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“Lean Cat, Savage Cat’s dramatic flair and Joseph’s clear talent for storytelling offer something new to the story of admiration mixed with proximity (as well as her affinity for raunchy sex scenes that, surprisingly, are never corny).”

—SAM FRANZINI, Our Culture


“A complex, compelling and wildly entertaining novel which examines obsession, the notion of doppelgängers, ambition, identity, and how the individual can come to define themselves through others. It’s a wonderfully amorphous read—just when you think it’s one thing it becomes another.”

—ALISTAIR BRAIDWOOD, The Skinny


“A salacious romp of breathtaking self-invention and spectacular self-destruction.”

—Service95


“An erotic phantasmagoria set in Berlin’s churching queer party world . . . Joseph’s writing, at turns lacerating and hysterical, keeps us on our toes.”

—MORGAN M PAGE, Electric Literature

“An artist’s bohemian existence in Berlin implodes in this exquisite novel . . . Joseph’s pitch-perfect voice propels Charli’s story toward its bitter end, and her keen eye captures both the hardscrabble glamour of her characters’ lives and the dark underside of a dream come true. This fierce and original narrative has the feel of a classic.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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This book is dedicated to the Sacred Heart and Felix, who give my life its meaning




Entre broma y broma la verdad se asoma.
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PART ONE

Night and Her Children




1

On the night my life changed forever, I laddered my tights quite dramatically. I snagged them on a splinter of wood which nicked the flesh below, drawing a queer little squiggle of blood to the surface. Any other time I would’ve taken myself straight home, disgraced and fearful of what the ladder augured, but I was feeling zesty that evening and thoroughly unwilling to forfeit my two free glasses of plonk.

I was giving a reading, from behind a heavily embroidered curtain of my own design, at the Art Workers’ Guild in Bloomsbury. I’d been invited by a former classmate at Central Saint Martins to perform as part of a happening. We were celebrating the launch of a new book of photography, Modernist Writers and Their Influence on Interior Design, something like that. He worked in PR now. He wasn’t offering a fee but there would be drinks and a chance to network afterwards, and I accepted because I thought it would be good to have something else to do with the evening other than lurk in my room, re-reading rejection emails from PhD programmes and googling ‘One breast bigger than other – normal?’

From behind my tapestry I read out a story about a young girl who meets David Bowie in the supermarket. It was September and still far too hot. My words tumbled down a brass megaphone which I found at a flea market in Berlin, it poked out towards the audience through an embellished slash in the fabric and carried my text to them. I told my friend in PR, ‘I see this piece as being the concrete manifestation of the artist’s desire to be at once seen by everyone, and simultaneously invisible.’ I fiddled with the strap of my one good black frock so that it lay flat. ‘Obscured,’ I said, ‘obliterated by the artwork.’

‘Sure, yeah,’ he said, ‘these are the big ideas we’re working with here, so do whatever. As long as you don’t break anything, or like, lick anything.’

I blushed.

These sequestered readings had become my signature you might say; the Bowie story, though, was new. I had been working at it on and off all year but I hadn’t yet shared it with anyone, so I was nervous and excited, like on a first date. Previously I might’ve shown parts of it to my housemates (we were all friends from art school) but they had collectively decided to give me some space. I had imagined that living with them would be liberal and generative only they were upset, they said, because I was financially reckless and incapable of respecting boundaries. I found their hostility pathetic and transparent. A strained ‘Hello’ in the kitchen was all I got, a brisk ‘See you’ on their way out if I was lucky. And these are supposed to be the brightest artistic minds of the new century, I said to myself, sad.

Truly I only went to Saint Martins because I couldn’t function in the real world. I had tried, I’d even had a job at a call centre for six weeks after I finished high school, only they fired me because I climbed out of the bathroom window in the middle of a shift and didn’t return for two days. I’m sure I didn’t understand what going to art school even meant, any more than I understood what going to heaven meant, or going to Disneyland. I simply felt that I was called to do something important with my life, even if no one else around me recognised my vocation, but then they do say Catherine of Siena’s stigmata were only visible to the saint herself, at least until after her death. My aunt told me that. She became a nun in later life, because she wanted to follow her personal calling without being further subject to the facile will of the world. I thought that was very noble, and I might’ve taken holy orders myself only I knew too well that though I could manage the vows of poverty and obedience, chastity would defeat me, and so I chose Central Saint Martins, which is where I learned to sew.

I made the decorative screen for my readings there as part of my MA project: it earned me a very good grade. I hand-stitched all 10,000 words of my thesis onto a damson velvet drape, in thread I had dyed the very same shade as the cloth, rendering the text almost imperceptible, available only to haptic readings. It took me nearly six months to stitch this erudite tapestry, but I thought that what I had created was quite honestly transcendent. Nigella Lawson came to the private view of our graduate show, and said it looked like something she’d hang in her own sitting room. Moreover I loved the silent, meditative quality of the work that went into it the embroidery, work that made me all but forget myself, made me think of my aunt in the convent, copying out great tracts of The Interior Castle.

Before I left for the happening I phoned my mother; she likes to be kept up to date with developments in my career. She said she’d spent a lot of time attuning with the Archangel Gabriel recently, so she wasn’t at all surprised to hear about it. ‘Now, Gabriel is never wrong,’ she said, ‘he’s God’s purest messenger. He looks a bit like David Bowie actually, funny eyes like. Anyways, he told me something very, very exciting was going to happen for you.’ She said I should meditate on the image of a brilliant white diamond for clarity of communication; I assured her that I absolutely would.

We performed in a room rather verbosely named The Hall. It was Edwardian and casually intimidating, terracotta walls and a salon hang, countless portraits of stately old fellows in three-quarter profile, oils in gilt frames dangling on brass chains, the secular saints and former masters of the Art Workers’ Guild. Above the fireplace hung a whopping great painting of three men sat around a table, looking like bank managers or the signatories of a peace treaty, notable names scribbled in tiny golden font on more and more and more mahogany running the full ambit. Life-size bronze busts of poets and carpenters were set into the untroubled plasterwork above our heads, a table of antique oak loaded with white wine, and red wine, and pasteurised orange juice the same colour as the walls, and a hundred or so dishwasher-safe glasses. There were two other performers: a Taiwanese live artist called Lan who had stitched himself into an armchair, with just a cut-out for his dick, and Mad Pete, another old friend from school, who moulded the shapes he saw on shroom trips out of hot pink modelling clay in real time. The three of us presented concurrently; no one was watching.

It was after I finished reading, once I’d taken my tapestry down, that I noticed the ladder in my tights. I didn’t sweat it though, in fact I thought the rip added a note of danger and glamour to the look, it brought to mind Jackie Curtis slashing at her Halston gown with hairdressing scissors. I tucked my megaphone under my arm and set about uncorking a cheap Chilean red with my front door key. The bar was unattended. A very energetic lady in late middle age swooped down on me, she looked like a stork in suede kitten heels. ‘Was that you behind there?’ she enquired. ‘You clever thing! We weren’t sure if it was a recording or not, but it was you, wasn’t it?’

I said, ‘Yes, yes it was. I was activating the work.’

‘Oh aren’t you marvellous?’ she seized me by the shoulders. ‘And just look at you. All grown up!’

I didn’t know who she was. My puzzlement must have been apparent enough because she explained, delicately, ‘It’s Margaret, darling. Margaret Campbell-Bannerman.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘but I don’t think that I am who you think I am.’

She insisted that I was, and that she had visited my brother and me with her little son Eddy, practically every weekend when they were still living in Suffolk. I continued poking at the wine bottle and said that seemed very unlikely. My father ran a small business in Manchester manufacturing paper party plates, so unless she’d spent her Saturdays driving up to Alderley Edge and her Sundays watching re-runs of Poirot, she clearly had the wrong person. ‘Besides,’ I said, ‘I’m an only child.’

This confusion was evidently hilarious to her, she was already three sheets to the wind. She waved over her husband, hooting, ‘Archie, dear, Archie!’ and insisted I retell it from the top, for his benefit. Archie chuckled and Margaret said, ‘Isn’t that just too much?’ He agreed that it was and she clapped her hands. ‘Now let’s go get a real drink!’

So I was led out of The Hall, curtain draped over my arm like an opera cloak, acutely aware that in this light the assembled company finally saw me, and I beamed. My friend in PR looked on astounded, mouthing, ‘What the fuck?’ I bade him ‘Goodnight,’ through my megaphone, as I sailed by on the arm of Margaret Campbell-Bannerman, whoever she might have been. ‘We’re heading over to the Groucho, darling,’ she said, ‘because, well, what else can one do on a Tuesday?’
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When you are young and unsophisticated even the most extraordinary events don’t really seem all that curious, you simply imagine that this is how it is, how the world works, and as you aren’t prepared for any of it, not for the filing of taxes, nor the negotiations with irascible student finance officers over unpaid fees, nor the sharing of a cigarette with a supermodel in an electricity cupboard, it all gurgles together like radio programming in a foreign language. None of it makes sense, but you are sure that to someone smarter, it would. Clever old Violette Le Duc said, ‘Ignorance is also a perpetual promise.’ I scribbled that down on a serviette somewhere.

If I can remember entering the Groucho so very clearly, that’s because it was a moment well illuminated. Flash bulbs lit it up, and so the scene is still cloudless in my mind. There was a gaggle of press photographers idling outside when we arrived, smoking, joking, chatting amongst themselves. They surged at the club door as it opened outwards, startling some poor sozzled so-and-so in blue jeans and a blazer as he was leaving. A crush of camera flashes around the entrance then peeling away despondently only once they realised that they were bum-rushing a nobody.

‘I wonder who they’re for?’ said Margaret. ‘They seem ravenous tonight.’

The hostess asked me if I’d like to check anything into the cloakroom. I gave her my tapestry which she registered as an evening wrap, but she wouldn’t accept the megaphone. ‘Sorry, no,’ she said, ‘we can’t take hats, we just don’t have the space.’ I carried it about with me all evening.

Margaret led us to the bar upstairs. It was turquoise, very crowded, dressed like an airport lounge, fun furnishings and globe light fixtures, expensive handbags propped up on velvet pouffes whilst their owners swigged and scrolled. I had always imagined that wealthy, urbane people whiled away their evenings with martinis in tuxedos, feeding little bits of cake to very small dogs, but that may well be because I’d read too much Nancy Mitford at an impressionable age. I was honestly a little disappointed.

Margaret handed me a celery sour, Archie raised his in a toast, we three clinked glasses and she said, ‘To your great success with that gorgeous curtain!’

‘Actually,’ I began, ‘It’s an embroidered facade, a site, which I use to activate . . .’

But she was elsewhere. She smiled at me gratuitously. ‘Excuse me a moment, I must say hello to Charlotte Graff. I had no idea she was back.’

She disappeared into the crush of deluxe hair extensions, sheepish television personalities, and the twenty-something daughters of Britpop stars. Naturally Archie shuffled off in her wake. I was left to sip at my drink alone, awkward and embarrassed, my right eyelid starting to spasm. The gin, the juice and all the sugar sloshed rudely in my stomach; I was suddenly very aware that I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I could’ve slipped away quietly now, only something made me stay. The bartender, very good-looking, fine gold ring through his left ear, Italian maybe, was staring at me with an expression of fair intensity. ‘’Scuse me,’ he said, his breath warm with aniseed.

I answered very sweetly, ‘Yes?’ and inclined myself towards him.

‘Will you move that?’ he said with a smile as fake as the Getty kouros. He was pointing to my megaphone. ‘I cannot have it on the countertop.’

‘Of course,’ I said, pink and uncomfortable. I picked up the wretched thing with a small apologetic smile and swung it right into the ribs of the drinker now standing next to me at the bar. He was my height and about as slim, I hadn’t seen him arrive. Honestly, I couldn’t have hit him all that hard, still he spun with shock and glared. ‘Can’t you see that I am standing here?’

‘I’m sorry,’ I squeaked, ‘I didn’t mean to – did I hurt you?’

‘No.’ He glowered. ‘But watch what you are doing please!’

‘I’m sorry,’ I repeated. ‘The celery sour, it went straight to my head; I think I drank it a bit too quickly.’ My eyelid was twitching wildly now and the man I had struck was grimacing in response. ‘I’m sorry.’ I said it again.

‘It is fine,’ he said, cooler but no kinder.

‘Honestly,’ I exhorted, ‘I’m not usually like this.’

‘It is fine,’ he said, ‘really.’

He spoke in slow, stressed syllables, a look of rigid politeness rising in place of the previous annoyance; he was mastering himself. I could see that he was struggling to be less terse: ‘No harm done,’ he said, though more to calm himself than comfort me.

Then, the wildest thing: he lit a cigarette, it was bright pink. Impossibly, he was smoking, indoors, at the Groucho, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and the bartender took no notice. Must be German, I thought, Germans never pay attention to the smoking ban. I wanted to ask, but it seemed rude, and so a clumsy cotton-wool hush hung between us.

Through the brume he exhaled, his eyes glimmered a strange gold-green, almost reptilian, the heavy lids made his gaze seem wilfully provocative. He was drinking alone too, a highball, I think. He chewed idly on a curl of lemon peel in between drags on his pink smoke. I felt compelled to talk more to him. I asked him if he had the time and immediately flushed with shyness – of course I would come out with a pick-up line from a black-and-white movie. How stupid I was.

‘It is almost ten-thirty,’ he said without referring to a timepiece, then he cracked a grin, crocodile-like, as if to say that he were onto me. I returned the smile nervously and thanked him; he bowed to me from the waist, like a Regency gentleman on the ballroom floor, not a little sardonic.

From the off he engendered the most uncanny feeling in me, as though I were looking at a long-forgotten dizygotic twin. He was handsome yes, but his masculinity was tempered by a girlishness, a certain soft butch quality. He wore a midnight blue velvet smoking jacket; he was Katharine Hepburn dressed as a boy, Marlene Dietrich in a tux, Ingrid Bergman in Joan of Arc drag, I couldn’t quite bring him into focus. He reminded me somehow of another boy whom I’d loved and lost, I wanted to touch him, I wanted to say, Don’t you know me? but I knew that this would be ridiculous. Worse, I felt his attention starting to turn from me, felt something crumple up in my breast, I ran again through the available options for small talk, looking for something decorous, desperate to make further conversation: ‘Nice shoes!’ I said.

His black-heeled boots were of a matte leather with a split toe like a goat’s hoof. With more total attention I found them to be quite horrible, but I’d committed to the compliment now, and he looked flattered.

‘Yes?’ he said. ‘You like them? Margiela.’ He was smiling again; indeed he seemed to glow a little.

They were obviously very expensive shoes, so I replied, ‘Oh really?’ skating on the thin ice of my simplicity. ‘Well, they’re very, ah, handsome.’

He regarded me with a new curiosity now, my face, my hair, my dress from under those sleepy lids of his, slowly, blatantly invasive. I began to colour, then almost cringe under his assessment. ‘And this,’ he said, extending two fingers and stroking my shoulder, ‘is a beautiful gown.’

I’m often paralysed in situations like this by an attack of the demure. I wanted to say something dirty like ‘You should see how good it would look on your bedroom floor,’ some saucy Mae West wisecrack, but what spilled out of me was ‘Gosh isn’t this place fun? So full of ah, all sorts of people!’

‘Oh?’ he said, unruffled. ‘This is your first time here tonight?’ with that strange syntax of his, backwards or strangely dated, I couldn’t tell. ‘You know of course, they are all Masons.’ He spoke with surety and consideration, as if to enforce elegant vowels on a brusquer tongue; I didn’t know what it was he meant, so I just smiled and accepted his offer of another drink.

‘Cheers,’ he raised his glass to mine, ‘good health.’

A hidden chorus of well-wishers sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to an unseen guest, a woman doused in Green Irish Tweed wafted by on her way to the bathroom, Margaret did not return. My new friend said, ‘I am Alexander,’ and I shivered, that name always has an effect on me.

‘Charli,’ I replied, ‘pleased to meet you.’

We drank and we talked, he was very funny, he told me he was a musician and asked me what I did. I said ‘Guess,’ and he chanced, ‘Painter?’ I straightened him out. ‘No but sometimes I wish that I were, I envy the painter’s lifestyle. Virginia Woolf said something like that, somewhere. I forget. I’m a little drunk.’

He tried again. ‘So then you are a writer?’

‘In a way,’ I said, ‘I suppose. I’m trying to find a PhD supervisor. I want to write my doctoral thesis on Romy Haag, the disco singer. You know her? She dated David Bowie in the seventies, she’s fabulous, she’s my hero.’

He nodded casually. ‘Yes, I know her. She lives in Berlin.’

‘Oh!’ I said. ‘So you are German?’

He shook his head. ‘No, I am not. But I feel like I could have been – in another life. I do have a house there though, it is very big.’

I chose to gloss over this detail. ‘I like it there,’ I said. ‘It feels just like the recent past, you can’t pay for anything with a credit card and everything closes on a Sunday.’ I had often fantasised about following my heroes to Berlin and leaving my own dreary life behind for good. I sighed. ‘It’s just so dreamy.’

I told him that I had friends in the capital, a couple of artists who shared a studio at the back of a fried chicken shop in Neukölln. I had spent just time enough there to still feel green about the city, to think of it as a sort of urban Arcadia, all cheap rents and casual sex, contrasting graphically and favourably with my life in London, which only made me feel entombed. The booze was beginning to make me feel heavy, woozy, a little morose and moony. I sighed again, and concluded the lecture on my discontents saying, ‘God, I wish I could go back there right now.’

‘So why don’t you?’ he asked, as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

I shrugged. ‘Oh, you know,’ unable to conjure up a single reason why.

He lit another fag, this one pastel yellow. ‘Sobranie?’ he said, and gestured towards me with his cigarette case, offering me one. I shook my head and declined; still nobody challenged him, I began to think he must be a big shot in the business. He smoked so beautifully, really he did, it put me in mind of watching Julianne Moore on the big screen, bopping about her ashtray to ‘Green Onions’, I could have watched him exhale streams of blue smoke through those fine flared nostrils forever. I said, ‘You know a lot of people say Moby Dick is America’s greatest contribution to world culture but in my opinion, it’s cinema.’

He told me about some of his own particular interests, Arthur Russell, art deco and astral projection. I imagined his life to be romantic, robust, full of lascivious self-discovery, disco music and equinoctial revelations; truly he seemed illuminated with a dreamlike quality, opaque yet immaterial, an aura that was the product, I was sure, of wild swimming and close reads of the Cipher Manuscripts in equal measure. I was also somewhat intimidated by him, there was something cruel in his charisma, a queen regnant; in his smile I saw Marlon Brando putting out his cigarettes on James Dean’s forearms. Serpentine and saturnine, that’s how he struck me that first evening, though I suppose, from this point in time, I might be inclined to ascribe the more psychedelic aspects of our meeting to Mad Pete’s mushrooms, which I had been microdosing all week.

‘For my mental health,’ I said, ‘I’ve been under rather a lot of stress, you see. My doctor said I really shouldn’t risk another episode.’

‘Ha!’ he scoffed. ‘Psychiatrists. They know nothing, they are all frauds.’ The sentiment lit him up with a sudden indignation. ‘They tried to convince me that I had a narcissistic personality disorder. Pathetic!’ he scowled. ‘A scam.’ He flushed a little, a single glistening bead of sweat breaking on his pristine hairline. I wanted to know how it would taste.

The bar was muddy with echoed conversation, the countertop was slightly tacky to the touch, across the room somebody shrieked, ‘Oh my God, Francesca! No way!’ I said, ‘Sometimes, I feel so out of place. Do you know what I mean? I’m alive now, yes, but I would have rather been born at some other time. I never liked this present age.’ I hiccupped and finished my citation. ‘That’s Petrarch. Paraphrased.’

‘Petrarch?’ he laughed. ‘You are a strange soul, Charli. Let us have another drink.’

I protested, ‘No really, I don’t think I should. I skipped dinner and . . .’

‘Please,’ he beamed, ‘don’t worry.’ He gave a little three-finger gesture, like a papal benediction, to the bartender, who nodded and started to mix another round. ‘The old gentleman you arrived with left the tab open.’

A figure sailed over Alexander’s shoulder into my eyeline, a woman vibrating with self-possession, like a Christmas tree on December the twenty-fourth. She wore a turban with a constellation of pom-poms orbiting it, and a leopard print jumpsuit. I didn’t immediately recognise her but I gasped when I realised who it was. I hadn’t seen her since that awkward incident with the envelopes at the ICA. ‘Sophia?’ She looked renovated, pristine. I stood up and called her name louder, unsteady on my feet, ‘Sophia, hi!’ but she didn’t hear me and so I sat back down, abashed.

Alexander rested his drink on a coaster. ‘You know her?’

I said, ‘What?’ desperate to save some face. ‘Oh Sophia? Yeah, sure. We’ve known each other forever, she was in the year above me at Saint Martins.’

He rolled his indolent eyes. ‘So original. An art school pop star. Don’t they know inspiration must come from life?’

I wanted him to like me, more and more. I sipped at my sour and lowered my voice. ‘Of course, she didn’t graduate.’ I wanted to impress him with my wickedness, I looked about and over my shoulder conspiratorially. ‘She got kicked out. For posting porn to the course email list. It was a total scandal.’

‘Is that so?’ he sniggered. ‘Miss Milquetoast herself.’ The shimmer of venom in his eyes made me feel a little guilty for tattling.

I backpedalled. ‘I mean, it wasn’t hardcore porn, it was cartoon porn. The Simpsons, I think. Pictures of Marge sitting on Krusty the Clown’s face, and Homer getting fucked by Ned Flanders,’ I explained. ‘I thought it was quite funny.’

He grinned at me wolfishly over the rim of his glass, really I was only making it worse but still I prattled on, paying for my indiscretion. I said, ‘Everyone goes a bit mad in art school, don’t they? I once got a two-week suspension for licking a marble sculpture on a class trip to Apsley House. Canova’s Napoleon as Mars the Peacemaker, in fact.’

‘Ah-ha,’ he cocked one corrupt eyebrow, ‘and where exactly did you lick him?’

I coloured, remembering the taste, like dirty chalk, the ruckled edges of the fig leaf; I felt him in my head, following my thoughts, and I had to I look away.

I have always been drawn to the worst kind of man, I’m masochistic like that. I’ve always dreamt of giving myself over to someone I know to be more than capable, ready even, to crush me like an empty can of Coke, a man like Napoleon, a man who would face no retribution for his actions. I suppose in a way I was hoping that if I could hand myself over to someone who was primed to destroy me then it would save me the bother of having to do it myself.

Across the crowded room Sophia posed for pictures with a group of girls who were bobbing about behind her like Juvédermed cherubs. Alexander watched her with an intensity that flecked me with jealousy. ‘She’s very famous now, you know,’ he said, his ‘V’ wobbling towards a ‘W’. ‘Very famous.’

I cast my eyes down into my drink, diffident. ‘So I’ve read.’

When Sophia first started gigging she had me and Mad Pete splash about on-stage in buckets of milk whilst she sang old jazz songs in a cocktail dress and a suffragette’s sash which read: Yes, all women! I’m sure she’d explained what it all meant but I was honestly only in it for the drinks tickets. I said, ‘Last time I saw her she was singing Ella Fitzgerald for an A&R man who was checking his tweets throughout, and now . . .’

‘And now,’ he repeated, and mimed an explosion with his delicate hands. ‘Showbiz,’ he said, ‘hype, to justify product.’

‘Product?’ I sniffed. ‘Is art a product?’

‘Oh lover,’ he said, ‘it’s all product.’

A page from the Saint Martins alumni magazine came to mind, congratulating a pair of sculptors turned pig farmers who had won a big contract supplying sausages to Fortnum & Mason. When I first saw it I’d felt sad and snobbish, which was ungenerous, but now I only thought, swineherds, sculptors, pop stars, new wave, no-wave, nu-rave, same difference, man.

‘Were you very close friends?’ He was prying. As I was coming to discover, he was fascinated by this kind of intrigue.

‘God no,’ I said, slugging back the end of my drink, ‘just pigs who shared a sty.’

He laughed, and I was pleased, it pealed out of him like the striking of a temple bell. The booze was making me mischievous, and he was egging me on. He snorted, ‘You are a very indiscreet girl, did you know that?’

Giggling now and quite drunk, I slurred on, ‘You know, once, once she had me and this queen called Tina, whom I despise, by the way . . .’

‘Whom?’ he repeated, teasing me, taunting me, pressing his knees closer to mine.

‘Yes, whom I despise,’ I continued. ‘Well, Sophia had us perform at a show of hers for like fifty quid, and then at the end of the night, her manager, or whoever he was, handed us our money because Sophia was far too busy to do it herself of course. And get this! My cash came in an envelope marked Red Dress Tranny. Can you imagine?’

I thought what I was telling him was just another funny story about my now-famous friend, but the joke did not land. His face soured and he crinkled up his nose at the word, sucked in his breath between his teeth. ‘Ohhhh,’ he said. ‘So much for all women.’ He sat up very straight, shook his head and tut-tutted. I felt like I’d put my foot through a rotten floorboard: sometimes a joke can reveal a bruise too unsightly. ‘I’ve never told anyone that,’ I said. ‘Yeah. That hurt my feelings.’

The bar was less busy now, and the space around us made the stillness between us abruptly sombre. He reached to rest a gentle hand on my shoulder and I closed my eyes, a surprising rush of relief from articulating such a slight to a stranger in a bar, it felt like making confession, like that old Judy Collins song. I don’t think I’ve ever really mastered the art of expressing my emotions appropriately.

He said, ‘Do not worry over this,’ and stroked my hair back off my shoulder, ‘she has three good songs in her, I guarantee. After that – car commercials.’

I giggled again and he lit another cigarette, took a long deep drag.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘booze always makes me a little silly.’

He exhaled and he held my gaze, narrowing those queer, languid eyes of his, daring me to break off. Shades of Napoleon here, I thought, yes. Crush me like a Coke can, lover, lead me into that life, romantic, robust, full of lascivious self-discovery, which I have imagined for you. The seductive quality I thought I had seen in him resurfaced, a sense of trepidation too. I shuddered, some erotic chill running wild along my spine, the ghost of desire conjured up by this coquetry. I had to make it clear that I was his match. Alright then, I said to myself, if that’s how you want it, and I leant forward to let him kiss me.

The bartender cleared his throat, rather theatrically, ‘Ahem!’ ruining the scene and, unbidden, placed a glass of champagne in front of me.

‘No, no,’ I said, frustrated by his tactlessness, ‘I didn’t order that. And I do not need it.’

He shrugged and signalled with his thumb like a hitchhiker across the room. ‘Lady over there sent it.’ He spoke to me without making eye contact.

It was Mrs Campbell-Bannerman, she was saluting me with her flute, waving me over.

‘Oh fuck,’ I muttered through teeth pressed into a rictus grin, ‘Margaret. Of course.’

Alexander regarded me sidelong but intrigued. ‘You really know a lot of very interesting people,’ he said. ‘For somebody who was never here before.’

‘Long story,’ I sighed. I watched Margaret, her arms flailing above her head as though flagging down a taxi in a storm. ‘I really should go and say hello. God knows how much we’ve run up on her tab.’

‘Sure,’ he smiled. ‘Say hi from me.’

I stood up and fixed my hemline, straightened my runaway bra strap. ‘I’ll be back in a minute or two, I promise. I’ll tell her I have court in the morning.’ I knocked the fizz back in one go and kissed him on the cheek. ‘Watch this for me?’ I said and handed him my megaphone.

He dropped his cigarette butt into the last trickle of amber at the bottom of his highball glass. ‘Sure thing, lover, no problem.’
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Lying, unable to hazard more than a guess as to how long I have been enjoying this chemically induced repose. Coughing causes flashes of mysterious, extended pain. Under virulently starched sheets, asparagus green, thin like paper towels, waking up and tasting blood in the back of my throat, touching my face, pawing at the bandaging: Oh, I finally got my nose job.

My left arm does not behave as I believe it should, it is dragging, heavy over the sheets as though through water, plastered I see, scrawled – with a message of best wishes perhaps. I can’t decipher it, can’t make the words make sense, gute Besserung. Should I be wearing glasses? Ah, no, it’s German.

The nurse at the end of my bed has woken me with her scuttling, she is scowling softly, she is stern like a Mother Superior, but she is illuminated with love. There are a lot of drugs in my system. My mouth is dry, it is so dry, and I’m asking, ‘Why am I here?’ but she cannot answer. Her lips are pursing, she is regarding me over the rim of her spectacles, over the lip of a chart, shaking her head, she is griping, also in German (did she sign my cast?).

‘Kein Englisch.’ This splinter of her machine-gun mutterings I can comprehend.

I am formulating a slow and stumbling response; when I reach out I find fragments of language. ‘Warum, ah, warum bist ich hier?’ The nurse is regarding me with sympathy, no, it’s exhaustion, folding her arms over her scrubs. ‘Noch mal?’ I am blank, I am without understanding, I am groggy and grasping for the words I don’t understand.

‘Auto-un-fall. Verstehst du?’ She is speaking slower and louder, as one must when faced with a foreigner. ‘Auto-un-fall. Auto-UN-fall.’ She is miming a collision with her fists.

I was in a fight? I must’ve been pretty wasted. It seems out of character, running from the police, flashes of Polly with blood on her hands, ‘Kampfen?’ coming out of my mouth, the briefest somniloquy (where was I storing that word?). But no, the nurse is shaking her head, thumb and middle finger pressed to her temples, ‘Kampfen? Nein. Nein, autounfall ist . . .’ and trailing off now, she’s flailing through all the crappy American movies she’s ever seen looking for the word, and I’m thinking, What is the name of that film, where the soldier wakes up after the war and everyone thinks he’s a hero, but he’s actually an enemy combatant?

‘Car crash,’ sounds like a sneeze. ‘Car crash, yes. You are car crash.’ The nurse looks triumphant and departs.

I am car crash, Alex was driving us home, that’s where it ends. Alex was driving us home then, memory redacted. Alex was driving us home and now I wake up here, and where is he, since I am in this room alone? The indignity of being car crash.

I quiz myself: who is the president of the United States? What was the name of your childhood best friend? How many full-length albums has David Bowie made? I want to see what’s still in there. Barack Obama, Mr Froggy, twenty-six, not including soundtracks. Good! I am car crash but I am not amnesiac no, it’s all still there, more or less. Tossed like a pasta dish maybe, doll parts jumbled, and though I couldn’t write the lyrics out for you (I have a broken arm!), believe me, lover, I know all the words to this song. A stage, a train, a painter’s studio, blackout, ten Ziggy Stardusts, someone threw up on my shoes, me and Finley are at a graveside, Alex was driving us home. When I close my eyes I can hear the melody playing backwards, the lyrics are in me as yet unborn, I’m just waiting now, waiting for the cue light, waiting for that voice in my headphones to tell me that they’ll drop me in at the top with a count of six. Static. ‘To sing you must first open your mouth.’ Henry Miller said that.
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Margaret was holding sway over a cluster of blonde ladies all of whom looked to share an aesthetician. She said, ‘I was just telling the girls about your fabulous curtain.’

‘Actually,’ I began again, ‘it’s a site. It’s an activation of . . .’ The canvas on the wall behind her, a grid of painted dots, popped and oscillated; activated by my four celery sours, it foregrounded her like a theatre flat. I was unsure how long I would last. ‘Oh blah blah blah,’ I sighed, nobody was listening.

Margaret said, ‘I told you she was marvellous,’ and the girls all chimed in merry agreement, raising glasses and threatening me with studio visits. I was too tired and too tipsy to really follow along. I just smiled affably and said things like ‘Quite,’ and ‘Oh really?’ and ‘How interesting,’ things I’d seen the Queen say to staggered commoners at train stations and flower shows, so as to seem present but still august. I regretted accepting that last drink.

Apropos of the dots one of Margaret’s friends said, ‘You know, he’s our neighbour in Ilfracombe?’ and another asked, ‘Who’s that then, Damien Hirst?’

Her pal nodded sagaciously. ‘Apparently the dots represent the underlying unease of daily life,’ she said, ‘though I always thought they looked rather like wrapping paper.’

Margaret lowered her voice. ‘Archie says he saw him pissing in a sink here once.’ She cast a glance at her husband, sceptical. ‘But between you and I, I think that’s just a story he read in a magazine.’

I wanted to extricate myself only Margaret had attached herself to me now, looping her arm through mine. I threw a look over my shoulder to Alexander, begging for some chivalry, or a timely excuse, but he simply shrugged, and so I returned to sipping at my champagne, agreeably taciturn, only realising once I’d hit the bottom that it was in fact Margaret’s drink.

At some point Sophia sauntered past and Mrs Campbell-Bannerman grabbed at her, like a cuttlefish feeding on a crab. ‘Here you are, my darling girl. I was looking for you all evening!’ Margaret was doubly delighted to learn that we two knew each other, it seemed to prove her instincts about me correct. ‘Small world,’ she said, ‘small, small beautiful world.’

Sophia was more measured, and aware that in the far corner of the drowsy room, people were nudging their dates and conjecturing; she made sure to give them her good side. ‘Charli, babes,’ she said, ‘it’s been so long, how’ve you been?’

Now, I’m usually a very self-effacing sort of person but that night I was overbalanced with desire and alcohol and I started in on an extended soliloquy detailing my recent successes, personal and professional, the fantastic response to my reading at the Art Workers’ Guild, the sexy fella I’d met at the bar and the outline of my PhD thesis. Margaret wandered away before I was halfway through, but I wasn’t put off. I said, ‘I’ve pretty much secured the funding now,’ and smiled broadly. ‘Several supervisors were keen to take me on, it’s been quite a tough decision. But in the end, I think I’ve picked the winning horse out of the hat, if you know what I mean?’

‘Babes,’ Sophia squeezed my hand and whispered into my ear, ‘you’re sort of slurring. Do you want a line of coke? Sober you up a bit.’

When Margaret returned she had my megaphone in her hand. ‘You naughty thing,’ she chided. ‘Tony was very cross! Said he’d asked you to move it several times.’

‘Honestly!’ I took it from her quickly, drunkenly, said, ‘I didn’t just leave it there! I asked my, ah, friend at the bar to look after it.’

She shrugged. ‘Well, there’s no one there now.’

I looked and saw for myself: the countertop was empty, Alexander was gone. ‘Fuck,’ I sighed, ‘I was counting on him for a ride home.’

‘I can drop you off in the cab,’ offered Sophia, ‘if you’re still up in the same place?’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I am. Thanks.’ I felt rather despondent.

‘What are friends for?’ She grinned, giving the full luminous effect of her generosity and her expensive dental work to the last few hangers-on.

I said goodbye to Margaret; she made a big show of it, making me promise that I’d call in on her for lunch the next week. Of course I never saw her again. Sophia sluiced on some lip gloss, and I cast about the bar one last time, but no sign of my man. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’

As we came down the stairs Sophia picked up speed and increased in stature, back straight, shoulders down, the golden thread up through the crown of the head. At the door the hostess helped her slip into a cloak trimmed with red cockerel feathers, two uniformed club giants stepped forward and said, ‘Goodnight, Miss Hope,’ then they threw open the doors and we stepped out into a night sky fully irradiated by camera flashes. Photographers jumped up and down, jostling each other and yelling, ‘Sophia, looking lovely! Give us a smile!’

I staggered embarrassed through the scrum. I could hardly see and didn’t know which way to look, but Sophia, already amphibious in this new atmosphere, was sovereign. One of the doormen cleared a path through the photographers and moved to open the taxicab door, I followed close behind him and slipped straight inside, Sophia did not. She stayed on the pavement throwing wild Carmen Miranda poses and beaming gleefully at the cameras, as if all of her dreams had come true, as if she’d won the lottery, I suppose in a way she had. Even though there were no more than eight or ten of them there, their constant weaving and bobbing and calling out made it seem like Sophia was enveloped in a huge seething jelly, a gelatinous mass of yells and flashes and clicks. At some point she produced a bag of popcorn and started to throw it up in the air towards them. They delighted in the absurdity of all this.

‘Eh?’ The driver turned to look over his shoulder at me. ‘Is she famous or something?’

When she climbed into the car, her heart was beating so fast I could hear it through her catsuit and feathers. The paparazzi were crowding the cab and shooting through the windows.

‘Where to then, love?’ the cabbie asked, blithe.

‘Just drive,’ she said, smiling and waving like the Queen coming up on a pill. ‘If I tell you where to go, they’ll follow.’

The driver started his engine and beeped his horn to clear the photographers, we moved off. I looked back to see if indeed they would follow, but they were already lowering their lenses.
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Sophia told the driver that we were going to Hampstead via Green Lanes. I was grateful for the lift. She said, ‘But do you mind if we make a stop at the Brick Lane Beigel shop first? I’m dying for a hot salt beef.’

I groaned, I wanted to be home so badly. I said, ‘Maybe I should do a line after all?’ because although I know that coke inevitably turns me into the worst version of myself, I really was that tired.

Sophia smiled. ‘Sure, babes.’ Amenable and calm, she rummaged about in her bra and pulled out a baggie.

It was awkward, trying to cut it and line it up and snort it in the back of a moving cab, not least because the driver was observing the whole thing in the rear-view mirror, but I’d had enough practice to manage it. I set it all up on my knee like a pro, hunched myself over Sophia’s Chanel compact and jammed a fiver up my nose. An image rushing up, a page from one of my dad’s eighties pornos, of some college twink in tube socks trying to suck himself off.

It was only once I had hoovered the crystals up my nose that I felt something was wrong – there was no numbness, nor did I feel electrified. I faltered, ‘I don’t think that was coke.’

‘Oh yeah, sorry.’ Sophia blushed. ‘Might’ve been ket actually.’

On the radio we heard the news, someone had firebombed Apsley House. ‘That’s the Duke of Wellington’s pile,’ the cabbie said, ‘bet it was an inside job.’

‘Insurance fraud,’ Sophia said definitively.

The driver agreed. ‘Had a tax bill they couldn’t pay, most likely.’

I thought of our class trip, the tapestries, the curtains. ‘But,’ I spluttered, ‘the upholstery alone is priceless, the artworks, the . . .’

‘Wouldn’t put anything past that lot,’ sneered the driver, ‘I’ve had them all in the back there, and let me tell you, some of the things I’ve heard . . .’

‘That’s crazy,’ I began again, ‘that’s just crazy.’ But a strange slippery feeling was coming over me and I couldn’t venture any further thought.

‘Crazy, is it?’ said the driver, laughing. ‘You think the bloody aristocracy aren’t capable of that?’

He started to recount a historical theory of how Elizabeth I was an imposter, switched at birth, his voice dropping lower and slower with each word, telling us that the Virgin Queen was in fact a peasant’s child. ‘Why do you think she never married or had kids, then eh?’

‘Because she was a feminist,’ Sophia declaimed.

‘No!’ the driver groaned. ‘Because she was a man!’

I was heavy, sliding slightly in my seat, trying to piece another sentence together, but the words were rolling away from me like pearls from a broken string. ‘The upholstery,’ I said. ‘The upholstery alone . . .’ There was a ringing in my ears, a white noise, and I slumped back, not in a faint, but as though I had huffed a load of gas and air, my body lettuce-like.

Sophia squabbled on playfully with the driver in wordless brass gargles, trombones and mewlings passing between them like all the adult voices in Charlie Brown’s world. As she spoke I saw her words come spooling out of her mouth, reams of metallic tape, the magnetic ribbons from inside a classic rock cassette unwinding on the breeze. Then subtitles of sudden concern – Are you OK, babes? Charli? Are you OK? – and I floated up out of myself entirely. I saw the red digits on the meter turn over monstrously slow, then stop, and I thought to myself, Oh! Well, I guess I’m dying! though I was honestly quite at peace with that.

I watched the geometry of the cab fragment at neon right angles, saw myself looking down on myself almost beatifically, followed myself down a long, muddy path and into a wardrobe where I felt closely confined but unafraid, as on some level I recognised that I was recalling all of this from the pages of The Life of Saint Teresa of Ávila by Herself. I saw Alexander’s lips smoking and Mrs Campbell-Bannerman twirling naked for the paparazzi, I saw Sophia’s hand in front of my face, now fingers now talons now bones, saw waves in the sky and a pair of yellow lizard eyes staring back at me in the rear-view mirror.

I remember Sophia shaking me, feeling for my pulse, and I remember looking up through the cab’s panoramic roof and out at the endless night, the reflected flames of the Apsley House fire colouring the glass. I was wondering, Has heaven always been so far away? I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t move anything besides my eyes, but I guess Sophia was confident that it would pass. I saw her intertitles flash up in cursive: ‘She’ll be fine, mate, honestly,’ and the driver’s reply, ‘If she pukes it’s a hundred and fifty quid.’

Their speech came back slow and slanted, as though they were talking over an analogue phone line, rasping against a background thick with hiss. Occasionally the voices distorted back into the lilac static again, so that I lost parts of the conversation, and I only really knew I was still with them in the cab because Sophia intermittently pressed the back of her hand to my forehead. I heard the driver say, ‘Oh yeah, he was the family arsonist before anyone even heard of the Bee Gees. Set fire to all the billboards in Charlton, didn’t he?’

Since neither of us responded the cabbie gave us a world-class orchestral arrangement on how the world really worked. AIDS was a hoax designed to depopulate the West, he said, Paul McCartney had been killed in a car crash and replaced by a look-alike, Hillary Clinton drank the blood of little children, and the CIA smuggled all the highest-ranking Nazis to Argentina on a Type VIIC U-boat. Show business, politics, finance – it all functioned for the benefit of the New World Order, nothing was as it seemed and the Vatican ran the whole thing, all the evidence was right in front of you if only anyone’d bother to look.

‘I know for a fact that Hitler was running a casino in Rio de Janeiro until the 1970s,’ he said, ‘bloke high up in the Navy told me that. Had him in my cab about a month ago, hand to God.’

I remember thinking, Life has brought me here for a reason, I was smiling on the inside, into this very cab, into this catatonic state, and for a purpose. Solidity was returning to my body, but slowly. I could feel myself breathing again, hear the air heave in and out of my chest, I was bobbing on a new wave of understanding. In my miasma I felt it, I knew it, I knew that this man had all the answers, I understood that I had to come here to ask him the question. I fought to the surface of my consciousness, swam against the waves of the sky, slapped myself hard in the astral face, wrenched my body awake as though from a nightmare, with a shout, ‘Is the King still in Graceland?’ I tried to sit up, overbalanced and almost fell out of my seat, steadying myself and shouting once again, ‘Is Elvis alive?’

Sophia looked alarmed at this outburst of gibberish, she rested her hands on my shoulders and said, ‘Shh, now, shh. Come on, it’s OK.’

I recognised that I was drenched in drool, though thankfully not vomit, that I had been screaming way louder than I had realised and perhaps for longer than I knew. I was embarrassing myself and my friend and so, disgraced, I let my now rigid body flop right back against the leather, in an attitude of feigned lucidity. ‘I just don’t feel good,’ I mumbled meekly. I wanted to combust, like an anti-war activist, a Tibetan monk, like that Hitchcock actor who set himself on fire protesting outside the tax office in Sweden. I had the keenest craving for a cigarette, patted my pocket as if I would find a pack, and realised with no small shock that firstly, I don’t smoke and secondly, I had left my tapestry behind at the Groucho.

Sophia turned the cab around and dropped me back a few blocks away from the club, she didn’t want to get too close on account of the press. ‘It’d ruin the optics,’ she said, ‘and it was such a great night.’
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Remembering is always a ridiculous ordeal, but there’s nothing else for it when the nurse says I can’t watch television. Creaking fuzz and slipped digits, I’m narrativising now. This little room is the limit of my existence, with apologies to Wittgenstein, I am in the kingdom of the nurse. She is sizing me up like she might devour me, she is a horrible spider, and she never goes off duty, or if she does, she shares her face with a colleague. She is telling me I am too empfindlich (which either means sensitive or lazy) for television and I’m thinking, Either way rude, either way true, and I almost wish she would. If I am not watching reality TV dubbed into a language I barely understand, then what is the point of hospitalisation?

Something in the IV drip is making me irritable, or maybe the withdrawal from it, from whatever had me so blissfully asleep. I am car crash, I am bored and irked and soggy and sore, visions of that dreadful girl with white dreads (what was her name?) calling from a musty corner of the past, she’s telling me that pain is a good thing because it connects us to our bodies.

There is a man staring in through the little window in the door at me, the nurse is unaware of him, she is peeling me a tangerine. She has beautifully manicured eyebrows like Audrey Hepburn in The Nun’s Story, playing a little sister nursing in the Congo; the man at the window has a small, mean face, he is no Peter Finch. I am free associating the teal of the bed sheets with the turquoise logo on the hockey jersey of the poet who went down on me at Bad Kissingen. The water was turquoise too, he said it was because of all the copper in the thermal springs, he had a face moulded like a boy band singer.

A tap on the glass and the nurse is withdrawing towards the window. She sees the face in the door for the first time, catches the trespasser, she is rising to find out what it is he wants, she is taking my tangerine with her! I’m whimpering in disappointment, saying, ‘Moment, bitte!’ but the nurse is retreating backwards somewhere saintly and I’m gasping to express my needs. Distracted by the visitation, she is not comprehending me, she isn’t offering me what I’m pining for, rather she is on autopilot fulfilling another request. She is releasing more nebulous sedatives into my arm, she is sailing away with my tangerine, skimming across the floor, gliding by the grace of Ginger Rogers, down along the runway and taxiing upwards, a sea plane taking off from a loch.

Here comes the television static, snow on the screen, chartreuse green, nauseating really, my head swelling up like a balloon that surely must pop, prankish pins and needles in my feet and hands
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