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“The culture changed,” Lindsey Caldwell says, 
eyeing a stream of clubgoers from an alcove 
away from the pulsating dance floor. “There 
was a time when you could be a DJ and 
people would come and want to hear what 
you’d play. Now it’s like, ‘Can you play the 
new Katy Perry song?’”

A statuesque black woman in her thirties 
with soaring hair and skinny jeans, Caldwell 
(known professionally as DJ Lindsey) has 
spent over a decade gracing New York 
City’s underground with her unique blend 
of electro, hip-hop, house, and R&B. She 
took some time away from the scene to 
start a family, and now she’s found herself 
returning to a land that no longer feels  
like home.

In the early days, Caldwell collected records 
and spent hours practicing her craft in her 
bedroom before daring to play for a crowd. 
Now it seems venues will hire anyone with a 
MacBook and enough friends to fill the spot. 

“As a DJ, your job was to kinda take people 
on a journey throughout the night,” she 
explains. “People don’t have the attention 
span for that anymore. Now it’s, ‘I want to 
know that song. I want to sing along to the 
words.’” No one knows or cares if the DJ is 
train wrecking—unable to seamlessly move 
from one song to the next. 

The way Lindsey sees it, the property value 
has gone down. “I would really like to play 
some deep-ass cuts. But we’ll see…we’ll see if 
I just have to play the hits.” There goes   
the neighborhood. 

It’s not necessarily the crowd pleasers that 
she disdains. It’s that she has to depend on 
them so as not to lose the room.

“These are jams, don’t get me wrong. But—” 
Lindsey pauses as “Big Pimpin’” by Jay Z 
starts to play in the background. “This is my 
take on it: we’ve heard this song thousands 

THE DJ
“We’re modern-day witches,” Sade Sanchez 
explains. She’s sitting outside of Echo Park 
mainstay Two Boots Pizza with bandmates 
Irita Pai and Ellie English, talking about the 
origin of the band’s name: L.A. Witch. With 
their long, wavy hair and nearly all-black 
outfits, the trio looks enough the part. “I 
think a lot of L.A. girls are—whether it’s 
religion or yoga or those people who juice—
always seeking some kind of spirituality.  
It’s very witchy.” 

What is a witch’s work?

English: “Making potions and catching frogs, 
looking for eyeballs, and casting spells.”

Sanchez: “Inspiring or creating something 
dark. And conjuring, definitely conjuring.” 

Pai, laughing: “I don’t know, I guess 
supernatural activities.”

Conversation flows easily. This meeting 
doesn’t feel like a first or last, but rather a  
casual day tagging along with the band. 

“There’s a lot of group texting and funny 
pictures,” English says as she picks up her 
too-big slice of pizza. “Some days, we’ll just 
sit around and watch movies or play video 
games and make pins,” Sanchez adds. “Other 
days we’re a little more active—we’ll meet 
and practice and then go to shows together.”

The current members of L.A. Witch grew up 
in different parts of Los Angeles, a city that 

THE BAND
gets flak for being everything these girls are 
not: blonde, sun-kissed, and fake. Sanchez 
and English met when they were seventeen, 
later forming a band that won Burbank 
High’s Battle of the Bands in 2007. Pai 
and Sanchez also connected through their 
musical pursuits. “I met Irita when I  
was looking for people to start a band with 
and she and two other girls—Ellie wasn’t part 
of the band then—were looking for a singer 
and a guitarist,” Sanchez says. 

After losing their last drummer to New York 
City, Sanchez reconnected with English to 
form the new L.A. Witch: Sanchez on vocals 
and guitar, Pai wielding a Fender Mustang 
bass, and English slaying on drums. 

Their sound is a dark, reverb-heavy cauldron 
of genres. As Sanchez describes it, “We go 
through our phases and there are times 
when we’re really obsessed with a band or 
with a scene, but in the end, we just sound 
like L.A. Witch.”

The songs are haunting and raw, most  
of them dripping with heartache. “They’re 
actually all about the same thing; they’re  
all about my ex-boyfriend,” Sanchez shares. 

“I think the feeling that’s easiest for me to 
channel out is definitely love or pain. In this 
case, it was mostly heartbreak.”  

The coming months will find the band in 
virgin territory, playing shows in New York, 
Portugal, and Mexico City and working  
on their debut album to be released by  
The Manimal Group. 

They all have commitments outside of the 
band; Ellie goes to school and gives drum 
lessons to little kids and Irita and Sade both 
work at American Apparel. But, “[The band] 
takes up all the free time we have, whether 
that’s practicing, writing, recording, making 
merchandise, engaging with social media, 
answering emails,” Sanchez explains. “L.A. 
Witch is definitely a job. It’s not a high-
paying job, but there’s a lot of work to  
be done.”
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“I’m not sure about relationships,” 
Stephanie Simbari says into the mic. 
Standing alone on stage, her iPhone sits 
atop a stool set to the side. 

“I want one, I do,” Simbari reassures her 
audience, left hand held flat above her 
brow to block the spotlight and examine 
the crowd. “In my heart, I’m such a 
romantic, like, I just want to be obsessed 
and in love with someone…” 

Simbari is a 28-year-old comedian who’s 
been doing stand-up exclusively for about 
five years in Los Angeles, a beginner. 
Tonight, she’s performing at a sports dive 
called The Garage and Motor Club in West 
Los Angeles. Moments earlier, the MC 
introduced her to the stage without riddling 
off a list of accolades, unlike the comics 
preceding her. She has about six minutes 
to connect with her audience.

Her pause heightens a sense of longing, 
as the crowd stares up at her, grinning 
expectantly. “…I just want to be so in love 
with the person and not just their penis,  
you know?” 

The crowd’s laughter takes on an 
invigorated cadence, different from 

THE COMEDIAN
before. The women in the room erupt; this 
joke felt like it was for them. They quickly 
reach over their husbands and boyfriends 
to nudge any woman within arm’s reach—
once strangers, now confidants. Simbari 
chortles into the mic and averts her head. 
As she recovers, her face sheepishly 
reemerges from beyond the spotlight.  

She performs with a deceptive humility, 
appearing embarrassed at times, but 
always with a knowing smile. Her 
experiences, while singular, are shared  
and distill complex human emotions  
into a series of bits. 

On stage, she skips jokes freely, verbalizing 
when she thinks something isn’t working: 

“OK—next joke,” she mutters when a 
particular bit about chivalry doesn’t quite 
stick. In between jokes, she scrolls through 
her phone for new material that’s yet to 
be tested in front of a live audience. 

Simbari cracks a smile as she wraps up. 
“Have you ever been in a relationship with 
someone’s dick, and you’re like, ‘If you 
would just text me back, then your dick 
and I can carry on with the relationship? 
Like, we have something, just answer    
your phone.” 

Laughter muffles the sound of a woman’s 
voice in the crowd, musing aloud how 
great it would be if the aforementioned 
member had the ability to text. Or would 
it be sext? 

“Exactly!” the comedian exclaims to her 
new conspirator. “If only dicks could text!”
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upon thousands of times. Literally. Every 
night, any weekend night, in any major city, 
in any bar, ‘Big Pimpin’’ is getting played. 
So for me, it’s not that fun. I want to stab 
myself in the ears.”

Lindsey already holds herself to a high 
standard, but now there’s pressure for her to 
develop a larger-than-life persona. The DJ 
booth has become the focus of the dance 
floor, patrons eyeing its elevated position, 
ready to dole out disappointment. Her craft 
has become a performance, with more 
emphasis on looking dolled up, even when 
she’s rocking jeans and a T-shirt. 

For a woman who idolized legends like the 
late Frankie Knuckles, who focused on the 
music above all else, this shift is unnerving. 
Despite her reservations, she met with 
someone to redo her logo and website and 
got a publicist; she rebranded. 

If she only cared about fame, Lindsey 
knows that she could just come out with 
some catchy, mainstream trap music and 
call it a day. Instead, she plans to start an 
online radio show dedicated to showcasing 
musicians who are doing something a  
little different. 

“For me, it’s more conducive to being a mom 
and doing more music supervision…like 
curating,” Lindsey said. “Hopefully with the 
right amount of work I’ll be able to define a 
sound where you’ll say, ‘Oh, Lindsey will like 
that. That’s something you would hear on 
Lindsey’s show.’”

She credits sites like SoundCloud as a key 
resource for finding new offbeat artists 
and beat makers. A couple of her current 
favorites are Kelela and Kaytranada. 

Lindsey knows people are still interested 
in discovering underground tunes, but this 
curiosity is moving away from the club  
scene. No matter the venue—the dance floor 
or the Internet—Lindsey is determined to 
find that final frontier where she can truly 
be herself again.

“I just wanna do this unique thing,” she shrugs. 
“And you can get with that or not.”
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