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Part I


A STAR IS BORN




BARBARA STANWYCK
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July 16, 1907 – January 20, 1990


aka Phyllis Dietrichson aka The Lady Eve


Inducted: February 8, 1960


Star address: 1751, Vine Street


Orphaned at four. Screen debut at nineteen


Heavy smoker, husky voice


Three Emmys, a Golden Globe, four Oscar nominations


Real name: Ruby Stevens


‘Just be truthful – and if you can fake that, you’ve got it made.’
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Some day you’re going to be a star. Your name is going to be written in bright and dancing lights. Mark my words, daddy said, people will see your face and smile. Speak memorable lines from the movies you appear in. A legend in your time, that’s what you will be, daddy said, and I was happy to hear him say it.


At that hour it was just the two of us, we had just finished watching the late-night movie together, and daddy was keen to hear my thoughts. I wasn’t slow giving him my verdicts. Sunset Boulevard. Best movie ever. When I grow up I’m going to be Norma Desmond. The Big Sleep. Don’t ask me what was going on but I loved it. The Postman Always Rings Twice. Great story but no way would I end up in a jam like that. In a Lonely Place. Gloria Grahame – so good.


I lost count of how many movies daddy and me watched. Mother and Jennifer and everyone else on the street were in bed, and I only wanted to watch them with him. And with the lights out. That way no one could interrupt us with stupid questions like what’s with the mysterious woman or why is that fellow so obsessed, or could they switch the channel because they were fed up. I never got fed up. Damsels-in-distress movies with moody strangers who came to the rescue. Dark and grainy and hard-to-figure-out-what-was-happening movies with men that were all the time looking for something, women that were too good to be true, and storylines that would bring them fleetingly together before they were ripped apart from each other forever. Film noirs, daddy called those ones. They Live by Night. Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye. The Asphalt Jungle. Laura. I loved watching that one because I thought it had been named after me. It’s the other way around, daddy said when I asked him, and then offered me that half-smile of his that he saved for whenever I said something clever. Until the night of the accident, I used to watch films with daddy all the time. He knew everything about them. All the actors, and who made the film, and when the film was made. That film is older than me and you put together, he’d say. He knew all the lines and loved rewatching his favourites. I was convinced he must have seen all the movies ever made.


‘What are we watching tonight?’ I’d ask him.


‘To Have and Have Not,’ he said, patting the cushion and beckoning me onto the sofa beside him while checking the guide to make sure. ‘Bogart and Bacall are in this one. Wait until you see this pair go. It’s nearly as good as The Maltese Falcon.’


‘Bogart is in that one too,’ I said, remembering.


‘The stuff that dreams are made of,’ daddy said, and I figured that must be another movie line.


I wasn’t long getting my own set-pieces going. Daddy sat on the sofa and watched my performances, applauded when I finished and called out for more. At first I did lots of damsels in distress and wet-faced maidens falling in love with the last man they should be looking at, but I quickly tired of these drippy characters and moved on to the tough-talking ladies. These quickly became my favourites. They were daddy’s favourites too. And the two of us would sit up together and watch as many as we could. I Wake Up Screaming. The Lady from Shanghai. Fallen Angel. All About Eve. ‘Fasten your seatbelts, it’s going to be a bumpy night,’ I squeaked, puckering my lips and gripping the edge of the sofa. And daddy laughed so much he nearly choked on his drink.


Daddy let me stay up later and later, and watch whatever was on. I saw Alan Ladd and Veronica Lake in everything they were in together. ‘Every man has seen you, somewhere,’ Alan tells Veronica. ‘The trick is to find you.’ Veronica smiled her coy smile and later I tried to do my hair in the peekaboo style she wore. I watched Barbara Stanwyck run rings around Fred MacMurray in Double Indemnity. You’re not smarter, Walter, you’re just a little taller. Lana Turner did the same to John Garfield. Lauren Bacall gave Bogart as good as she got. And Gloria Swanson gives William Holden a lot more than he bargained for. Watch out, here comes Jane Greer, daddy said one night. She is going to stop Robert Mitchum dead in his tracks and believe me when I say it, if she can stop Mitchum she can stop any man.


I could never wait to do my newest productions for him. Encore! Encore! he bellowed every time I did my finish-up bow and curtsy, and daddy was the last person I was going to disappoint, and so I did my little acts all over again. Start to finish. Tweaking them here and there, for extra effect. And he was off. Stardom. Shining lights. My name along the Walk of Fame. He asked me did I know what the Walk of Fame was and I shook my head and he smiled and cleared his throat and told me all about the famous boulevard in Hollywood and the two and a half thousand stars along it, every one of them named after someone from the world of movies. It goes on for over a mile and everyone you can think of is there. Marilyn Monroe is there. And Marlene Dietrich. Joan Crawford. She’s there. And so is Bette Davis. And Greta Garbo, the greatest of them all. And when the time comes, you’ll be next. They are going to put your name on a star for everyone to see. And do you know what that means? he asked, and again I shook my head. Immortality, daddy said, with a quiver in his voice. That’s what it means.


Then he hauled me outside the front door of our house, not stopping until we had crossed the road, passed the boathouse and were standing side by side in the chill of night on Nimmo’s Pier. Look, he said, hunkering down beside me and pointing to the blurry lights along the pier. Can you see it? Hollywood. Starry lights. The Walk of Fame. Just you wait, Laura. One day it will be your turn, he said. Then he stretched out his arm and, with the penknife fetched out of his pocket, he scratched into the pier wall the words A STAR IS BORN.


I wasn’t going to disagree with him. And I could see it. Could see myself up there, on the silver screen, effortlessly jousting with my co-stars, moving with serene calm through my scenes, gliding with slick abandon into my close-up. Come opening night, I saw myself taking to the red carpet. The snap-happy photographers. The screaming fans. The journalists shoving their mics in my face, eager for my words. Come award season, I heard my name called out at every prize-giving in the land. At parties, I was an extraordinary person. Brilliant and illuminating. Wherever I went everybody wanted a piece of me. They couldn’t wait to announce my name.


From an early age that was me, then.


Laura Cassidy: The movie world’s leading light. Star of the silver screen.


Isn’t that right, Laura?


Yes it is, Laura. Indeed it is.
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So far, things haven’t panned out as daddy and me had foreseen. My name hasn’t even left the ground, let alone appeared in shining lights. Adulation and fame have offered themselves as little more than a woebegone squawk. There is still time, though. That’s what I tell myself every day when I wake up, ready and eager to offer myself to the waiting world. After all, I am not long past my twenty-fifth birthday, a mere child according to one or two of mother’s friends. Remember what daddy said, I remind myself when it all threatens to get away from me, the world is a place of possibilities. A place containing moments set aside just for you.


There are several small reasons, and one or two big reasons, that have delayed my progress. Among the small reasons has been the lack of parts befitting someone of my talents, hold-ups with the construction of the new theatre, and the outgoing director in our town. His name is Mitchell, but for some time now I have been referring to him as the Imbecile. The Imbecile who wouldn’t know how to direct traffic. The Imbecile who seems to have a huge amount of trouble recognizing genuine talent when it is standing in front of him. The Imbecile who would only know an actress if she wiggled her ripe rump in his face and said her name was Zsa Zsa Gabor. The big reasons I try not to think about.


Because sometimes – and by sometimes I mean all the time – I think it is the little things (Mitchell the Imbecile is a good example) that cause all the trouble. It is not heart attacks or machetes or remote control bombs that zap the life out of a person. It’s the way people look at you and laugh, think they are always a step ahead. That’s what I told them during my brief stint in St Jude’s when invited to share something with the group. So many people, so few bullets. That’s something else I said, and they laughed. The scourge of the street, mother calls me when I am in this kind of mood. I am not the scourge of the street, I am fast to reply. I am the most dangerous person in the country.


Dear brain, please shut up. That’s what I really ought to be telling myself. If nothing else it might do my acting career some good. Get me on the path to stardom before I reach my use-by date, am put out to pasture once and for all time. Hey, Laura, I tell myself when I sense a little impudence kicking in, last time I checked, Rome wasn’t built in a day. And, hey again: better late than dead. That is another of the little pieces of philosophy that keeps me going. That, and the fact that Mitchell the Imbecile – unable to harness my talents – has moved to the other side of the country.


I’m skimming through this week’s Advertiser from my perch on the boathouse rooftop, taking turns at dragging on my cigarette and hissing at a posse of terrorists (tourists is far too kind a word for this nuisance species) snapping shots of the harbour and Spanish Arch, when I alight on this interesting piece of information. It is included in a pull-out feature detailing what makes our little city the most get-here-this-instant little city in the world. Oh yes. The city I live in is going places. Anybody who’s anybody wants to be here right now. Especially right now. It’s all happening. Dance, film, spectacle. Festivals for everything from the harp to the harmonica. Our very own television station. A famous all-the-way-round-the-world boat race wants to finish up in our ancient harbour. Whatever it is you are after, look no further. This is what I am reading. This is what the bigwig people in the know are saying. Most interestingly of all, as far as I am concerned, at long last the new theatre is more or less finished and a hotshot director from out of town is taking over.


Hotshot’s name is Stephen Fallow. He has ideas. And already he’s talking to the Advertiser about them. About how he intends to shake things up at Khaos Theatre. About the new faces he intends to introduce. About the productions – groundbreaking and innovative – he has in mind to put on. I can’t say too much at this early stage, he is quick to add. Then he lets slip that the first production under his stewardship is going to be a reprisal of a famous Tennessee Williams play from the 1940s – in honour of its seventieth anniversary. We’re going all out on this one, he adds for good measure. We’ll be inviting actors in to audition for the lead roles. And that’s all he can say for now. Fine by me. Hotshot doesn’t have to say another word. Already I think I know what the play is. Already I’m fairly certain of the part I have in mind to go for. Already I know that this is the chance I have been waiting for. There is no doubt about it: I am in the right place at the right time – just like the Advertiser says.


I am going to have to talk to Fleming about this. Fleming is my leading man, something I decided back when we first got together. He’s no Brando, or, for that matter, Bogart, but when it comes to the theatre and movies Fleming is the only one around here who has something to say that I want to listen to. He has his own ideas too, mostly television stuff, and I try to tell him he needs to think bigger. But Laura, he says, widening his eyes, television is where it’s at these days. Blah-blah-blah is what I say to that.


My phone chimes and here he is, I’m guessing, my man Fleming. He has probably seen the Advertiser too and wants to hook up. Mull over the play. Discuss how best to play the part with my name on it. I can practically hear him urge me on. Get this part, Laura. Get this part and you can kiss a long goodbye to all your worries. No more mother on your case about sorting out your life. No more talk of St Jude’s. No more doctors and useless pills. Get this part, Laura, and your daddy will be so proud.


I’ve guessed wrong, though. It’s not Fleming. It’s mother, texting to let me know that my one and only darling sister has safely arrived.


Jennifer.


The I’m-going-to-singlehandedly-rescue-the-world member of our family.
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I haven’t spoken a single word to Jennifer since thanking her – via Skype – for the part she played in landing me inside St Jude’s eighteen nearly nineteen months ago, and still reckon I would like to be presented with her head on a plate. I could see it on a silver platter in front of me. The long eyelashes. The perfect nose. Those exquisitely symmetrical lips. The oh-so-severed-neatly neck nesting in a bed of treacly blood and green-leaf garnish.


All of it good enough to eat.


And so she has finally arrived. The prodigal daughter. Returned home after all this time to be greeted on our doorstep as though she is the greatest thing since Cleopatra and mother has been waiting for this moment all her life. And with a brand-new family member in tow. Mother and me had heard all about him, seen a photo or two, watched his toothy antics over Skype, and now here he was in the flesh. Four years old, and counting, if my sums were right. Juan, he is called.


It was all of one week ago that mother had chosen to let me in on the secret that Jennifer was coming home in the first place. As though mother had woken up last Monday morning and decided that her current daughter was no longer sufficient and that the additional daughter, the one with the bit of pep in her stride, the one with good hair and all-round easy-on-the-eye features, was required, and urgently at that. And hey presto, here she is.


Jennifer. My I-really-can’t-believe-I-am-almost-thirty go-everywhere save-everyone older sister. Offering a little bit back to the world, to quote a line from an early postcard she sent us from somewhere in the bowels of Bolivia. A picture of five fat women dressed in black ponchos, bowler hats atop their wrinkled noggins. ‘Which one is Jennifer?’ I asked mother at the time, and received a scowl that would have instantly curdled milk. I didn’t care where she was or what she was doing. Never asked for any updates on the little bits she was offering back to the world, but any time a postcard came dropping through our letterbox mother was onto it like a starving wasp on jam. Feeding for the rest of the day, weeks and months to come, off the four or five itty-bit sentences Jennifer had scribbled. Hello from the highest train station in the world. The air is so thin they have us chewing coca leaves. Greetings from the Atacama Desert. It hasn’t rained here for four hundred years. Happy New Year from the floating island on Lake Titicaca. Patagonia says hi. And of course the entire street had to be made quickly aware of Jennifer’s current whereabouts, her latest intrepid adventure, the noble work she was doing in the slums of Brazil or the jungles of Paraguay. Every word on the postcard pouring out of mother as though she had spent the night before cramming for an exam and had to squeeze out every single utterance before she started to forget.


‘How many postcards do you reckon Jennifer has sent?’ I asked mother.


‘Oh, I have no idea.’


‘Take a guess.’


‘I told you I don’t know.’


‘Six postcards. That’s how many. Six postcards in as many years.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ mother said, and straightaway started into the email she had received from Jennifer, announcing her imminent return.


Sometime over a week ago that email must have arrived. Along with a photograph – of Jennifer’s ever-smiling self, seated with her boy at a table outside a clapped-out coffee shop, about to pull on the straw sticking out of the tall glass. A wiggly arrow was pointing to the glass, along with a bubble caption that said, Iced coffee! More fawning, then, as mother enlarged the photograph on the screen, placed the laptop on the kitchen table and sat staring at it for about half the morning. Then she was talking again. Asking me did I realize how long it was since Jennifer had last been home. Six years! Think of it, mother went on, as though it was a span of time impossible to fathom, an eternity. Then, her voice hushing, mother picked up the laptop and raised it high. As though Jennifer was someone to look up to, a beacon for people who had lost their way, a goddess from beyond the beyond lording over mortal earth. And all the time I was staring at the computer screen and thinking: a pity you didn’t float away with that island on Lake Titicaca.


*


Be here when she arrives. Mother’s words. She’s been using them on me every day for the past week. ‘What for?’ I said this morning, warming up my best innocent face. ‘You know perfectly well what for. To welcome her home,’ mother said. ‘What for?’ I said again, going into full I-know-nothing mode, and mother gave me the frown she saved up for when I went one step too far. I smiled pleasantly and told mother I was a busy bee. ‘What has you so busy?’ she then wanted to know, accompanying her words with that little chuckle of hers I don’t always care for, and then tried to make me promise to stick around. ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘What do you mean you can’t?’ she gasped, and I muttered something about a doctor’s appointment. I was tempted to make up an elaborate yarn about having to be at the theatre, a proposal that on account of what had happened a year and a half ago – the crisis, to use a word a couple of mother’s friends seem to like – would have had mother tearing out clumps of her higgledy-piggledy hair.


‘You’re busy!’ she blurted out again. ‘Pull the other one, it plays Jingle Bells,’ she said, offering me her leg. And I was thinking oh-so calmly: I’ll show you. One of these days I’ll surprise you. Then we will see whose turn it is for a mocking tune.


Tuesday came and went. Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday. But the expected arrival did not show up. ‘Where is this phantom?’ I demanded to know in my best couldn’t-care-less voice while mother fretted at her phone.


At some point over the weekend – late on Friday night, I think – the phone sounded and mother ran to it and clutched it, nodding her flustered head. ‘Tomorrow,’ mother said, when she put the phone down. ‘She’ll be here tomorrow. Make sure to stick around tomorrow.’ And like a top-of-the-class fool I did stick around, all the way into early Saturday evening, and I stood tap-tapping my foot off the floor while mother nodded her head through another late-night phone call communicating another no-show. ‘Her flight has been delayed,’ mother said. ‘Weather problems.’


‘What sort of weather problems?’ I wanted to know.


Next day, Jennifer telephoned from the airport. ‘She has landed,’ mother said, lighting up like a flare. ‘She is in the country.’


‘Whoopideedoo,’ I said, and stood there while mother nodded through what seemed to be a series of instructions which soon had her shuffling restlessly about the place, muttering to herself. ‘Her bags haven’t come through. And her VISA card isn’t working. We have to get her a bus ticket.’


All this took so long that Jennifer missed the last bus over and she had to find a hotel room for the night. Which had mother calling out her VISA number again. Meantime, Jennifer’s bags had ended up on another flight. And lo-and-behold, the following day, the bus she managed to catch broke down about halfway across the country. ‘Why don’t we send a limousine?’ I suggested, mother scowled, and in her flustered state, hung up before Jennifer had a chance to say another word.


Then she decided the spare room needed another cleaning.


‘What has gotten into you?’ I said. ‘You never want to clean anything.’


‘I can’t wait to see her,’ was all mother had to say, when she finally tired of her sweeping brush and vacuum cleaner and had emptied a third or fourth toilet duck and had sat down at the kitchen table, a cup of tea resting beside the little bundle of taxi money she had ready for the imminent arrival.


‘Remind me again who she is,’ I said.


‘It’s Jennifer!’ mother said, in her excitement not realizing I didn’t require an answer to my question. ‘Your sister, Jennifer!’


Then mother’s phone went off again. ‘Oh my God, you poor thing,’ I heard her say. There was plenty more, but by then I had heard enough. I let myself out, crossed the road and perched myself on the flat-roofed boathouse from where I witnessed Jennifer’s reception (arms, hugs, kisses, tears), and saw her and her boy tucked safely away inside our end-of-terrace house.


I am in no hurry rushing home to greet her. I have important things to do today and, sister or no sister finally arrived all the way from the other side of the world, I fully intend to do them.


First things first, then. Swing by the medical centre – aka the Goldmine. Check in with the Doc, collect my meds.
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I message Fleming to meet me at the Goldmine, take a drag of my rollie and allow myself get distracted by a pair of terrorists. A man and wife pairing in yellow, who must have decided on their wedding day, or at some such vital point in their lives together, that from here out they were going to buy the exact same walking boots and wear the same colour raincoats and plant atop their noggins ridiculous and identical beanies. They mooch about on the quay, fiddle with a top-of-the-range camera, point into the harbour waters, remark to each other in their twang and drawl accents. A couple of full-sail Hookers catch their attention and click-click-click goes the camera. A flotilla of swans emerges and so excited is she that for a second I think the woman is going to dive into the water in order to get a close-up view of this all-white procession. Oh goodie, I think to myself, blowing a plume of smoke in their general direction. First we have Cleopatra announcing herself. And now the swans.


I take a last pull on my rollie, flick the butt in the direction of the teapots in raincoats, clamber down the back wall of the boathouse, duck around the side and join the terrorists on the pier.


I drift among the snap-happy legions as the harbour birds swoop, dive and soar away again. ‘Watch out, be on guard,’ I say to a cluster of camera-wielders as I jostle into them. ‘Vultures everywhere,’ I say, pointing skywards and fish with my fingers inside a coat pocket, grip and slide up my sleeve the third purse I have claimed this week. ‘Vultures, vultures,’ I call out as I step away.


Further on, a couple of swans have waddled out of the water and up the boat ramp, and are beaking the ground for stray crumbs and of course everyone is falling over themselves to get the perfect picture. ‘Come on, swans,’ I say, imploring them with outspread arms, ‘smile for the camera.’ One or two people look at me and I give them my full-beam smile and they smile uncertainly back and return their attention to the waddling swans.


I wander down the boat ramp, stand at the water’s edge, look right and left, and fetch the purse from its temporary abode and shove it in the front pocket of my skirt. I take out my phone and am about to message my man Fleming when the lad in the yellow raincoat asks me to take a photograph of him and his darling wife.


‘Do you know something I don’t?’ I say to him.


‘What’s that?’ he drawls.


‘Ach-so! You speaka ze English,’ I say.


‘Yeah,’ he says, already taking a half-step back. ‘I am American. As in, the United States.’


‘Oh, Amerrrrrrica! Land of the free and all that jazz. Well, silly me,’ I say, raising my hand and slapping my forehead good-oh. ‘And there I was thinking all along you were a sauerkraut.’


‘Pardon me?’


‘Where in America are you from?’ I ask. ‘Wait. Don’t tell me. Boston, Massachoooosetts.’


‘No. We’re from—’


‘Wait. I’m guessing here. Chicago the Windy City?’


‘Not Chicago.’


‘Baltimore? We get a lot of people from Baltimore in our little city.’


‘Not Baltimore either.’


‘Just as well. Riddled with gangsters and no-goods, that place – so I hear. How about Miami? You’ve got great skin. Must get a lot of sun where you live.’


‘We’re not from Miami.’


‘You’re not from California, I hope. Please say you’re not from California.’


‘We’re not from California.’


‘That is such a relief. I hear in California they lock you up for thirty-five years just for stealing a vegetable.’


‘Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far.’


‘How far would you go?’


‘Come again?’


‘Jail in California. You wouldn’t go that far. So?’


‘So what?’


‘So how far would you go?’


‘I’m not sure I follow.’


‘Ah, I don’t blame you. I’m a mystery, me. A mystery wrapped up in an enigma shrouded by a riddle, me. Now tell me more about this loofah-face tangerine thinking of moving into the White House. He seems to be infatuated with the word tremendous.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You want a photo, right? With the white bird?’


Half-heartedly, he hands over the camera and joins his dressed-just-like-him missus who, from a safe distance, is in the process of making a series of strange-sounding squawks, peeps and coos at the unheeding swan. For the camera they pose as a love-dove couple wearing sunglasses. They stand wrapped around each other right at the water’s edge while I pretend I am an expert camera operator. I should tell them that taking off their ridiculous raincoats will make the shot even more romantic. ‘A little to the left,’ I say instead, and they shuffle accordingly. ‘A little to the right,’ I say, and they shuffle back again. ‘Excuse me, sir,’ I say, ‘could you take off your hat. Please, a couple of steps back,’ I say to the woman. ‘That’s right. Just one more step, please.’ And splash! She has stood into the water, a fact she makes known with one more bird-like squeak. ‘Watch out,’ I say. ‘The tide is high this week. Wouldn’t want to see you swept away. OK then,’ I go on, raising the camera they have entrusted to me, ‘on the count of three, everyone say Cryptosporidium. Five, four …’ But they have had enough out of me. The man has already untangled himself from his love-bird, who is shaking her foot as though it has picked up something contagious after its brief contact with the tidal water. Meantime, her knight in shining armour stomps right up to me, all huff and puff as he reclaims his camera. ‘What, no photo?’ I say, shrugging my arms at him and putting on my best I-don’t-understand face. Then I lean in close to him, hand shielding my mouth. ‘What say you and me throw horse-face to the swans and get ourselves warmed up under the covers in your hotel?’


He cold-eyes me, rejoins his foot-soaked other half and the two of them walk quickly away.


‘By the way, did you hear the news?’ I call after them. ‘They jailed a man for stealing anti-wrinkle cream. That’s the bastard judge in this town for you. He’d do well in America, I’d say. Hey! You never told me where you’re from.’
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The crisis. Another reason for my stardom being delayed. I prefer the word mishap. Opening night at the Town Hall. Eighteen going on nineteen months ago and counting. I was playing the part of Honey in a Khaos production of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? It was my first decent part. Mitchell the Imbecile was directing. I was so nervous, hadn’t slept or eaten in the better part of a week, which I had convinced myself might be useful as my part required some histrionics. Just before my first scene I couldn’t remember my lines. Not a single one of them. It’s OK, Laura, I kept telling myself as I retched into the bucket while waiting in the wings. This happens to all the greats. As soon as you get out there you’ll be fine. My cue arrived. On I walked. By now I was trembling. And all I could hear was the heart clapping away inside me. The other actors were looking my way. And then I couldn’t breathe. It felt as though every organ inside me wanted out of my body at the same time, and now there was a logjam in my throat. I gulped. And gulped again. Had to bend over. Grabbed myself with both arms and tried to heave out of me whatever it was that was blocking my airways. I started to hyperventilate. I felt the strength go out of my legs. And down I went.


One thing I think I remember is the gasp from the audience when I dropped to the floor. It’s all right, I wanted to call out. It’s something the character does. But any last-ditch energy had drained out of me, and then all I could see was a bunch of faces staring down at me. After that I just wanted to sleep.


I woke up in a bed in a room that for the few days I was in it took turns reeking of sour milk and gone-off goat’s cheese. The people in St Jude’s said I needed to rest up and for as long as it would take. A doctor came. He asked some questions, prescribed a course of meds for nervous anxiety, and by the end of the week suggested I think about a break. The theatre isn’t going anywhere, he said. It will be waiting for me until I am ready to return. Mother nodded, and from her Skype laptop somewhere in the Amazon jungle, Jennifer wholeheartedly agreed. Eighteen months later and I have done precisely as I was told. I have taken a break. Rested up. Been by-and-large dutiful with my medication. As of right now, though, as of the very moment I read about this new production, I know the time has come for me to return to the stage.


Isn’t that right, Laura?


Why, yes, Laura. Indeed it is.


*


I am barely halfway across Tone Bridge when my phone chimes. Pausing, I lean onto the bridge wall to check. Where are you! Mother again. No doubt she is filling home-at-last Jennifer’s head with all sorts of wonderful stuff about the pining sister who cannot wait to see her after all this time and hear all about her world-saving adventures. Ha! Ha! Like hell she is. And she needn’t bother holding her breath for a reply from me. Instead I start tapping out another message to Fleming and allow my gaze drift to the rough-and-tumble river making its way into the harbour.


‘Look who it is,’ the Beggar Flynn’s familiar voice snarls up at me from his sit-down back-to-the-wall perch.


‘The one and only,’ I say, without looking down.


‘You make your first picture yet?’


‘I didn’t, Beggar. You make your first million yet?’


‘I didn’t. What’s keeping you?’


‘I’m biding my time, Beggar. Waiting for the right part to come along.’


‘Let me guess. You want to play the good witch of the north?’


‘Ah, Beggar, I don’t think I have the sensibility for that role.’


‘Fancy yourself as more of a killer queen, I suppose.’


‘What other part is there? Anyway. It just so happens my agent was in touch. He has the perfect part for me. The lead in a forthcoming production and it is going to catapult me.’


‘Catapulting, is it?’


‘That’s right. You have it from the witch’s teat.’


Beggar grunts and I watch the surging water, grimy and petulant, roaring its troubled way into the harbour, the currents and everlasting wind generating waves, ragged and higgledy-piggledy – not unlike mother’s hair – and with no clue as to the direction they should be taking.


‘Hell hath no fury like this one, Beggar.’


‘And you’re an expert, I suppose? Tell me, can you see Dolores?’


‘Would that be Dolores Taaffe from the Fair Green who reckons she can walk on water?’


‘It would.’


‘I can’t see her, Beggar. When is she due?’


‘About sixteen years ago. I’m not budging until she shows.’


‘I can see Pisser Kelly under the Spanish Arch. Is he any good to you?’


‘No.’


‘I hear you, Beggar. Can’t say I fancy Dolores’ chances on these waves. I was listening to music on the street the other night and guess what the singer said in between his songs? Go on, guess.’


‘I’m not guessing.’


‘He said our river is the fastest-flowing river in Europe. There. What do you think of that?’


‘I wish some of the skinflints using my bridge would jump into the fast river. That’s what I think.’


‘Things that bad?’


‘Things are fine, thanks for asking. I just don’t like certain people on my bridge.’


‘You’re a codder, Beggar. I so enjoy our little talks.’


And I fetch the purse from my skirt pocket and drop it into his cap.


*


I’m almost at the Goldmine when her next message lands. Don’t forget to collect your meds. Mother, mother. More and more I’m convinced she thinks my river doesn’t run all the way to the sea. Especially since her new fancy man appeared on the scene and started putting notions in her head. I tend not to pay attention to her. Fleming aside, I tend not to listen to anyone. If you can’t improve on silence, keep your trap shut. That’s another one of the philosophies I’ve heard in my life to date, and one of the better ones at that. No doubt she is fretting as to how I will greet Jennifer, wants me on my best behaviour. All happy face and it’s so good to see you, sister. That’s OK, mother. I can be all that. I can switch on my charm and good manners smile. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to talk with my doctor.


His name is Harper, but I just call him the Doc. The Doc is a good talker, has eyelashes worth fighting for, and when it comes to the Golden Age of Cinema, is sometimes willing to indulge every utterance that leaves my mouth. Every two weeks I’m supposed to swing by his den, where he greets me with a warm smile, some fresh and hearty chat, and a prescription upon which he scribbles what it is my shaky system requires. As far as my meds go mother keeps on my case. I suppose she’s right, but of late I have been an obedient girl.


After the crisis I was put on a course of mirtazapine to quell my anxiety. Olanzapine to give me an appetite. Mogadon to send me to sleep, but I like the quiet hours of the night and so at times haven’t gotten along so well with that one. Altogether then, the pills allow me participate in the world. Maintain my equilibrium. I suppose you could say that when it comes to the hurly-burly of life, they are my centre of gravity.


Usually, I make sure I have a nine o’clock appointment. It is the first available appointment and getting in first means I never have to spend time in the waiting room in the company of some old wheezebag suddenly turned yellow-green, or some precious mother with her non-stop cry-baby six-year-old, or some drama queen of a man whose life has come to a complete and irreversible standstill because he has a sore leg or runny nose or some other ailment a shoe up his asshole wouldn’t cure. A nine o’clock appointment means I get in, get out and get balanced all in the space of a few minutes. Today I am running several hours late, but at least I know who I can blame. (That right, sis?)


‘Look who it finally is,’ Doc says, eyeing up his wall clock, when I land inside his surgery.


‘Better late than dead,’ I say back, sitting myself comfortably into the chair across from him and his doctor desk.


‘Careful now,’ Doc says, smiling at me, ‘mocking is catching.’


‘Doc, you’ve been saving my life for a year and a half now and I have to say I think you’re doing a terrific job. So I have no fears on that score. If you ever need a reference you know where to come.’


‘Coming from you, Laura, that is praise indeed.’


‘Of course it is. And let me also say, this is one comfortable chair.’


‘So. How’ve you been, Laura?’


‘I’ve got a feeling I’m going to be busy, Doc.’


‘Oh, yes?’


‘There’s a part coming up. It has my name written all over it.’


‘Is that so?’


‘In fact, as soon as we’re done here I’m on my way to the theatre. A new director has taken over. I’m hearing only good things, Doc. Only good things.’


‘Well, that all sounds very interesting, Laura. Do you feel you’re ready to return?’


‘As of precisely one hour ago and counting, yes I most certainly do.’


‘I see … I was talking to your mother the other day. I hear there’s a certain visitor due.’


‘A certain visitor? Tell me more, Doc.’


‘Your sister. She’s due home for a visit. Has she arrived?’


‘She might have,’ I say, and Doc smiles.


‘She’s been away a while, hasn’t she? I wonder would I recognize her.’


‘If her photograph is anything to go by, she is now more or less perfect,’ I say. ‘I’ve set myself the task of finding one blemish on her. I’ll let you know how I get on.’


‘Oh, so you haven’t actually spoken to her yet?’


‘No.’


‘But she’s here? She has arrived?’


‘She appeared on our road at precisely fifteen minutes past I-couldn’t-care-less o’clock,’ I say to that.


‘You’re a card, Laura. You really should think about finding a way to occupy that lively mind.’


‘I know exactly what you mean, Doc. Every morning now it seems I wake up and ask myself the same question: appoint myself queen of the universe or annihilate the eastern side of town?’


‘That’s the side of town I live on.’


‘Well, I’ll make sure you’re put on the to-be-spared list.’


‘I’m glad I know you, Laura. You’d nearly have me convinced.’


‘That’s what my daddy used to say, Doc.’


‘Are you not pleased your sister is home? And with a new member of the family to show off, I hear.’


‘Well, to tell you the truth, Doc, I don’t know how she ever made the time. According to the occasional bulletin we receive she is killed out saving the various places she’s holed up in.’


‘It certainly sounds like she’s getting to see plenty of the world.’


‘Not enough, if you ask me. A while back – during their annual all-night Skype get-together – she was telling mother a story about a lad in India with two heads. Born with them, he was. The two heads. If you ask me that’s the place for Jennifer. Where lads with two heads are born.’


Doc shakes his head and smiles. ‘Your topics of conversation never cease to amaze me, Laura.’


‘Well, imagine if it started happening around here. You’d have your work cut out for you then, Doc. We wouldn’t have so much time to talk.’


‘No, we wouldn’t, Laura,’ he says, as he reaches for his doctor pad and pen.


Doc is now busy scribbling out my two weeks’ worth of medication. Mid-sentence he puts down his pen and looks at me, his eyes suddenly searching.


‘Have you any good movies to recommend to me? I haven’t seen anything worthwhile in ages.’


‘I wish I did. Television is where it’s at these days, Doc. That’s what they’re telling me. They keep trying to shove boxsets at me. But if you ask me there’s still nothing to beat the silver screen.’
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