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Running across the stretch of dawn river just below us were two nets, one of shadow, one of light, on the drinking and traveling tide interlaced, interpenetrated, pulled endlessly one out of the other. It seemed for a moment that both would become one, or would reveal themselves to be two aspects, differently lighted, of a complex singularity …

— SAMUEL R. DELANY, The Motion of Light in Water




I could tell you everything I drank and it wouldn’t tell you anything. Bottle green bottles filled with bitter cold beer, fat quarts of bourbon secreted in coat pockets and wrapped in brown paper, thick and waxy nipped in stolen moments and nursed when everything else was vanishing around me. Red wine rich as blood on a winter afternoon, my cheeks flushed from the fire, champagne in great wide coupes golden and full of forever, the promise of everything altogether, vodka in a coke bottle, gin in a teacup. Old fashioneds, manhattans, gin fizzes, bloody marys at dawn, mai tais on the beach, poolside daiquiris alien-green, screwdrivers nude in bed and laughing with my head tilted all the way back, crisp sauvignon in alpine air, rum and pineapple sweet as childhood, bathtub gin, bony fingers rattling around a purse full of airplane miniatures, hard nasal hit of cocaine, first morning thimble of sweet sherry in my coffee, whole day ahead of me, whole of life ahead of me, just one more cocktail at the bar, just one more vodka at the supper club, just one more day and then I’ll stop, one more for the road, just one more for my heart to close, just one more so I drift away, just one more so I can face the day.




Act One

Backstage: brown curtains, brown velvet, brown leather, tan suede, deep bucket chairs, thick pile rug all tawny and feathered, teak and oak. Brown of my childhood, Brooklyn brownstone, brown wood of the Mayflower sailing on the great green blue of the Atlantic, brown drab of the clothes we wore between wars, breaking out into scarlets and satins and silks as soon as prohibition let us, baby pinks and blues blotting out all that military colour, its muted stoicism. I don’t know where I am and I’m sinking—

Would you like a drink whilst you wait, Ms Lake?

startling, slip of a thing, a runner of twenty

Bourbon, on the rocks.

[boom, echo]

Live in five, four, three (two) (one).

[the band starts up.]

LIIIIIIIVE FROM NEW YORK CITY, IT’S THE CLIFFORD KING SHOWWWWW

[applause applause, bright light.]

Your drink. You’re on in ten, Ms Lake.

ice cold glass, brown bourbon, thick like I like it and heavy in my hand. The runner – imagine! Being that young! – turns a rotary dial on the teak-panelled television in the corner of the brown green room and the live feed wavers onto screen, Cliff in a silver suit.

Tonight’s guest was the biggest star of the silver screen, infamous for her peekaboo hairstyle. We fell in love with her as soon as she burst onto our screens in 1941, at just nineteen years old. From Sullivan’s Travels to The Blue Dahlia, we simply could not get enough of Veronica Lake. But by the early 1950s Lake had all but disappeared from view. Where did she go, and what did she do? Ahead of her comeback as a mad scientist in the much-anticipated zombie flick Flesh Feast, and celebrating her induction to the Walk of Fame, we welcome Veronica Lake to the show in her first television appearance in twenty years. Please, Ladies and Gentlemen, join me in welcoming her back to the stage—

I down the bourbon in one. Is this heaven?




Pearl wakes to a wet thrum in her ear: cat’s tongue, urgent and ancient. She is lying on her front on the floor of her bedroom. Outside, a frozen twilight. She opens her eyes to an upturned glass on the carpet. Nearby, litre bottle of vodka, four-fifths empty. A glass jar of cigarette butts. Loose threads of tobacco like pubic hair. In her hand, her phone, dead. I don’t know who I am. Part of her feels the need to find a clock, a computer, some machine to tell her what day or time or year it is. Part of her – a bigger part – doesn’t care at all, but either way she’s on her knees now, her feet now, winching her body upright, gripping the bed frame. The cat, who had settled on her back, slips down her thigh and yowls as he lands.

She’s lightheaded and leans for a minute before an urgency shoves her to the bathroom. It smells like puke. Her bladder aches with relief as she pisses, room so cold steam rises from the toilet. She cups some freezing water from the tap and brings it to her mouth, lapping at it a few times before her stomach darkens and lurches. She picks her way through the hall and down the narrow stairwell that runs through the middle of the house. Her laptop is on the dining table, dead also. She fumbles for the charger, plugs it in, waits for the little song it sings. She finds a half-empty can of beer in the kitchen, gulps it over the sink, gags, swallows, throws it straight back up, gulps the rest, keeps it down. Her hands are shaking and her heart is bouncing off her ribs. She opens the cupboard to the gas meter: two pounds forty-one in debit. She goes back upstairs, grabs the smelly sheets from the bed and the bottle of vodka. The washing machine fills with water, sloshing a song from childhood, the promise of a clean new start. Redemption.

She sits at the dining table with the vodka and the glass and looks at her laptop. Chiiiiiiing: the screen’s alive, a bitten apple glowing. Tuesday 16 February, 5.49 p.m. What has she been doing since the weekend? An email from her Head of Department Re: Teaching Today flashes up in the corner of her screen and she shuts her eyes against it. She fumbles through the house for cigarettes, finds one, lights it, pours three fingers of vodka into a coffee mug, downs it in one and opens the email.

Dear Pearl,

I have been informed by your students that you did not turn up to teach your 20th Century Cinema class this afternoon. Students waited for you in the seminar room for over an hour. The school office has not heard from you and I am worried you are no longer well enough to fulfil your duties as our Film and Media fellow. Please let me know what’s happening ASAP, and let’s have a chat this week. We care very much about your welfare, but this really is becoming unacceptable and the students feel very let down.

Best wishes,

Prof. F

In a corner her phone resurrects and begins beeping. She is wearing the same clothes she was wearing when she left the house on Friday. She finds her purse and checks it: twenty-six pounds. She grabs her shoes and keys and walks down the ice-glazed hill to the corner shop. She hates the owner, his pity and his coldness, but she doesn’t have the energy or steadfastness to venture further into the city to the comforting anonymity of a Tesco Metro. A bottle of red wine, some cat food, some bread, two bananas, cigarettes, a fiver on the gas prepayment card. She will stop, she will, she just needs this one last time, she just needs to take the edge off this thump thump of anxiety, she just needs to centre herself and then wean herself off it all again.

Back at the house she feeds the cat, makes toast, eats toast, tries to eat a banana, gags and gives up. She takes yesterday’s plate and the credit card from the dining table and scrapes up enough cocaine for a stubby line. She rolls up an old receipt and snorts, feeling the line cake the sides of her nose and drip down her throat. Please. Please. She feels a still calm settle in her chest: I can fix this. The evening hinges wide open, full of possibility. She could do anything almost. Another thought: imagine cleaning up a crime scene with a bucket of blood. That’s what this is. No, no, she answers, I am fixing it. A gulp of thin, cheap wine. Post nasal drip. She opens her inbox.

Dear Prof. F

I must apologise for my absence this afternoon. I did send an email to the department about my circumstances but it must have got lost. I had a medical emergency that required my attention. I will be back at work tomorrow.

Best wishes

Pearl

She has been in the business of falling apart for long enough to know that medical emergencies, personal circumstances, sudden family situations and mental health crises buy you time. Now the wine has kicked in she is no longer afraid of Prof. F – in fact she feels vindicated and relieved. They hired an artist, a creative, an experimental filmmaker, on a two-year fellowship, to bring prestige and clout to the department. What did they expect? Under the bravado of these thoughts, a current of fear: the previous week, in a Valium-induced blackout after a three-day cocaine binge, she actually turned up to work, taught a class she didn’t remember, saw students in her office for tutorials whilst sipping from a Coke bottle diluted with vodka, and passed out on the bus home, waking up on an industrial estate at the far end of the city. Simply not turning up felt safer.

Pearl had accepted the fellowship in the middling Film and Media Department in a middling city in the middle of the country to fix her life. Her best friend Bunny had landed there under similar circumstances the year before, and had alerted her to the position just as Pearl’s life in London was teetering, brick by brick, over into collapse. Heaping at her feet. This could be just what you need, Bunny wrote to her. You deserve a fresh start.

Things weren’t going as planned, but Pearl felt that any day now she could turn things around. The morning she had moved into this sad terrace, with its black mould and peeling paint, she had promised herself this was a rest stop on the way to getting her shit together. The six months between then and now have been a glitching loop of sameness; a few days of bingeing followed by a few days of remorseful weaning and shaking and apocalyptic anxiety and depression, before the cycle starts again. Is today the end of a binge or the start of a new one?

Fear is interrupted by a fiendish craving for more coke. She texts the Emirati brothers she buys from: u around. Then, a minute later, follows up: ?? She tries not to come on too strong but can’t help it. She guesses they’re used to it. After five minutes of an eternity her phone chimes: yes Darlin for one? Snowflake emoji. Half an hour later the younger brother is in her living room slipping her a baggie with a claggy rock inside it. On tick habibti. Pearl is in debt to the brothers, has lost track of which grams are paid and which are owed, but neither of them seem to care. Something intrudes: older brother’s dick in her mouth warm and wet as a canned hotdog. No. She shuts the front door on the younger and smashes the rock on the plate, fighting a wave of fatigue and impatience as she tries to cut a line. She snorts two fat lines and waits for the rush, the clean beam of dopamine. Like diving into a crisp, cold lake. Like the first snow of winter. Like home.

It’s at moments like this Pearl feels like working again. The department has a yellowing article about her framed on the wall – Ones to Watch: Five Filmmakers Under Thirty. She was being praised for bringing a fresh and tender sensuality onto the big screen, disrupting our ideas of what a film can be. She’d made her first feature with no budget on vintage Super 8, in four days, on a makeshift set in a warehouse in Tottenham, casting only her friends and herself. It was the final piece of her degree, a vaguely fictionalised piece of dyke drama, which received cult critical acclaim upon its limited release at niche film festivals and arthouse cinemas, later winning a prestigious award with almost no money attached to it. Pearl enjoyed none of it, the film that had excited her so much during the painstakingly analogue editing process seeming clumsy and juvenile. Which it was. Even the title, Candy Kisses, began to repulse her. But that first film – a sparse, claustrophobic exploration of queer desire, sisterhood and motherlessness – gained her enough traction to allow her to make Animal Magick, with a full crew of burly men who scared her and a producer who seemed to hate her and a respectable distribution.

Now she’s thirty-two and nobody is watching her. She’s blown the meagre earnings from Animal Magick – a film absolutely every critic called underrated and almost nobody paid to see – on drugs and the interest on payday loans for more drugs. The monthly salary from the university barely covers her rent and the interest on her credit card debt, her electricity is about to be cut off. More than once she has walked into the classroom air headed and floating, the eyes of her students like wet stones in their heads, witnesses to the humiliation of her undoing. She has taught classes she could barely stand upright for, classes she has stumbled and slurred through, classes she has no memory of. She has dimmed the lights, played a film on the seminar room’s overhead projector, and excused herself to gulp vodka in the corridor or cut herself a line in the disabled bathroom. Through all of this she has been so busy trying to stay alive and not get fired that she has made no progress on her third film beyond incomprehensible notes she makes in blackout and finds later. But tonight, maybe she can focus. She just has to find the sweet spot between sleep and sleeplessness, the perfect balance of uppers and downers, between the looseness and vulnerability being tired and drunk allows and the sharp focus borrowed from cheap coke, cut through with the floaty fun and euphoric rushes from the little yellow benzos she keeps in a rusty tin in her bathroom.

It’s so good to have you, Veronica. We are so happy you are here. You’ll see you have some fans in the audience.

my eyes adjust. Peekaboo. The audience all look like me. Hair swept over one eye, rows and rows of them, blonde on blonde, waiting. A picture of me, printed on giant card stock, rests against the back wall of the set behind us. Two chairs. Cliff’s hand is on my arm, ushering me down into my seat. Whisky and cigarettes on the table between us. Cliff gestures to the giant me.

Were you as cool back in the day as you always looked in photographs? I remember thinking you looked like the coolest person in the world.

Because I was so frightened. This was the façade, the coolness, the cold. Rather than a sex symbol I was a sex zombie.

A sex zombie … what a strange phrase! Sounds like a drink made with an oyster.

that tickles me.

That’s a Prairie Oyster!

A Prairie Oyster? I thought that was a cow testicle!

I throw my head back and laugh. Cliff looks serious.

I think he wants me to be sadder.

You’ve lived a lot of lives. Who is Veronica Lake to you?

My mother’s name was Constance and she named me Constance, too. She also went by

Veronica. Father was a merchant seaman and spent weeks out at sea. He

returned always with a new toy under his arm for me. I loved each and every one.

Once he brought me a kitten and it died in my arms.

My mother said I break everything good.

He told me I would see the kitten on the other side.

I’ve been dead as long as I was alive

and I haven’t seen a kitten this whole time.

Father was dead by 1932.

His ship blew up, exploded like a bad.

wet  

star.
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