like them, we were part of nocturnal nature in this technicoloured square mile now.

         Soho was still seedy, dangerous and illicit. Sex shops, brothels, massage parlours and clubs sold encounters, simulated or otherwise. 17And I loved it. I’d wanted to be a part of its sleazy grasp since I walked through it with my family on the way to a West End show at the Palladium. I was twelve – their eyes averted from the neon signs of sex and sin, mine drawn to them. A more recent outing to SegaWorld at the Trocadero was almost too much of a tease. Amid the beeping noises and flashing lights, I shot lasers with my dad and sister, and I could feel Soho edging towards me beyond the boundary of Shaftesbury Avenue. That night, from the containment of the child-friendly Rainforest Cafe windows, I could see apparitions of red light from the Windmill and make out signs saying GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS. I was so close, I could smell it. And now, I’d stepped over the threshold.

         
            *

         

         At 5 a.m. we arrived at Old Compton Street, the nerve centre of the Soho scene. By that hour, it was hardly London’s most dignified thoroughfare. Compton Cafe was a twenty-four-hour meeting point for the post-clubbers, the homeless, the sex workers and the minicab drivers. It was a shelter as the night wound down, or a pit stop as it continued. This was Soho before it was truly cleaned up and turned into a giant Pret A Manger. We entered with a flourish, and, under the harsh strip lighting, I immediately recognised some faces from the dance floor earlier.

         My new tongue piercing was playing my teeth like an instrument in an uncontrollable response to the bump of speed I’d inhaled behind a parked lorry on Soho Square. My skin felt clammy all over as the E worked its way out of my pores. A lukewarm tea burned the inside of my mouth, which I’d well and truly chewed 18to blisters in my ecstasy trip. A BLT of cardboard consistency was shared between us to secure the indoor table, squeezed next to the slimmest set of stairs in London, which led to a single toilet cubicle and sink.

         I had a long journey ahead of me to get back home. If all went to plan, I figured I’d be able to come right down from these drugs and sober up in time to walk through the front door, deflecting questions about where I’d been all night. I garbled a goodbye to my new friends, tossing departing love yous about with little depth or meaning, making vague plans to do it again the following weekend. I’d see them several more times, before I found other people who would travel with me through different chapters of my story.

         Like the club spaces I fell in love with, friends would also represent a feeling of home. Some would come to stay longer, and others would leave early.

         Time crawled slowly as I relocated to Easy Everything, the behemoth internet cafe next to Victoria Station, where rows of computers lined up like soldiers. One pound got me an hour of surfing, another got me an unenthusiastic cup of dirt-water spat from a self-service coffee machine. It was enough to sustain me until the first train home to Canterbury – an 8 a.m. departure. I dreaded the thought of a sneaky rail replacement bus service that could often be sprung on ravers. Engineering works could play havoc with a comedown.

         I checked MSN Messenger: none of my friends appeared to be online. Funny, that. I set up an account on Faceparty, some website I’d heard about where you could make new connections and message with people. Boring. I logged into my Gaydar account and chatted to some random guys looking to hook up. I could barely 19read the messages. My eyes were like saucers, a shell-shocked look across my face in the overhead mirror, my senses well and truly thrown through the wringer. I’d run out of credit and didn’t have enough cash left for a £5 Orange phone top-up card, my only possession of value being the train ticket home. But I didn’t care. I’d been shown a brand-new world. It felt like I’d been hit by a Tube train but, as I continued to learn, the dildo of consequences rarely arrives lubed.

         That night marked the very start of my secret weekends, which quickly became my entire reason to live. Episode one of the soap opera of my life had begun. I’d found my new place of worship, London. Its clubs would become my churches. I was obsessed with the idea of going back there. You won’t be able to keep me away, I thought.

         I’d been told what I was since the primary-school playground – the gay was always shining out of me, the weight of secret queerness burdening my shoulders under the shadow of Section 28. Finally, I was safe to embrace it and fully own it in my own way, with thousands of other people who were like me. Thousands of people who wanted to dance. Just like me.

         
            *

         

         A couple of weeks went by, which felt like for ever. I returned for round two. Same train, same places, same faces. We snuck into the KU Bar on Charing Cross Road, where pitchers of Sex on the Beach sold for £5 and Steps played on the speakers. We performed the dance routines at our high-top tables – I knew every move, and we really thought we were ‘it’. Each new twink that walked through 20the door was judged. ‘Who’s she?’ Only recently, that would have been me. From the bar, we marched on our path to the Astoria, pounding the pavement brazenly, pills and poppers deep in our pockets, discount wristbands sourced and secured. We were there to dance to sticky pop remixes, until we were thrown back out into the abandoned cityscape.

         That Saturday though, my new world was taken away from me, my new lifeline cut short.

         There was no live entertainment this time around – presumably all the pop stars were having a weekend off. Instead, it was Slag Tags night, and the club was to become a giant game. Each person would be given a sticker to wear with a number on, and if someone was into you, they’d leave a message on a big noticeboard on the stage that everyone would check. ‘107, you’re cute, can I buy you a drink?’, for example. It sounded fun – I couldn’t wait to play.

         We arrived at the Astoria so close to opening time, we were virtually licking the locks. Under the brutal glare of Centre Point, a problem arose immediately. ‘Got any ID?’ challenged the bouncer, standing in front of me like an enemy combatant, threatening my journey onwards. I handed him the trusted piece of plastic with the grainy picture of me that I’d paid a few quid for.

         ‘This won’t work – got a driver’s licence?’ The reality was, I wasn’t old enough to sit behind a wheel let alone be let in. Entry: denied. ‘But my flatmate is inside with our door keys,’ I pleaded, unconvincingly. ‘I really need to get in.’ There was no negotiating, and I was going beetroot. The hostile doorman chuckled, and turned away, casting a shadow of doom across my fifteen-year-old face. The gig was up. I was left standing with the sizzling hot-dog vendors outside, my dreams broken.

         21Just for a moment, I felt stubbed out like a cigarette. But luckily, my new friends were loyal and stuck with me. Plan B.

         We found ourselves back at some guy’s house down the road, a friend of a friend of a friend. He was in his thirties with a good job in marketing and a pad in the West End – the dream! I was handed a glass of champagne on arrival – I’d never tried it before. So fancy, I thought, wincing at its dry, metallic aftertaste.

         I was still a few months away from turning sixteen, but I continued to twist the truth and claimed to be nineteen … twenty … My story wouldn’t stay straight, but I remained in character. There was a pile of drugs on the table, and there was house music on the stereo. ‘Where are you from?’ someone asked. ‘London,’ I said, untruthfully. I was fearless, naive, delighted, method acting.

         The new plan was to go to Trade, an after-hours club that opened early on Sunday mornings and went right on through. Its venue, Turnmills, crouched in the heart of Clerkenwell, which was conveniently a ghost town at the weekends, and therefore kept the club away from prying eyes.

         ‘That place has had its day,’ protested one jaded queen as we trailed the men out of the flat and loaded into a cab, squashed together for the short journey through Holborn. Turnmills could have been any other office building, until you saw the snake of bare-limbed bodies queuing outside. It didn’t look like it was past its prime to me. As I walked into the subterranean space and felt the pulsating throb of house music, my body ascended once again. Vengaboys this was not.

         Upstairs on the ground floor was a Gaudí-inspired coffee shop, all gothic features and exposed industrial pipes. There was a corner table we claimed as our own, a place to gossip once we lost the 22older guys we’d arrived with, never to be seen again. We passed little bags of pills and powders to each other underneath it. The cafe actually served cakes and breakfast, and presumably helped the club maintain its daytime licence, but we wouldn’t order anything – just repeatedly asked for tap water.

         While the music at G-A-Y was catchy and shiny, the music at Trade was strictly four-to-the-floor. In the main room there was hard house, a little too banging for me, but down through ‘muscle alley’ you’d be drawn in to ‘Trade Lite’, where the soundtrack took a more soulful turn. There you’d be serenaded by diva vocals to take you to church while other people went to actual church down the road.

         Where you hung out in that club said a lot about you – a personality test, if you will. I spent most of the morning in Trade Lite. The music had more of a groove in there, and I was attracted to its rhythmical patterns much more than the thump of the hard house next door. I heard ‘Right On, Right On’ by Silicone Soul for the first time, and Frankie Knuckles, Ultra Naté and Louie Vega. Their lush, layered productions wrapped around me like a duvet. I heard Chicago house and Detroit techno. It was a history lesson in the Black, Latin and queer roots of house music. I soaked it all up and I danced, breaking only to enjoy an occasional commitment-free dalliance in an underlit corner.

         God, I loved that blissful Saturday night, that Sunday morning. There were lasers, Smokin Jo was DJing, the sound system was great, the floor was packed and I was, without doubt, the youngest person in the building.

         I’d managed to slip, once again, through the net into a secret, unusual world. I was a newcomer but definitely not an outsider. 23I was indulging my appetite for danger. I was tasting some of the magic yet to come. I wanted to devour as much as possible.

         Fuck the Astoria. I had really arrived now, and I was ready to torch the house down.24
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         Every Saturday, I lied my way into London. So many different fabrications, but always the same destination. Canterbury East Station was my escape hatch, and it was always the 17.37 express train to Victoria that came to my rescue. As it hurtled through villages and greenery, leaving provincial life behind temporarily, I felt relief; as it stopped in the Medway towns of Chatham and Rochester, I’d begin to feel excitement. And as we made our final descent through Bromley South and into the outskirts of London, I felt ready for anything.

         I’d stomp through the carriages in search of the least rancid toilet cubicle, where I’d change into a tiny top, clean my infected navel piercing, gel my frosted-tipped hair upwards and sketch on a whisper of eyeliner. As the train rocked violently through tunnels, this metamorphosis was a survival strategy. In Canterbury I was hiding in plain sight, a kid so obviously suppressing queerness to anyone who had working eyes and ears. There, I tried to avoid drawing attention, but in London I felt free to emphasise and embellish and thrive. The shadow self gave way to the true self as the train shot through Beckenham Junction, past Battersea Power Station, and over the final bridge.

         I don’t want to give the impression I led a Dickensian childhood. Canterbury was a wonderful city to grow up in, but it felt claustrophobic and temporary. My family was loving, and there was certainly no element of neglect – my youth was filled with happiness. 28I painted outside of the lines, asked a lot of questions, and had an unruly passion for things like butterflies and dancing – anything on the fringes of what was cool for a little boy to like. I obsessed over music and books, and imagination was my primary ingredient. Home was a place of nourishment and care, but as I began to grow, and as my inquisitive mind fixated on more adult interests, my London fact-finding excursions felt essential. My father hated the city – he believed it was expensive and dangerous, which made me want to visit even more. ‘If you want to be around prostitutes, poofs and transvestites, that’s where they all are,’ he warned, oblivious to how appealing that sounded.

         
            *

         

         A combustible energy that was pent up inside me was well and truly detonated at the Astoria. Then, the subterranean paradise of Turnmills had become my sacred stomping ground, my Sunday sabbath. The latter was still off limits after I’d been caught red-handed trying to get in when underage, a fact I managed to keep pretty low-key for my reputation’s sake. ID’d at G-A-Y? God, that’s embarrassing … But I didn’t care – I was accumulating older friends, and the house music at Trade had matured my palate. ‘Are we going down to “Grab a Youngster” after this?’ a non-committal pal asked, at the KU Bar. ‘Nah, it’s shit. They’ve got A1 on again tonight … I’m all right thanks!’ I’d reply, saving face.

         As often as possible, I’d come up to town in the early afternoon, because I had what I imagined were showbiz things to do before heading out. Sometimes I’d go to Harrods to mooch around the perfume counters, asking for samples. I’d splash out on a bread roll 29in the Food Halls purely for the green-and-white plastic bag, which would carry serious cachet at school. I’d march up and down Bond Street, hoping to spot Victoria Beckham spilling out of Gucci amid a mountain of couture. I never saw her.

         I’d circulate Soho – down Wardour Street, turn left on to Old Compton Street, back up Dean Street and loop round again via Soho Square. While on this circuit I’d spot the same characters – the old lady in a black lace veil walking her tiny dog, the bald man with an eyepatch smoking a cigar, and the portly fellow in a suit always chatting to passers-by outside L’Escargot, who I later learned was the owner. These faces captivated me, their character arcs playing out in my head like a French movie.

         I’d secure the weekend’s discount club flyers at Trax, the music shop on Greek Street. Occasionally I’d spot one of the DJs from Trade sifting through the CDs and vinyl, and be starstruck. I, too, began hunting down tunes I’d heard the previous weekend, describing them to the person behind the counter, reciting any lyrics I could remember.

         I’d pick up Boyz and QX, the bibles of queer nightlife, and read them sitting in the window at Caffè Nero on the corner of Frith Street, with the Admiral Duncan in my peripheral, where the bomb had been. I was obsessed with magazines. If I had enough money, I’d buy i-D, SKY, Sleazenation or Dazed & Confused from the shop and devour them. I wanted to live in a Dior-campaign world, all glossy and tanned, but at the same time sweaty, slick and grimy, writhing around on a sports car holding a saddle bag, shot by Nick Knight. The scent of the pages was my catnip – inky print and the gentle chemical hum of a peel-off Cool Water sample.

         I studied the party section of ES Magazine – free with the 30Evening Standard on Fridays but often still floating about on a Tube carriage or found stacked in an expired pile over the weekend. In there I learned about the nocturnal activities of rich and famous people – where they went, what they ate, what they wore. I dreamed of pouring out of the Met Bar, Denim, the 10 Rooms, Chinawhite. I wanted a black, white and blue panelled Dolce & Gabbana jacket on my back, a cosmopolitan in my hand and massive Gucci sunglasses on my face. I dreamed. That’s who I want to be, I thought.

         Back to my reality – my skinny, blonde, Paul Frank-T-shirted reality. Old Compton Street was there to be promenaded down, as these were the days before dating apps. I’d observe, learning, ready to apply techniques later under the magical cloak of darkness in the clubs. I’d soak it all up, the hustle and jazz of Soho. To some it was a dirty place, but to me it felt maternal and nurturing. It had felt the same to folk who didn’t fit into normal life for a hundred years. It was the epicentre of fun, of culture and of extravagant sleaze. It was London’s thrumming heart. It was everything I loved.

         
            *

         

         I returned to education on Mondays energised after sleeping all of Sunday off, and revealed juicy details of rendezvous and drug dabbling to my friends. I was an open book, telling my classmates about Heaven, my clubbing friends, their sugar daddies, about how speed makes your teeth chatter, about how I saw Rupert Everett on the dance floor, about all of my boozing and carousing.

         Education became the intermission to my weekends. I picked and chose the subjects I’d apply myself to, excelling in anything creative and falling behind in the more mundane and scientific. Drama class, 31Art and English Literature got my full attention – they were things I could touch. I escaped through my imagination, and I’d spend lunchtimes reading novels in the library or practising piano in the music room. Maths class, however, was for gossiping and chattering – notes were passed around, the half-deaf teacher oblivious.

         I’d zone out in Maths, scribbling pictures of a fantasy woman on my homework diary. She had big blonde hair, big eyelashes, big lips and was dressed head to toe in Versace. I was in awe of Pamela Anderson, and posters of her bombshell Barb Wire character were pasted all over my bedroom walls. I was obsessed with Eurotrash, the TV freak show on Channel 4, and in particular Lolo Ferrari, the pneumatic super-doll who’d enhanced and exaggerated her every feature. I fell in love with Grace Jones after discovering not only her music, but also her power and her seeming control over men. I was transfixed by these women. This fantasy girl I drew on my notepads using a Bic biro was a culmination of all of them. Little did I know, I was subconsciously sketching Jodie Harsh.

         ‘Stop drawing and pay attention!’ snapped Mrs Shelby, the Maths teacher. I’d answer back under my breath, some sarcastic comment inspired by the wit of the older guys I was hanging out with outside of school, in London. God, I hated Maths, and I always knew it would become redundant. ‘You won’t be carrying a calculator in your pocket everywhere you go,’ she’d warn. How wrong she was.

         By midweek, I ached for the white heat of London. When I wasn’t there, I pictured myself stepping over the threshold and down into the vast humid lair of Trade and wherever else. My never-ending Saturday nights. The weekend couldn’t come soon enough.

         Oh, the leisure pursuits of a bright young thing who felt older than his years, who society would have tucked up in bed after a 32telling-off, whose mother and father thought was at a sleepover with friends down the road in Kent, not in a sweaty club in Clerkenwell.

         Throughout the week I sat restlessly behind the desk at my part-time job in a sunbed shop. There’d be texts back and forth with acquaintances, some I was more familiar with and others who had been scooped up amid the mayhem of the previous weekend. My tiny red Nokia 8210 pinged into action around Wednesday evening, text messages flying to instigate phone calls, and I’d quit my game of Snake to start scheming. The landline would be taken over while my mum shouted at me to free it up so she could use the internet. A frenzy of hushed, meticulous deliberating would ensure we had our revelry locked in place.

         Once Saturday finally came, we assembled in Soho – a light meal at the Stockpot perhaps, where you’d get change from a fiver for a tummy full of chicken schnitzel and chips, or perhaps someone in my group would have a new sugar daddy in tow, willing to pay for us all to have a slap-up Chinese meal at the Crispy Duck on Gerrard Street. A cocktail at Escape would be in order, if security seemed slack on ID checks. My go-to drink would be a VRC, a potent blend of vodka, Red Bull and champagne. I never paid for one myself. Failing that, pre-drinks were whatever we could club together and buy from Dodo Supermarket on Old Compton Street. I had become a connoisseur of alcopops, and in retrospect this may have contributed to the volcanic acne on my forehead that I’d coat mountains of Rimmel foundation on to hide, thus making matters even worse. We’d clink bottles and sling them back in the oasis of Soho Square, its railings a relatively easy hurdle to jump. We’d piss up the Tudor cottage in the middle, as these were the days before stinking urinals were placed around the West End. And as the daylight waned, the herd migrated south to Heaven.

         33As we crossed through the bright, broken lights of Soho, meandering through higgledy-piggledy streets, we trod on flyers beckoning fools to the innocuous doorway of the Astoria. As much as I hated the place and everyone in it since I’d been banned, I probably missed it. For those important hours, it had been my temporary home, a one-night stand I’d never forget. I pictured the giant bouncer who stood guard of that enticing foyer, a threshold I could not cross, my first taste of ‘no’. I imagined myself attending his funeral, and how happy I’d have been at it. I’m eighteen in two years, I thought. Then I’ll be back. Then I’ll show them.

         Half a mile down, we passed Nelson and the lions. They were poised, refined, guarding a more regal route than the salmonella sellers and the crackheads on Charing Cross Road. Our stampede crossed the Strand, with its posh hotels and theatres. Of Mice and Men played at the Savoy. We ascended the slope of Villiers Street, an address implanted in the memories of so many people as the gateway to Heaven, under the Arches. And there, we joined the queue that wrapped around its building under the shadow of Charing Cross Station.

         There was a combustible energy in that line, a palpable anticipation of what lay ahead, a similar feeling I’d had queuing for the Vampire ride at Chessington a handful of years earlier. With time to kill, we gossiped – melodramas were maximised, the smallest reasons to dislike someone absent were uncovered. We smoked. We discussed trivial things, like the benefits of bananas for aiding comedowns and the pros and cons of belly button rings. We judged. Somebody we knew had been in hospital – they had overhydrated their brain by drinking too much water on E. We spoke about our outfits and how much they cost – I’d saved up my sunbed-shop wages for a pair of Maharishi cargo trousers, albeit the 34unembroidered, less expensive style. I paired these perfectly with a minute T-shirt that screamed the words Girl Power, that I’d shoplifted – a feminist anti-capitalist since day one.

         More toxic gossip. What terrible grudges were at play in clubland? Who was banging who? No one was off limits. Our elaborate jurying may have been laced with resentments, but Oscar Wilde reportedly said it best: ‘Hear no evil, speak no evil, and you’ll never be invited to a party!’

         As the queue drizzled further down towards Heaven, and clubbers disappeared into it like computer game lemmings tumbling off a cliff, my heart would begin pulsing in my ears. Would I get in this week? Could this fake ID still trick those who demanded to see it? Each night was unpredictable and had the potential for anything to happen – the thought of unrestrained adventures kept me coming back for more.

         We galvanised ourselves as we made it to the front of the line. The celestial name, Heaven, above the sky-blue door beckoned us in. We entered, not through pearly gates, but via a threatening grey metal detector. As I passed under its beeping gaze, I wondered if it could read my age, an alarm poised to alert the bouncers that I was, in fact, a child. But, no: a quick pat-down followed by a stamp on the wrist saying, simply, ‘£10’, felt like a kiss on my forehead. We were through, we were in. Down a flight of stairs, we lunged into the thick darkness, briefly stopping to hand over a crisp ten-pound note, Elizabeth smizing up from it as if to wish me the best of luck on tonight’s adventure.

         Through a first set of double doors into a little corridor, and the bass would start vibrating though your body. Through a second set of doors, and the top-end sounds would enter your eardrums. The 35beats were propulsive, snares sizzled, the low end hit your chest with a thump. You were caught in a bottleneck, until you weren’t – and then you arrived in the promised land of the main dance floor. It was transcendent.

         Heaven was a huge, curious labyrinth. I remember trying to negotiate my way around the mapless stretch the first time I ever went. Rooms turned back on themselves – there seemed to be no logic to the blueprint. But within two weeks, I was turbocharging around like I owned the place. When I first stepped into its vast yawn of a main room, its worn wooden floor and brick walls looked mammoth but, at the same time, felt intimate. Maybe because of its position so far underground, it seemed to trap kinetic energy – love stories had been formed here, happy memories had been made, songs had been sung, hearts had been broken, and you could feel it. This room shaped my own existence, too, for a while. I was baptised there.

         On any Saturday at Heaven, I was only one tiny part of the story of the night – the whole complex held almost two thousand souls. A drink at the long bar, a quick scan of the congregation on the main-room floor, and I was ready for action. Once a pill had kicked in, I dived under, breath held, my impish limbs flailing to the house beat.

         Going between the other rooms was like turning the dial on an old radio – new music bled through the doors as they swung. I’d explore the Star Bar up on the first floor, and the Soundshaft if it was open. This was its own self-contained venue at the back, which occasionally opened to Heaven customers to cope with the overspill on busier nights, and, rumour has it, was haunted by a horse. Apparently, the managers and cleaners would hear it trotting about in the day, and the CCTV would pick up dark shadows. Years later, as I sat in the dressing room adjacent to the Soundshaft 36before opening time, I indeed heard a horse trotting. I put it down to rats and the leaking pipes in the Victorian tunnels it sat in.

         After our nights at Heaven, the routine of heading to Old Compton Cafe often stuck. We walked and debriefed on kisses and drama, to a soundtrack of metal shutters and rattling bottles. We were the dawn patrol, killing time and killing brain cells. Knocking about on the barren streets of Soho, we’d chit-chat with its deviants – the call girls clocking off, the clubbers wobbling into cabs, and the familiar faces of the unhoused. There was a light police presence, but Soho was more lawless back then – and a constant, palpable feeling of mischief hung in the air.

         There was shouting in every accent in Soho. If the drugs wore off it could morph into hellscape, but a bump off a key in a doorway would ward that off, keeping us going until reality beckoned. The lost fools of London, the wandering club children at daybreak.

         Even on the nights when I’d insisted I was to avoid the place, I would leave the West End and head over to Clerkenwell, down into the hot stomach of Trade. Here it was a more aggressive hedonism – harder dancing, sex and stimulants. It was a Bermuda Triangle of decadence, and I couldn’t resist the opportunity to submerge myself in the swell of its waves. Whoever said nothing good happens after 4 a.m., I beg to differ – we hadn’t even started to make our way over there by then. Trade tested my stamina.

         Image was everything to me. I was addicted to St.Tropez tan, and usually double-dipped with a session at the electric beach too. My white Vivienne Westwood skull-and-crossbones T-shirt collar was stained by the foundation thick on my neck. Thinking back, I wore that T-shirt every other week, my armoury of outfits small and painstakingly saved up for. A capsule collection of two full looks, on 37rotation. All around me, bodies were in various states of undress. I was skinny and twinkish, perfect for slipping through a crush of steroid-enhanced guys in muscle alley – a precarious place to be.

         Excess wasn’t just encouraged; by 10.30 a.m., it was essential. Given it was the first club in the country to be granted a twenty-four-hour licence, it required a major adjustment to one’s body clock. Circadian rhythms were disrupted, but chemicals helped with the endurance.

         Comedowns didn’t affect me quite so much in my teens, the aftermath of my debauchery more of a faint after-smell than the hanging stenches I would later endure, but I’d still board the return train to Canterbury dishevelled and sketchy. I wonder now what other passengers thought of me, as I gurned away to a Hed Kandi compilation on my iPod. Once or twice, I missed my stop, waking up at shit o’clock in the morning as the train terminated in butt-fuck nowhere.

         The truth was, I didn’t want to go home.

         
            *

         

         ‘How’s school?’ my dad would grunt over dinner. ‘Make sure you get good grades so you can get into college, and then you can go off and do whatever you want with your A levels.’ My eyes rolled. I was one of the top students in my class for all of the more creative subjects. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. Something in fashion, but not designing clothes … something in PR like Edina Monsoon in Absolutely Fabulous, perhaps. Or a journalist – I could write for The Face and i-D and Vogue. Or something in music … Or I could work in nightclubs – maybe I could be the person who ticks people’s names off the clipboard as they enter through that 38separate queue I’d seen at the front of the venues – the VIP line. Those clipboard people were always dressed in the latest clothes by Dsquared and D&G. Yes! That’s what I’d do! But I didn’t say it out loud – I maintained I just didn’t know.

         All the while, stacks of fashion magazines started to build, eyebrows were plucked, dance classes were attended. Signs of a life less ordinary were beginning to creep in. In fact, they were shining out of me.

         ‘Let’s have a kick about in the garden after tea,’ Dad would say. His mission in life seemed to be making me appear less ‘like a poof’. If I crossed my legs in front of him, he told me to uncross them; if my wrist went limp, he’d tap it into shape; if I lisped or giggled, he’d tell me to man up. He’d make me play football in the pouring rain, he took me to judo lessons to teach me self-defence, and at one stage I was even forced to join the Boy Scouts – I’d run straight home to watch my favourite musicians interviewed on Popworld. The word ‘queer’ was often volleyed about. Perhaps he was trying to protect me, but by trying to clip my butterfly wings, he was really just a bully, whether he knew it or not. Well buckle up, Dad, you have NO idea what’s to come.

         Psychoanalyse me all you like, Dr Freud: I’ll be the first to admit I’ve gone through life looking for father figures – wise and talented friends that I could pay attention to, and receive attention from. I’d learn from them, too – a deep pool of older queens has been my secret treasure chest. Perhaps I really was always looking for someone to replace my dad, who became more and more distant as I began to get so outwardly queer. This led me into many less than healthy situations. The first of those was Mr Bailey.

         Ethically speaking, a schoolteacher shouldn’t worm his way into your life. Mr Bailey was the headmaster and doubled up as the 39English Lit teacher. He seemed like a lonely old man, and had never married. Perhaps he always felt he couldn’t come out of the closet. He developed a close friendship with me, which I look back on with a retrospective shudder – it feels inappropriate. Maybe he saw a bit of himself in me. We’d do one-on-one tutorials behind closed doors, and he’d buy me presents, which I secretly stashed away. Flashy things, like a bottle of Joop – one spray at school, but ten at Trade.

         Other kids in class began to realise I was the favourite and called me teacher’s pet. But it was more than that. In what could only be described as a manipulation of epic proportions, he changed his will, promising to leave everything he owned to me. What was I to say – no thank you? He had my family and me blindsided. Looking back through an adult lens now, I understand I was groomed.

         Once, when we were alone, he pulled me in for a hug, holding me too tightly. After a moment I shook off my shock and pushed him to the floor, to escape his grip. I was a ballsy little fifteen-year-old – no one was going to take advantage of me. I was not to be bought or used. From that moment on, as he realised I was more streetwise now, his attitude towards me changed, and his glances at school began to feel vaguely threatening.

         Meanwhile, a regular pattern emerged – the blazing inferno of club – club – club, walking into my house as my family ate Sunday lunch, then emerging with a sudden jolt on Monday morning to face the cold banality of school. I was working hard for my GCSEs, resolute in my determination to get good grades so I could pass my A levels, then get into university in London. That was the big plan. London: that would mean freedom.

         
            *

         

         40There was one final night of freedom, before my train was derailed. I remember it vividly. It was a Saturday night at the end of the school summer holidays, and I was at Heaven – probably my tenth week in a row there. It was midnight – rush hour – I’d ingested a pill in the queue and another half as I embraced the dance floor. It had been a long, stifling summer; September refused to get cooler. I didn’t even have so much as a hoodie to throw into the cloakroom – straight from the door on to the floor. Being only five foot eight meant at times my face was squashed into hairy chests and swampy armpits. Lovely.

         I dissolved into the dance, demonised by the beat.

         Malcolm Duffy was playing the music I’d waited all week to hear. Was he dancing or conducting the sounds with his arms? I couldn’t tell. Bob Sinclar: ‘The Beat Goes On’. Gadjo: ‘So Many Times’. The bitter taste of speed was hanging around the back of my tongue. My mouth felt numb, as if I’d just been to the dentist. A pungent aroma of sexual charge and cigarette smoke filled me up, then a familiar, medicinal smell wafted my way. I reached over for the bottle of poppers. Elevating to the ceiling, I could almost touch the silver star-shaped lighting rig hanging down. My eyes were deceiving me, playing fun games. One friend had three arms. I was tripping out, but not in a scary way. It was only midnight but all five of my senses were at the absolute summit of their capabilities. The room wrapped around me and the symphonies took hold.

         Further into the spiritual dimension of Heaven, I obtained a Mitsubishi, my favourite brand of ecstasy. Each pill on the menu performed its own cabaret for my brain, a slightly different synthetically produced rush. The chorus of ‘I Wanna Be U’ by Chocolate Puma came on – my favourite song at the time – and my friends 41at once knew to huddle in for a group hug. Such a special feeling.

         Those days, the moments were to be lived in, partly because we weren’t on our phones. I didn’t grow up in the Dark Ages – we all had mobiles – but they didn’t have high-quality cameras, didn’t have video-making abilities, didn’t have apps. We were unfiltered. There was no network coverage in Heaven, and no Wi-Fi, so we couldn’t call or text to find out where someone was. It was just us, in the moment.

         A cafe at the back of Heaven served bacon sandwiches and ice lollies. Business always seemed to be slow. We hung out in it, chatting earnestly – idle words falling from our jittery mouths. There we inhaled, broke up the plotline of the movie of our night, took a sort of intermission. New bonds were formed on mutual ground here in this special place, lifelong plans made in the stench of sizzling bacon. Brand-new friendships felt like a reunion after decades apart. You see, you don’t just meet people on E, you sort of melt into them. We slurred, ‘I love you, babe,’ and spread conspiracy theories. We guzzled water, replacing liquids lost from dancing. We split little tablets embossed with doves. We gave each other shoulder massages.

         I remember spending a lot of time in the cafe that night, flitting from friend to friend, telling everyone how my E was making me feel like I was made of chewing gum, telling them how special they were, how beautiful they looked. I didn’t realise this was the last time I’d be seeing many of their faces.

         At 4 a.m., we decided en masse to return to the main floor, where the bpm had ramped up. Settling into a much deeper gulch this time, we passed a key and a baggie of speed around, and I lost myself in stupid. There was something epical about that room – it 42became a wide shot. ‘Hide U’ by Kosheen flowed through my ears, the vocal chanting at me again and again, until I believed it.

         That night I danced – I danced hard. I stayed in the same spot until the bitter end, wordless, savouring every last drop with the club gremlins. At 5 a.m. the lights jolted up. Not the gentle rocking wake-up call I’d have wished for after altering my senses like that. Under this stark illumination, the space was bleak, and as my retinas adjusted, I realised how much of its vastness was exaggerated by the dark. The ritualistic release was over, the remaining zombies began to leave, and the space that was left felt vacant, cold, exposing. My ears rang with temporary tinnitus. The smell of dancing hung in the air. My feet were grimy and sticky.

         We emerged delirious into the shock of daylight, grounded back into existence, a gathering mass on Villiers Street. The 8 September sunrise licking our sweaty faces like a huge golden retriever. I worried people might notice my spots under the interrogation of the bright morning. My throat felt scratchy after shouting over the music. Saturday night was drawing to a close and it felt as if the last few hours were a fever dream. No Trade for me that week – I had to return back home in time for my sister’s thirteenth-birthday lunch. As my dopamine and serotonin levelled out, I swapped numbers with a few new faces, kissed someone whose mouth felt familiar, and peeled away.

         The white noise of the Victoria Line washed over me as I grasped the handrail, my legs heavy with the dread of facing my parents on a comedown. I ruminated on the twelve previous hours, and how summer was over, and how school was about to start up again – tomorrow, technically. The rhythmic ‘Mind the gap’ safety warning jangled round and round like musical hiccups. I blew my nose on 43the upwards escalator. A batter of speed and soot shot out.

         A habitual surf at Easy Everything killed time. An attempted Egg McMuffin made me dry-heave. On the train, I doused myself in Febreze to disguise the permeated reek of smoke and party. We bumbled through Rochester, Chatham and Gillingham towards Canterbury East, a painfully slow Sunday stopping service.

         On the other side of South-East England, I just about managed to disguise my plummeting comedown during the Pizza Hut buffet birthday lunch. I was a shell of a person as I tried to maintain conversation, avoiding too much human contact, my eyes still on stalks. ‘Look normal … look normal … look normal,’ I chanted at myself in the mirror in the toilets, returning to the clan for the Ice Cream Factory dessert, which I barely nibbled at.

         A few normal days at school arrived, the start of a new term, my final year of secondary education. I bragged about my summer with friends there as we caught up, describing the clubs with an almost evangelical zeal, gushing about the boys and the pills and the music, so proud of my open-secret life. Perhaps I was too trusting, but they were intrigued. I said they should join me one night and see Heaven for themselves. They said maybe. As it transpired, I had completely misread the room.

         Thursday. One step closer to Heaven. But as the school bus pulled into my stop at the end of the day, a strange thing occurred. I’d usually walk home, but that day my mum was waiting for me in the car. I didn’t question it, but something felt off. She wasn’t speaking much. My sister was in the back, oblivious to whatever was happening. Dinner was to be picked up on the go at McDonald’s – again, another anomaly. We never ate takeaways as a family, just home-cooked meals. I picked at some McNuggets in the car as 44we dropped my sister off at my nan’s house for a Thursday-night sleepover. Now I really felt like I was in Eerie, Indiana – nothing was routine. Rain started to splatter as I gazed out of the window at the wet road wondering what the fuck was going on.
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