

      

         

            

         

      






Also by Juno Dawson


FICTION


The Gender Games


Margot and Me


All of the Above


Under My Skin


Say Her Name


Cruel Summer


Hollow Pike


 


NON-FICTION


Mind Your Head


This Book is Gay


Being a Boy


What is Gender? How Does it Define Us?




[image: ]




Author Note


Clean is a work of fiction but it deals with many real, sensitive subjects including mental health, eating disorders, self-harm and addiction.


 


Links to advice and support can be located at the back of this book.


 


Juno x




Dedicated to anyone who has ever


fallen over and then got back up




STEP 1: I ADMIT I HAVE A PROBLEM




Face-down on leather. New car smell. Pine Fresh.


I can’t move.


I’m being kidnapped.


But I can’t move.


My arms and legs feel like they’ve been deboned, dangling like jellied eels. Sick or dribble is crusted on my chin and cheek. With great effort, I peel my face off the seat.


My lips and tongue are chalky dry. I open my eyes, and blistering daylight burns them right out of the sockets. It hurts. I screw them shut but snatch a glimpse of Nikolai. From this angle, I only see the back of his head; his high fade haircut, and his hands on the steering wheel. I recognise his Rolex.


I don’t understand what’s happening.


Where am I?


Where was I?


Rewind the night. The last thing I remember, I was at the hotel. Yeah, that’s it. We were in a penthouse. I got a key from reception. Me, Kurt and Baggy and that girl. The Fashion Week party . . . the bar . . . we left the bar to get high.


Oh yeah. The blue chaise longue. A needle.


Shit.


Is this what an overdose feels like?


I can’t remember anything after I came up. I run a trembling hand over my body and I’m still in the gunmetal Miu Miu dress I was wearing last night. I’m covered in a scratchy plaid blanket. My feet are bare.


‘Nik?’ I croak. My throat feels like it has barbed wire stuffed down it.


‘It’s OK, Lexi. I’m getting you help.’


What now?


Oh fuck me hard, it’s an intervention.


I start to argue, but my eyes catch fire again. I squeeze them tight and let darkness wrap around me like a sushi roll.




Can’t sleep now.


I gotta wake up.


I claw my way out of the brainfudge and back into the car.


I’m coming down at speed, all backwards and bent. I’m cold and my skin has scales. Usually I can sleep it off, or I do a tiny bit more stuff to smooth the edges. A pill works too. Oxy or Vicodin or tramadol or diazepam. Whatever’s to hand.


A man’s voice. Not Nikolai’s. ‘She all right, bruv?’


‘She took a sleeping pill,’ Nik says. ‘She’ll be out of it for a while.’


Where are we? I try to roll over but can’t. I can smell the sea: briny depths and salt air and seaweed. Seagulls shriek like bastard demons. Shut up, you flying dickheads. My head is pounding. Dehydrated. Mummified.


Where is he taking me? The seaside? How long have we been driving for? How is it even light outside? How long was I out for? Where’s Kurt? The questions squawk louder than the seagulls. Perhaps this man can save me. I’ll tell him I’m being kidnapped. I’ll say I’ve been raped.


‘Help . . .’ I mutter. My lips are scabby and my tongue is suede and I don’t really muster more than a mumble. ‘Help . . .’ I try again.


‘She’s my sister,’ Nikolai says loudly, drowning me out. ‘Hungover. Do you need our passports? Sure, here you go.’


The BMW rolls off and jolts as we go over a bump. ‘Nik . . . Nik . . . where are we going?’


He casts a quick look back over his shoulder. ‘You’re gonna be fine. Just get some rest.’


 


I remember laying back on the chaise. I remember Kurt sliding the needle in my arm. I never do it myself, obviously – that’s sketchy. I remember looking out of the window and seeing all the lights, all the tiny little lights of London. Amber and gold and glitter. Boats on the Thames, headlights, the Shard on the horizon. Everything went blurry, everything was fireflies.


Fireflies.


I dream of fireflies.




Tyres crunch over gravel. Sleep hasn’t helped. I still feel like I’ve been scraped inside out with fish hooks. My teeth are spongy; porous.


The car door opens and Nikolai steps out. I hear footsteps approach. Lots of feet.


Wherever we are, we’re here.


Where’s Kurt?


It takes a lot of effort, but I drag myself upright by clinging to the door handle and the rim of the back window. It’s still blindingly bright. Oh, I see Nik remembered his own Ray-Bans but didn’t think to bring any for me. I need my phone. I scan the backseat for my purse, but I remember my phone was attached to the speakers in the penthouse anyway. It must still be there. Shit.


I squint. Nik shakes hands with a super-tall man with a beard. He’s a bit ‘Hagrid’s more attractive brother’. Blazer, open collar, no tie. He’s accompanied by two women in sharp, futuristic nurses’ whites.


Shit just got really real. Oh god. He’s threatened it before – Lex, you need help – but I totally thought he was kidding. Now he’s actually doing it. I’m at a hospital.


I’m at rehab.


Not. A. Chance.


Dress around my hips, I scramble between the driver and passenger seats and flop down into the driver’s seat, reaching for the ignition. He’s taken the key. Damn. I’ll have to run for it. I tug on the door handle but my balance is shot. A breeze catches the car door as I open it, flinging it wide, and I tumble onto the asphalt. I put my hands down to break the fall and feel gravel dig into my palms like studs.


‘Lexi, wait! Be careful,’ says Nikolai.


Bodies and dark shadows circle me. Hands reach for me, fingers come at my face. I wave my arms like a messy windmill, trying to swat them away.


‘Let’s get her inside, shall we?’ says Dr McBeardy.


‘No!’ I cry. My volume button is broken. I scream my throat out of my neck and it echoes around the garden.


I peep through the jungle of legs and see we’re on a long driveway leading to a gorgeous country mansion. Downton fucking Abbey. It’s weathered, grey and mottled; partially covered in ivy. The main entrance is flanked with handsome columns. The grounds must be acres and acres – all I can see for miles is trimmed green lawn, surrounded by lush forest.


I’m hauled to standing, but the gravel hurts my bare feet. ‘Ow!’ I howl like I’m dying, even though it’s not that bad. The nurses sort-of-lift, sort-of-drag me in the direction of the house. ‘Nik! Please!’


I turn and face him, my eyes as big and innocent as I can make them. Little Sister Lexi. Sweet Little Lexi. Protect her, she’s a girl, a bone china baby.


‘Sorry, Lexi . . . you need help.’ He doesn’t look me in the eye.


‘Let’s all talk in my office,’ McBeardy says soothingly. I am far from soothed. I can’t go to rehab – mainly because in about four hours I’m going to really need a bump. I start to kick and flail, then when that doesn’t work I go floppy like a toddler in a supermarket aisle. The nurses, who must pound protein shakes or something, hoist me up using some amazing technique they learned in Nurse Army Camp.


‘Put me down, you cunts!’ I scream. ‘Let me go!’


They ignore me so I just start screaming CUNTS over and over again because it’s the worst word I know.




I sit in McBeardy’s office, knees pulled to my chest, in a sleek, tan leather chair. There is definitely vomit down the front of my dress. It reeks. He hands me a bottle of Evian and I take a sip. It helps the mouth-rot.


Tell you what’d be nicer than mineral water: heroin.


Nikolai sits sheepishly next to me. ‘Are you OK?’ he asks quietly.


‘Fuck off.’


‘You did the right thing, Mr Volkov,’ says McBeardy, taking his seat on the opposite side of a burly chestnut desk. The furniture is trying very hard to be masculine and I wonder if he’s compensating for a tiny little penis. ‘Nice to meet you, Lexi.’


‘Fuck. Off.’


The doctor has the smug audacity to smile and fold his hands around a mug of black coffee. ‘I’m sure you have a lot of questions, Miss Volkov.’


‘Just one: will you please fuck off and let me go?’


‘Technically speaking, that’s two questions, and no, I’m afraid I can’t. At least not just yet. This isn’t a prison and you haven’t been sectioned. You are free to leave, but I hope you’ll stay.’ I’m about to protest but he goes on. ‘Let me bring you up to speed. My name is Isaac Goldstein and I am lead doctor at the Clarity Centre.’


‘This is rehab, right?’


‘It’s a residential treatment facility.’


‘So, rehab.’


‘If you like.’


‘Lexi,’ Nik butts in, ‘it’s the very best, OK. The best of the best.’


‘Oh yeah?’ I say, turning back to Goldstein. ‘Who’s the most famous person who’s ever been here?’


‘Our reputation is built on our discretion, Miss Volkov.’


So discreet I’ve never heard of it. Nik could have at least taken me to The Priory. ‘A Kardashian? Khloé? Kylie?’


Dr Goldstein ignores me. ‘Don’t get me wrong – we’re not a hotel, but we do have world class facilities: luxury rooms and villas, heated indoor and outdoor pools, gym, spa treatments and chefs from Michelin-starred restaurants. You’ll be very well looked after during your recovery.’


Nice try. Recovery is the key word. ‘But it’s still rehab. Like, can you even get a vodka tonic?’


‘Obviously not.’


‘Jesus Christ. Can I smoke in here? Do you have a cigarette?’


‘Yes, smoking is allowed. Although I don’t have a cigarette.’


Nik reaches into his inside pocket and pulls out a packet of Marlboro Lights and a lighter. I snatch them off him and spark up. Oh man, that’s better. I almost suck it down to the filter in one great greedy gulp, until I realise Nikolai is staring at me with a cocktail of horror, pity and stank disgust. It’s the kind of look you might give a filthy homeless person eating out of a bin. ‘What?’


‘I thought you were dead, Lexi.’ His eyes glaze over like Krispy Kremes.


‘Boo hoo! We all learned and grew as people. Can we go home now?’


‘No.’ He dabs his eye with a Kleenex. ‘I’m not taking you back.’


I roll my eyes. ‘Fine. I’ll call Kurt and he’ll come and get me.’


‘The Clarity Centre is on a private island off the south coast,’ Goldstein says. That explains the sea smell. ‘We’re a very successful treatment facility, Miss Volkov, and we don’t let just anyone board the ferry – every vehicle that crosses must have clearance. We can of course choose to restrict access – for obvious reasons, we have to be very careful who we let on the island.’


‘You have got to be kidding? How is this not a prison?’


‘I already said, you’re welcome to leave any time you like.’


‘How? If I swim?’ I turn to Nik. ‘This is insane. Nik, I can’t stay here.’ I push back my chair and start towards the door. ‘Come on.’


‘It was Kurt who called me,’ Nik says, and I stop. ‘They thought you’d overdosed. When I got to the penthouse, you were blue, Lexi. Your lips were fucking blue.’ He reaches into his pocket again and takes out my phone. He brought it! Only then he slides it over the desk to Goldstein.


‘Hey!’


‘We can look after that for now,’ Goldstein says, dropping it into his drawer.


‘You can’t do that! I know my rights!’


‘Standard practice.’


I throw myself down at the side of Nik’s chair. If we leave now, we can be back in London before the cravings get really bad. ‘Look. Nikolai. I’m totally a recreational user . . . it’s not a biggy.’


‘Can you hear yourself? I thought things were getting out of hand when it was pills and coke. But heroin? Lexi, people don’t use heroin recreationally!’


‘They totally do! That’s why I couldn’t handle it . . . I hardly ever use. It was just a bit of fun, I swear. I’m not an addict! Do I look like a junkie to you?’


My brother’s eyes gape. Another tear falls. He’s silent for a moment. ‘Yes,’ he says finally. ‘You absolutely look like a junkie.’


I’ve lost him. There’s nothing I can say. I’m on my own. I march to the door and yank on the handle. It’s locked. ‘Let me out! Let me out right now, you fat fucker.’


‘Sit down please, Miss Volkov.’


‘Give it a rest, Lexi. You’re staying and that’s that.’


‘You can’t make me!’


Nik stands, hands on hips. ‘Well you’re not coming with me and they won’t let your sketchy friends on the ferry, so I guess you’ll just have to ask Dad to come get you. And then you can explain why I brought you here.’


That stops me. Daddy would kill me. Or worse, cancel my credit cards. ‘You wouldn’t.’


‘I bloody would. This is where it stops. I’m not covering for you any more. I took pictures last night, Lexi. You either stay here or I show him his little princess covered in puke, track marks on her arm.’


I scream and scream and scream. Blood-red vision. I pull a bookcase over. I swipe a load of shit off the doctor’s desk. I try to throw an armchair out of the window but it’s too heavy to shift so I just look stupid.


Two stacked guys in the same starched white uniforms enter the office, hanging back to the sides of the room, waiting for their instructions from Goldstein. In the midst of the chaos I’m making, he remains infuriatingly calm. ‘Mr Volkov, as Lexi is under eighteen and you’re her next of kin and an adult, you can authorise us to sedate Lexi if need be.’


‘Don’t you dare!’ I scream. ‘You can’t do that!’


‘Do whatever you need to do,’ Nikolai says without hesitation.


The boynurses move in on me and I shrink into the mess I’ve made like a cornered animal. One of them flicks the tip of a needle. As twisted as it sounds, the sight of the hypodermic briefly calms me until I remember it isn’t a hit. That said, if I’ve learned one thing, it’s that a drug’s a drug. It’s probably a downer, so it’ll def take the edge off, but it means I’ll have to stay in this hellhole. Dilemma. They stalk closer. My time is running out. I have to decide. And I decide I want to stay conscious. ‘God, whatever. You don’t have to sedate me. Look! I’m calm. I’m Zen. I’ll pick up the books. Jesus.’


The boynurse stops. I’ll cooperate for now. I need time to cook up a plan. I can’t have Daddy cut me off. I’ll play nice and get off Rehab Island when they realise this is all a catastrophic clusterfuck and acknowledge I’m not Amy Bloody Winehouse.


I make an attempt to lift the bookcase, but it’s actually pretty heavy. ‘That’s OK, Miss Volkov. I’ll get someone to tidy the office,’ says Goldstein. ‘For now, you need to say goodbye to your brother and we’ll get you settled into your suite.’


‘I have to go?’ Nikolai says. ‘Already?’


‘I think it’s for the best.’




Nikolai uses the bathroom before we walk back to his car. I’m wrapped in a blanket and have been given some box-fresh white Vans for my bare feet. Goldstein and one of the boynurses lurk behind us.


‘I’ve got to go and collect Tabitha from Heathrow later, but I’ll get someone from the hotel to send some clothes and stuff,’ he tells me. I try to remember where his girlfriend’s been this time. Milan? She interns at Tatler. ‘I’ll make sure they’re discreet.’


I wrap my arms around my body and it legit feels like I’m holding my skeleton in formation. I’m coming apart at the seams, but can’t show him that. Junkies would call it ‘clucking’ but I’m no junkie, so I don’t call it anything. ‘Nik, this is crazy,’ I tell him, making my voice Sunny Delight. ‘As if I need to be here. Look, I swear if you take me home I’ll never ever do Brown or Oxy or Vicodin ever again. I promise. And I’ll see my therapist twice a week like a good girl.’


I see his resolve waver, just for a second, and then he shakes his head. ‘No, Lexi. You need to get away from your shitty friends. Look . . . I really think this place is the nuts, yeah. Just give it a go. Please?’


‘Nik . . . I can’t stay here!’


‘It’s only a few months, Lexi.’


‘MONTHS?’


‘It’s a seventy-day programme.’


‘You might as well kill me now.’


He pulls me into a hug but I push him off me. Bastard Judas. ‘You’ll be fine, Lexi. I’m gonna tell Dad you’re with Mum. He’s hardly going to call her to check, is he?’ He climbs into the BMW. ‘Just get better. I’ll be back to visit you.’


I cling to the door. ‘Please . . .’ I’m crying now, and not even pretending.


‘Let go of the door, Lex. This is for the best.’ He slams the door out of my hands and starts the engine.


‘I can’t believe you’re doing this to me!’ I shriek, pounding the car window with my fist as he pulls away.


Dr Goldstein is already at my side with the boynurse. ‘Come along, Miss Volkov. Let’s show you to your suite.’


I look up at the mansion. The windows look down at me like eyes. Judgmental, condescending eyes.


They got me.


They fucking got me good this time.




At least the room is nice. I’m on the ground floor – which I’d normally complain about – but I remind myself this isn’t a hotel, however much it looks like one. As I’m whisked towards my suite, I get the gist of the Clarity Centre: plush carpets in palliative jade; ecru walls; walnut trim; soft up-lighting; creamy orchids in goldfish bowls. Classy 101.


Goldstein entrusted me to the hunky boynurse. After some seriously disorienting corridors – you think I’d be used to them – he stops outside Room 11 and opens it. With no luggage, I shuffle in behind him like Orphan Annie. ‘This is your room,’ he says simply. ‘Let us know if there’s anything you need. There’s a call button next to the bed.’


‘Bit of Vicodin?’ He’s himbo-hot – steroid shoulders and thick neck, reddish hair. I perform a smile for him.


He manages a polite, if fake, laugh. Like he’s never heard that one. The colour scheme is the same as the halls – ocean greens and pale greys. All very feng shui, I’m sure. There’s even a decorative bowl filled with pebbles on a side table near the door. Basic bitches. If I see a fucking Buddha statue I swear I’ll club someone to death with it. King-size bed with suede headboard; a cubist desk and sofa; patio doors on to some sort of terrace . . . an outdoor pool, covered. Beyond that I see endless, shifting silver water. Sea view, lucky me. ‘Dr Goldstein will be back with your meds in a second.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘I’m Marcus, Miss Volkov.’


‘Hello, Marcus.’ I smile sweetly again, cocking my head to one side like some sort of jailbait porn fantasy. It’ll pay to have the nurses on-side. ‘May I look on the terrace?’ I want to plan possible escape routes.


He shakes his head. ‘Not yet; not while you’re detoxing.’ He turns to leave. ‘I’m on duty all day. Call if you need anything.’ He’s professionally disinterested. He leaves.


What do I do now?


This is absurd. Back home, I had a mani-pedi booked for two this afternoon.


There’s a Clarity Centre Welcome Pack leaning against glass bottles of mineral water – one still, one sparkling – on the desk. Great. I ignore it.


I go to the en-suite. Marble sink, jungle shower over man-sized tub. Again, could be much worse. I flick the light on and flinch from my reflection in the mirror. It’s no wonder Nikolai freaked out – I look like something off The Walking Dead. Either this is very unflattering light or my skin has a definite green tinge; waxy and corpsy. Shit. I wonder if it was a bad batch. My eyes are bloodshot and racoon-ish – smeared with last night’s eyeliner and mascara. My hair is a greasy blonde bird’s nest.


There must be a god because a wrapped toothbrush is waiting in a glass with some toothpaste. I reach for it and try to take the cellophane off but my hands are shaking like mad. It’s kicking in. Fuck.


It starts like flu, that fever in your bones. But it’s about to get so much worse than the flu.


I manage to brush my teeth and decide a shower might help me feel more human. With any luck, I’ll come down nice and easy, like a feather on a breeze. The shower beats down on my head and I have it as hot as possible, hoping to scald the ache out from under my skin.


It doesn’t work. As soon as I turn off the jet, I start to shiver. A deep-freeze from inside my marrow. I’m rattling.


I dry off before finding some clean Calvin Klein pyjamas in the wardrobe. I don’t have a brush – I think about calling Marcus to bring me one but decide against it – so I towel off my hair as best as I can and comb it with my fingers.


I’m having a cigarette (Nik left me the whole pack) cross-legged on the bed when there’s a knock at the door. ‘Miss Volkov, it’s Dr Goldstein.’


I let him in.


‘Is it Volkov or Volkova?’


‘Just Volkov.’ My name actually is Alexandria Volkova, but we never use it. The gendered names thing only confuses English people, and it benefits Mummy and I to have the same name as Daddy.


‘How are you feeling?’


‘Like shit.’ I cross to the sofa and sit down, my limbs on backwards. The shower hasn’t helped; I’m itching all over. Ants tunnel just under my skin. Worse, I’m starting to feel nauseous, a sour milk taste on my tongue.


Goldstein pulls out the desk chair. I see he’s carrying a pharmacy bag and it’s all I can do not to tear it out of his hands. ‘A couple of questions first. When did you last use, Lexi?’


Use makes me sound like a user. I roll my eyes. ‘God, is that what we’re doing?’


‘The most important thing, before we can do any real work, is to detox your system. While there are drugs in your body, that’s all you’ll be able to think about.’


I try to laugh it off, all the while thinking only about drugs. ‘Dr Goldstein! This is all a huge mistake,’ I say, jaw clenching up like I’ve boshed about twelve pills. ‘I’m not a heroin addict. I only ever use a bit of brown to mellow at the end of the night if I’ve done MDMA or coke.’


He doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Do you think that’s normal behaviour for a seventeen-year-old?’


I shrug. ‘Yes. Like, if you’re on a big night, yeah.’


‘Lexi, it really isn’t. Listen. At the Clarity Centre, we operate on a specially adapted Ten Steps programme . . .’


Big surprise there.


‘And the first step is admitting you have a problem.’


‘But I don’t have a problem! It’s not like I’m a homeless junkie selling blow jobs for crack or some shit, is it?’ My spine hurts and I shift on the sofa, trying to get comfortable.


‘When did you last use?’ he repeats.


I sigh. Play the game and I’ll get out sooner. ‘Last night. About one in the morning . . .’




Fashion Week isn’t about the shows – although some still are worth showing up for, and it’s always amusing to see the bloggers try to outdo each other in the crazy fancy dress stakes (oooh you’re wearing a Wendy house, how innovative, how Fashion Week). No, it’s about the parties.


Burdock & Rasputin had their party at the Shoreditch hotel. Y’know, my dad owns V Hotels? Yeah.


I wore Mui Mui and some Jimmy Choo boots with a vintage faux fur. I thought it’d be tacky to wear Burdock & Rasputin to their own party. It was pretty cool. Miguel, our mixologist, created a cocktail to go with the line. It tasted of mouthwash, but in a good way. It was heaving, obviously. Actual A-List too, no reality TV, no girl-group members: Chloe Sevigny, Rihanna, Lupita, Karlie and Gigi. Love Gigi, she’s a doll.


I don’t know why I was surprised, but I forgot Nevada was doing her internship at B&R so of course she was there. Awkward. We sort of collided in the smoking area; no way to avoid each other. ‘Babe!’ I said. It was either that or pretend to be my previously undisclosed identical twin.


‘Lex! I wondered if you’d be here.’ Well, duh – it’s my hotel. Nevada is originally from Hong Kong and was always destined to work in fashion. She wore a gold turban on her geometric bob and an outsize men’s blazer over a sequinned bra and acid-wash Mom jeans. She smokes Djarum Blacks. Insufferable, right? Being your own project must be exhausting.


‘I totally forgot you were doing B&R! How was the show?’ The bass wasn’t as oppressive outside; I didn’t have to shout to be heard.


‘Sick! How are you? You look . . . good.’ I noted a moment of shady hesitation.


‘Yeah, I’m sweet, babes.’ I wanted the exchange to be over.


‘I better get back inside. I’m supposed to be running the official Insta.’ She paused and stroked my arm. ‘You should come back to school, Lexi. It isn’t the same without you.’


‘Well, duh!’ I smiled.


‘You know, no one blames you—’


‘I know.’ I cut her off.


‘So you’ll come back?’


I couldn’t tell her I wouldn’t be welcomed back to St Agnes with open arms. As far as my friends knew, I dropped out. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I like being free.’


‘So what are you going to do? Work?’


What is with the interrogation? ‘I’m not sure yet. I’ll take some time out and think about it.’


Nevada scurried off to hashtag or whatever and I hung out for a while. Fashion Week parties always wind down about ten because everyone killed themselves the night before getting the show ready. The after-party moved on to a tequila bar underneath a Mexican restaurant. I went with some of the models, TT Burdock himself and some hipster asshole who called himself Sylvester The Camera. We did some coke in the Uber. We did more coke and tequila shots at the bar. It was trashy cool – red light bulbs and Day of the Dead skulls. It smelled of chicken fajitas and salt-rimmed margaritas.


Everyone wanted to go home – the bug-eyed models had fittings early the next day – I guess that day – but I was just waking up. I swear I was always meant to be nocturnal. Being awake during the light feels like my head is full of bleach. It’s unnatural and perverse. I crawl out of my coffin at ten p.m. like a vampire.


I had sworn that I wouldn’t call Kurt again unless he called me first. I don’t know why I’m always the one who has to make the first move. But when TT and Sylvester said they’d had enough, there was no way I was going home for cocoa so my resolve flew out the window. I called him.


‘Hey, it’s me,’ even that sounded needy.


‘Babes! Where the fuck are you?’


‘I’m in Hoxton. El Bandito.’


‘Oh, the tequila place? Cool.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Camden.’


‘What you up to? Can I hang?’


‘I’m with Baggy.’ So called because he’s never without a baggy of something. ‘Just waiting for Steve.’ The Dealer. My skin crawled. I hate Steve; he’s a creep.


‘Oh cool. Let’s party. I’m not tired.’


‘Sure. Come over. You got any cash? We owe Steve like two-hundred squid.’


‘What the fuck? As if.’


‘Nothing comes for free, babes.’


‘Whatever. I’m getting an Uber.’


Mustafa arrived in his Prius and took me to some cocktail bar near Camden Lock playing Guns N’ Roses and Metallica non-ironically. It was mostly full of unbuttoned City Boys on Tinder dates, and groups of girlfriends taking advantage of two-for-one mojitos. Kurt and Baggy were already there in a vinyl booth with some suicide doll, all ruby-red collagen lips, Betty Page bangs and liquid liner. ‘Hey,’ I said, sidling in next to Kurt and hating myself a little bit.


‘That was quick.’ He kissed me on the lips and draped a tattooed arm over my shoulder. I nestled against him. ‘Lexi, this is Kitty Amour.’


‘Hey.’ She was stoned off her tits already, slumped against Baggy. She held out a limp hand with red talon nails and I shook it. One set of false lashes were coming unglued so she looked like she had a lazy eye.


‘What are we drinking?’ I asked.


‘Hemingway daiquiris,’ Baggy explained. He’s a funny one. He’s not conventionally attractive – in fact he’s distinctly toad-like – but always has some girl on the go. It could be, of course, that his dad owns a football club. Kitty Amour (her real name, I’m sure) is the latest in a long line.


‘Cool,’ I said. ‘I’ll get the next round.’


Steve The Dealer arrived as I got back with the drinks. I gave Kurt the cash we owed him and the two guys went to the gents in staggered trips: Steve first, then Kurt. Steve swished past our table with a wink before leaving the bar for good. Kurt came back to the table a minute later. ‘OK. Let’s finish up and get out of here, yeah?’


He was twitchy – I guessed he must really need a bump. I was still a little high from the coke at the club so wasn’t feeling it so bad. Also, I’d had a cheeky diazepam while I was getting ready at the hotel.


For now, Kurt was staying on a family friend’s sofa – some lawyer and his fiancé – so we took another Uber back to the hotel on the river in Vauxhall. That’s where me and Nikolai live most of the time, because it’s the biggest. We have a whole floor to ourselves when Daddy is away. Which he usually is.


While Kurt, Baggy and Kitty (that limpet wasn’t going anywhere) waited in the lobby next to the fountain, I went to the office and booked us into one of the penthouse suites. There’s usually one empty, and we keep one reserved at all times for the Prince of Oman or something, so that’s nearly always free. I took a key card and we headed on up in the glass elevator.


Our hotel is world class. Like, not the sort of place you’ll ever find on lastminute.com. The penthouse suite overlooks the Thames for miles. You can see the Shard and the London Eye in one direction, Battersea Power Station in the other. I opened the balcony doors and the curtains billowed. It wasn’t too cold. I hooked up my phone to the Bluetooth speakers – something to chill to.


I’ve been to New York, LA, Dubai, Hong Kong, Moscow, Paris and Tokyo, but there’s something about London. It’s got dirt under its nails, British teeth and a permanent resting bitch face. The people, the clubs, the fashion, the traffic, the weather. London gives zero fucks, has zero chill, and I love it.


As soon as we were in the room, Kurt rolled up a plaid sleeve and slipped his belt around his bicep. I was drunk, dancing to the music. I think it was The Weeknd, I’m not sure. It was that thing when you’re drunk and you think you’re ten times sexier than you really are. I kicked my boots off, swaying to the beat, teasing the hem of my dress up. ‘Lex, you’re killing me, girl!’ Baggy mimed stuffing a fist in his mouth. ‘Hot as hell, man!’


Kurt was focused only on finding a vein, so I continued to put on my show for Baggy. I tossed my hair over my head and beckoned Kitty over with a single finger. She knew where I was coming from and we danced close, grinding our hips together. My lips found hers and we kissed. Girls’ lips are so subtly different: plumper, softer.


I’m not a lesbian, or even bi, it’s just sometimes fun to fool around with hot girls and guys think it’s the best thing ever. When I pulled away from Kitty, Baggy was fumbling with his crotch like he might be about to have both kinds of stroke.


There was a warming, familiar vinegary smell as Kurt cooked the heroin on a spoon. It’s cute. He has a favourite spoon. It goes everywhere with him. I call it Spoony. He dipped the syringe in the bubbling brown liquid and drew the plunger out with his teeth.


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Me first.’ He started to protest until I reminded him who theoretically paid for it. I took myself over to the chaise longue and reclined, arching my back. ‘Do I look like Cleopatra?’


‘I’m not sure Cleopatra was a white girl with blonde hair,’ he replied, irritably.


He crawled over and tugged on my arm. He slapped my forearm a few times, trying to pop the veins. I don’t really like slamming – I’d rather smoke it or do a pill – but this way you get the high ten times faster. You can feel it swimming through your veins like glitter. The light flows to your fingers and toes. It’s toasty and warm. It’s liquid gold.


‘Hey,’ I said. ‘Tell me you love me.’


He looked right into my eyes. He has gorgeous grey-blue eyes and deadly serious black eyebrows. ‘You’re a pain in my ass,’ he said. ‘But I fucking love you.’


I gave him a proper kiss. He tasted of daiquiris. There was a sharp scratch as the needle slid in my vein. ‘Not too much,’ I told him, already feeling it swim up my arm.


I don’t do brown so often that I don’t feel the high any more. As it washed through my body, I felt tingly all over. I sparkled like champagne. I looked out of the big windows and saw the lights of London twinkling. Strawberry crème on the inside, just for a minute. All the lights, they looked like fireflies and they pulsed like a heartbeat around me.


It was like sinking into a hot bubble bath.


It was an embrace.


It was . . .




Dr Goldstein jots something down on his clipboard. ‘And that was when you passed out?’


Passed out is so undignified, but . . . ‘I guess so. But like I said . . . it’s probably Kurt’s fault. I told him not to give me too much.’ I feel really sick now. Like I might be sick. I need to get near a toilet.


‘And, to clarify, in the last twenty-four hours you’ve taken diazepam, cocaine and heroin?’


I shrug. I’m shivering now, grinding my teeth, and it’s only going to get worse. ‘Well . . . yeah. Look, when you put it like that . . .’


He writes something else and then clicks his ballpoint shut. ‘OK, Lexi. Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m prescribing you Suboxone to help you come off the opiates you’ve been taking. It’s a mixture of two drugs – one to replace the opiates, and one to help with the side effects of withdrawal.’


Thank god for that. I thought for a horrible moment they were going to make me go cold turkey. And I’m glad it’s not methadone because that’s for homeless skagheads. ‘OK. How long do I have to take that for?’


‘The Detox Stage usually lasts about a fortnight. We’ll reduce the dosage of Suboxone daily to wean you off. I won’t lie to you, Lexi – it’s not going to be pleasant. When was the last time you went a day without taking an opiate . . . heroin, Oxycontin, Vicodin or tramadol?’


I honestly don’t know. I don’t really think about it any more. Not since . . . well. I shrug again.


‘As they say . . . no pain, no gain. Believe me when I say, it’s going to hurt, but it’ll be worth it.’


I hold out a sweaty palm for the pills and scowl. ‘Hon, I’ve had a hangover before.’




I’m dying.


I am dying.


I can’t take it.


Get me the hell out of here.


Just let me die.


I writhe on the bed. I’m so hot. I’m melting. I’m wet. I peel the pyjamas off my skin. I try to pull the skin off too because I AM TOO HOT.


I’m going to burst like a sausage. My skin’s going to split open and my bloated organs will slither out like eels.


It hurts all over. It hurts on the inside. It hurts on the outside. My bones are calcified, gnarled and stiff, twisting my body into ugly shapes. I’m a gargoyle, knotted in salty bedsheets.


My kidneys have their own throbbing heartbeat.


There’s glass in my tubes, in my piss.


I tumble off the bed and puke on the carpet. It comes in gushes and gushes until there’s nothing left and I’m dribbling Berocca-colour bile, dry heaving, retching. I’m turning myself inside out, boomerang-shaped. I can’t breathe. I don’t even notice the nurses enter my room and scrape me off the floor. They try to wipe my face, but I lash out with my elephant legs. They feel obese and swollen. ‘Get off me!’ Their touch hurts. I’m a cactus girl, everything prickles. I try to curl up into a foetal ball. ‘I need more pills . . .’


‘It’s not time yet,’ a black nurse says kindly, her face zooming in and out of focus. ‘In the morning, my lovely. We’ve just got to get you through the night. I can give you some ibuprofen for the pain.’


‘Fuck that!’ I start crying. ‘Please . . . please . . .’


‘Here, love. Sip some water.’ She brings a glass to my cracked lips and I take a little, only for my stomach to slap it right back up.




I think it’s morning. Grey light bleeds in around the curtains. I’m frozen, cocooned in the duvet. I don’t remember if I slept at all. All I remember is hurting. It hurts so much. It feels like my bones are trying to hatch from under my flesh and make a run for it. My body doesn’t feel like mine, bent into a pretzel by giant hands.


Boynurse Marcus comes in with a breakfast tray and my medication. ‘Morning. You should try to eat something if you can, and there’s a pot of tea too. It will make you feel better, I promise.’ There’s toast, pastries and granola, but the thought alone of food reminds me of vomiting.


I drag myself off the bed, shuffling to the desk like a ninety-year-old woman, arthritic and hunched. I greedily snatch the tablet and gulp it down with some orange juice. I see that I have Marcus alone. ‘Can you get me another one? Dr Goldstein obviously hasn’t prescribed enough . . . I feel awful.’


He nods sympathetically. ‘The first couple of days are the worst.’


‘So can I have another?’


‘No. Not until this lunchtime at the earliest.’ He checks his chart. ‘Yeah, you get another at one, Miss Volkov.’


I sidle closer to him, but he pulls back. ‘Marcus, please, call me Lexi. I won’t tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret!’ I try to look cute, but I don’t know if I can pull it off in crumpled pyjamas and with vomit breath.


‘I’m sorry. I can’t change prescriptions; I’m not a doctor.’


‘But you can get in the pharmacy, right?’ I figure he lives on the island. How much action can he get? I move closer. ‘Come on, Marky Mark . . . you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours . . .’ I stroke his bulging bicep.


He rolls his eyes and backs towards the door. ‘Get some rest. I’ll be back with lunch.’


‘Whatever, you faggot.’ I throw the glass of orange juice at the closing door. It’s actually plastic so doesn’t even smash. Pulp dribbles down the wood.




 ‘If you want Kurt’s face in one piece, you’ll suck my dick.’


‘Fuck off, Steve.’


‘I’m not fucking about, Lexi. He owes me a lot of money.’


I shook my head. Steve’s high-rise council flat, overlooking Chelsea Bridge from the poor side of the river, stank of skunk. It was last Christmas. A sad, wonky angel sat atop a threadbare tinsel tree. Steve’s mole eyes were squinty, pink-rimmed. ‘I just paid you everything he owed.’


Steve grinned like a Great White at his massive goon bro. ‘So let’s call this interest.’


‘Then get Kurt to suck your dick.’ I held my Alexa in front of my body like a shield.


‘That shit would make me gay. I want you to do it.’


‘Steve, I’m not sucking your dick, so forget it.’


‘Well then, Kurt can forget having teeth.’ He gave his goon a nod. The hulk moved towards the door.


‘Wait,’ I said.




The Suboxone kicks in and I drift off again. My body shakes and spasms. My arms and legs jerk around like I’m a puppet on invisible strings. I don’t understand how I can feel so awful. I don’t get it.


I snooze until I feel something warm on my thighs.


With wide-awake horror, I realise I’ve shit myself.


I have literally shit the bed.


With diarrhoea.


It stinks the room out in seconds.


I try to stand but slump down next to the bed.


Not sure what else I can do, I reach up and press the call button. It takes everything I have. I’m face-down on the carpet when Marcus comes in with a young woman I’ve not seen yet. She helps me into the shower – I can hardly plant one foot in front of the other I’m so drowsy – and strips off my soiled pyjamas. The water feels like it’s shedding my skin off, but she holds me up under the jet.


It’s so humiliating.


I’m naked and covered in shit.


I cry. I fold in on myself, crouching in the tub and rocking like mad people on bad teen soaps do.


She envelops me in one of the plush white towels and steers me back into the suite. There are fresh sheets and a clean set of pyjamas waiting on the bed.




I can’t sleep, I’m in too much pain. The ache is at the core of every bone. If I could dig them out I would. I’ve never had the bends, but I bet this is what it feels like, like I’m going to fucking snap.


I’ve had it.


There is a way, a really easy way, I could stop the pain.


I’m getting out.


I drag my carcass off the bed and go to the terrace doors. They’re locked but I tug and tug on the handle, trying to force them open. I start screaming, banging on the glass. Maybe someone will come and let me out. If I have to make a run for it and hide away on the ferry, I will.


They can’t leave me like this. It’s torture. It’s a human rights violation. I need more fucking pills.


I look around the room. The desk chair is too heavy for me to lift. My arms feel like stringy prosciutto, but I look for something else I could throw.


The bowl of decorative pebbles. Yes.


I grab a rock and hurl it at the sliding doors. It pings off without even making a scratch. I try again, pelting stone after stone at the window. How sodding thick is the glass? By the time the nurses come running in, I’ve crumpled to the floor, my energy sapped. As they try to restrain me, I start to lash out with the now empty bowl. ‘Let me out!’ I scream. ‘I’m going home! You can’t keep me here!’


‘Come on, Lexi, back to bed, please . . .’


‘Fuck off!’ I roll across the rug, ducking out of the nurse’s arms. I crawl into the corner and hide behind the thick drapes.


‘What’s going on?’ From my hiding place, I hear Dr Goldstein’s voice.


I crawl out. ‘Please . . . I need more pills. Just a diazepam or something! It really hurts!’ I sob.


‘I did warn you it would,’ he says, crouching to be on my level.


‘I can’t do it!’ Snot dribbles down my chin. ‘I can’t do pain! I have a really low pain threshold!’


He clutches both of my arms. ‘Lexi, you can do this. Please don’t give up.’


‘I won’t . . . I just need something to take the edge off . . . please. There are things . . . moving under my skin.’ I hold out my arms to show him where my skin is squirming and bubbling.


‘I’m sorry, Lexi, I’m not prepared to give you any further opiates. We have to wean you off or you’ll never get any better.’


I throw myself back into the corner and start chewing on my wrist. If I hurt myself they have to let me out. This is such a good idea, I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. I’ll get the lumps out myself.


‘Lexi, what are you doing?’


I start scratching at myself with chipped silver fingernails, leaving red marks all up my arms. ‘Get me out of here or I’m going to kill myself. I swear I’ll do it. Who’s gonna come to your shitty clinic then?’


‘Lexi, are you going to calm down?’


‘Stop saying my name you patronising cunt!’


He stands wearily and turns to Marcus. ‘I’ll have to sedate her. Then please take her to the Safe Room.’


I don’t like the sound of that one little bit. Marcus and a newly arrived boynurse surround me. Between them they drag me up and pin my arms at my sides. I kick out with my legs but they just flail. Goldstein comes at me with another syringe. ‘No! No! Get off me!’ He efficiently slides the needle into the top of my arm. I gob right in his face. It trickles down his glasses and I feel something like glee. ‘Fat Jewish twat.’


For the first time, I see him flinch. Good. He retracts the needle and the boynurses hustle me out of the room. I go floppy again, my neck can’t hold my head up, and they sweep me down the corridors, my toenails dragging across the carpet.




They put me in a different room with grey slate tile floors, high rectangular windows and a less lavish (double) bed, albeit one nailed to the floor. If this is their version of a padded cell, they need to try harder. It’s not much different to a budget hotel room. There’s even a boxy en-suite in the corner. Hardly a punishment.


I already feel woozy from whatever Goldstein gave me. They flop me onto the bed and I’m too tired to argue. I still ache all over, but I can’t fight any more. ‘Get the fuck off me,’ I say, mostly to make a point, but my speech is slurred like I’ve had a stroke or something. My slug tongue lolls around in my mouth.


I let myself drown into sleep. Oh, it’s lovely. It’s the same as brown, it’s a hug.


A hug . . . from a big bear.


A big brown bear.


A big cuddly brown bear.


A big brown


Bear.




When I wake up, I’m FREEZING cold again. I pull the duvet around my body and nest all the way under the covers into the dark.


It hits me. I’m trapped here. I’m in a luxury cage. No one is coming to help me. I’m a prisoner. Maybe it’s time to call Daddy, but what would he say? Dr Goldstein will tell him the truth . . . they’ve probably tested my piss or something. They’ll show him a junkie. Maybe for the first time ever, I don’t think I can flutter my lashes out of this one. What if Daddy sent me to live with Mummy in Cayman? I don’t think I could stand it.


They’ll tell him I’m a heroin addict.


My bones jangle like a windchime.


I shudder.


Maybe I am a heroin addict.


When did that happen?


Fuck my life.


I put a pillow over my head. With any luck, I’ll just die.




Night comes again and it’s worse. I dream Nikolai is eating Mummy and trying to shove bits of her flesh in my mouth. There are tiny, gerbil-sized naked human babies all over the floor of my room at the hotel and I keep treading on them. I dream that I wake up and feel better.


I dream of Kurt. I dream of lazy Sunday mornings with room service. Eggs and soldiers, stacks of pancakes with bacon and maple syrup.


I dream of Antonella; Antonella passing me notes in Latin. I dream about her laughing. The notes spell out what I did, all in elegant calligraphy.


I dream of going to the bathroom, but wake up desperate for a pee and too cold to move.
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