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Praise for Veronica

“This characteristically oblique glance at the US fashion
modelling industry of the 1980s is written with all the
psychological kick that distinguished Gaitskill’s last collection
of stories.” —DJ Taylor, TLS Books of theYear

“Veronica is an intense study of pain, illness, rejection, and
of glamour’s tyranny. This Gaitskill achieves in writing that
transcends mere style. Her unique language allows her to
probe her characters’ psyches with microscopic observation
and relentless originality. The novel is richly metaphorical, and
image succeeds startling image with a breathless, yet precise,
invention…illuminating and moving. Gaitskill’s talent is both
prodigious and refined, and she is unafraid to articulate the
anguished thoughts and feelings from which we prefer to
turn away.” —Independent

“Gaitskill deserves some sort of monument [for this] beautiful,
devastating new novel… There are paragraphs like poems in
Veronica that lure you back, over and over.” —Elle

“A highly perceptive and recommended read.” —Aesthetica

“Veronica has a deadly, elegant grace… Gaitskill is steely-eyed and
unafraid, dissecting her characters with a surgeon’s precision.”

—Metro

“A heady evocation of a lost life…a dizzying,optimistic, visceral
reminiscence.” —The List

“Gaitskill probes the small, dirty corners of her characters’
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lives…a very plain book about beauty. Gaitskill is not interested
in telling a moral tale: everything is grubby and indistinct. Her
characters do not go about learning valuable lessons about
right and wrong, they simply battle on through an unforgiving
reality… Gaitskill’s disdain for simplistic contemporary attitudes
is positively winning.” —Spectator

“This extraordinary novel is a shattering and glittering account
of the brittle riches of the 1980s… A tremendous account—
funny, sad, surprising and beautiful—of a life falling apart.”

—Psychologies

“[An] arresting novel about beauty, fame and friendship… For
all its sad truthfulness, this is also a story filled with soul.”

—Daily Mail

“A fierce look at the mystery of human relationships.”
—Big Issue

“A sadly truthful story, filled with soul.” —London Life

“An exploration of the humanising relationship between the
glamorous and the grotesque…a song about the impossible
complications that a well-lived life brings…a beautiful and
complicated piece—a novel written in the voice of a poet, but
undeniably focused on the glamour of pop.” —Time Out

“Gaitskill is enormously gifted… [Veronica] is a masterly
examination of the relationship between surface and self,
culture and fashion, time and memory. Gaitskill’s brand of
brainy lyricism,of acid shot through with grace, is unlike anyone
else’s… Her palpable talent puts her among the most eloquent
and perceptive contemporary fiction writers.”

—New York Times Book Review

“Fierce, night-blooming… Beauty and ugliness do battle in
Veronica, not only within the minds of its tormented characters
but also on the page. Ms. Gaitskill writes so radiantly about
violent self-loathing that the very incongruousness of her
language has shocking power.” —The NewYork Times
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“Through four books over eighteen years, Mary Gaitskill has
been formulating her fiction around that immutable question
of how we manage to live in a seemingly inscrutable world…
The marvel of Veronica is how finely this novel reveals a life, and
how the novel itself becomes a kind of revelation.” —Harper’s

“Gaitskill’s work goes against the corrective grain in American
fiction, a grain that is deeper and more pervasive now than it
was when her first stories appeared… [Veronica] is the best thing
she has yet written. At the moment when many of our best
novels seem to have been written in a borrowed or restored
language, Veronica has the sound of original speech.”

—The NewYork Review of Books

“Unsparing and unsentimental, the book is a powerful
meditation on some of Gaitskill’s favorite themes: cruelty, sex,
desire and beauty.” —Newsweek

“There are novels that speak a language entirely their own…
Veronica creates an atmosphere, provokes a response, and suffuses
us with an emotion that we can easily, all too easily, summon up.
It’s art you can continue to see even with your eyes closed.”

—Francine Prose, Slate

“Engaging and penetrating… Never before in fiction has a model
been this knowing, this feeling or this poetic. Yet every sentence
rings true… As soulful as it is sordid.” —The SeattleTimes

“Striking… Reading Mary Gaitskill is like having a flock of
birds fly straight at your face:You recognize the beauty, but you
still want to cover your eyes… Veronica is true in ways that few
American novels are willing to be true.”

—The NewYork Observer

“The current in [Gaitskill’s] livewire prose runs in the direction
of the psychological and the impressionistic… Veronica bleeds
from [Gaitskill’s] lacerating intelligence, the rueful wisdom of
an author who has aged with her tremendous novel.”

—The Village Voice
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“[Veronica] will leave you shaking and joyful simultaneously,dizzy
with the proximity of private terror and bottomless hope.”

—The Oprah Magazine

“There is no moral here; just the burning sense of youth as
Alison and Veronica torched their way through it: head-
on, a new disease waiting in the wings… Gritty… Sincere
and true.” —The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)
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ix

INTRODUCTION 
by Mary Gaitskill

“The more withered the reality, the more gigantic and 
tyrannical the dream.” 

I wrote this book in 1992, or at least I wrote a draft of it then. 
It is hard for me to remember that time; in my memory the 
world was very different than it seems now, but of course 

the seeds of now were present then. Some people seemed to 
think the book was about the decade called “the 80s;” one 
critic said it described the “epic heartlessness” of that era. I 
still wonder at the statement. In the 80s we weren’t officially 
torturing people. 

At the end of the 80s I moved from New York City to a 
canyon in Marin County, California. I lived in a renovated 
garage/cottage with a floor like plywood covered by thin 
carpet; in this one particular spot, I could peel up a loose edge 
of carpet and see the ground (once even a bug!) under the 
wood. I remember thinking I should be disgusted by this, but 
I was not. It was my first actual house that I didn’t share with 
anyone else, and in it I had my first full complement of furni-
ture including a couch which felt luxurious to me. The canyon 
around me was luxurious too, lush and dense, full of colors and 
shapes that I had never seen before; in the winter chartreuse 
moss was so thick on the trees that it grew away from trunks in 
rough hairy phalanges. I walked in this place for hours some-
times, absorbing the feeling of the moss and everything else: 
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the floor of dirt and crumbling leaves, the quick, shining skin 
of a creek; fallen trees with dried bark crumbling off them; 
slender, humorously twisted trunks of ochre-colored madrones. 

This natural abundance was amplified by what seemed 
almost unnatural social and economic abundance: all around 
me were enormous, elaborate homes built up steep hills and 
surrounded by gardens, the air of which was daintily dotted 
by wind chimes—except when the dainty dots were blotted 
out by the tireless hammers and drills of home improvement, 
which was often. It seemed as if the beautiful homes were con-
stantly being improved. The people who lived in them also had 
countless opportunities for improvement; everywhere were 
advertisements for healing, therapy, meditation and personal 
evolution. Even at the grocery store and the fruit stand, flaw-
less, free-range food was on display, and the rows of shining 
produce seemed to strive to be something more than mere 
food, something impossibly ideal. 

I had never owned a television before; I had not paid much 
attention at all to “culture;” I had been too busy trying to pay 
my rent and to negotiate the world immediately around me. 
Now, in this strange, abundant place I turned on the TV and 
listened to the radio; I opened magazines of all kinds. I took 
very seriously what I saw there, absurdly and naively so. I read 
the endless, hectoring opinions telling us who “we” were and 
what “we” were doing (Welcome to the age of White Trash! 
Now Feminists want to have sex! We used to be Sincere and 
now we’re Ironic! We’re a Culture of Victims and it’s terrible!) 
with great, baffled interest. But what stood out, most loudly 
and violently were images of beauty so intense they were 
almost warped; some of these images were human. The fashion 
model seemed suddenly at the center of the cultural world, 
inextricably wound in with music, art and cinema. These 
human images snagged in my imagination, which twisted and 
turned reactively, picking and chewing over them, foolishly 
trying to get nourishment from them—for I wanted to be part 
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of this vibrant and powerful world. I wanted beauty too, not 
merely physical beauty, but the heightened pitch of existence 
the magazines hinted at. I think I believed in some murky way 
what I was being shown, that ideal experience could be found 
in a particular, correct example of human identity and form, 
form that appeared in a variety of magazine personae that were 
subliminally linked to higher ideals. 

My mind, of course, knew better. My mind did not like 
my psyche’s vulnerability to this chimera and sounded the 
alarm with imagistic assertions of its own: I remember seeing 
Pet Sematary (Stephen King’s horror story of burial and re-
animation) during this time and being pierced by the image 
of a grotesquely reanimated person digging with his hands in 
somebody’s yard, looking for bones to chew on, bewildered 
and ashamed but unable to stop—unable too to get any nour-
ishment from the bones he dug up. To me it was an image 
of compulsion that represented, with blunt, poetic accuracy, 
my psyche’s stimulated wish to have the “beauty” being fed 
it, along with a great collective psyche’s stimulated wish. This 
understanding protected me from more fully absorbing such 
poisonous wishes because of the truth I intuited in the image; 
the seed of deprivation hidden in a fevered dream of perfec-
tion. Indeed, part of the reason I think this “dream” was so 
compelling to me from the start was my stricken feeling for the 
underlying wound of deprivation. 

This fixation was made more compelling to me by its prox-
imity to another kind of wound; grief for the death of a friend. 
Her name was June. She was about ten years older than me, 
and we had met at the job I’d had before publishing my first 
book. If we had met in a more conventional social setting I 
doubt that we would have been drawn to each other; she had 
a strange, baroquely-shaped personality that she expressed in 
too-heavy make-up, stiff, mannish clothes that did not suit her 
womanly body and an aggressively mannered way of speaking. 
I was socially misshapen myself, probably in more ways than I 
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am capable of seeing in retrospect. But we had the chance to 
get to know each other differently, beyond social presentation, 
because the job required us to sit in a room with nothing to do 
but talk, sometimes for hours. 

I don’t remember the complicated shifts that must’ve hap-
pened as I slowly came to feel past her rigidly shaped outer 
being, how I gradually felt, through the clumsy artifice 
and habitual hardness of the shape she had built for herself, 
something that was warm, alive, humorous and deeply kind; 
something I can only call goodness. It strikes me that it was 
perhaps the awkward nature of her persona that made it easier 
to feel the real woman beneath it, the lush soul flowing through 
the cracks in the weird mask. But this is also true: I came to feel 
the connection between that warm, live inner character and 
the outer “mask” that gave it expression in the world; I came 
to feel the private delightfulness of that connection. 

And then she got HIV. It was 1987 and as a woman with 
the condition, she felt herself alone and judged, even by her 
gay male friends. I don’t know if she was right in this. But I do 
know she was very alone. She became more outwardly rigid, 
then angry and defensive; she accused and insulted people and 
pushed them away, friends and total strangers alike. People said 
that I was good to stand by her. What I could not adequately 
explain to them was that even in the extremity of her suffering 
she stood by me. Her kindness during this time was incredible, 
especially in its naturalness; it was just there. Perhaps this was 
because my need of her kindness made her forget how sick she 
was, made her feel the value of her remaining strength. I only 
know that whatever support I gave to her, she returned two-
fold, without thinking about it. 

I remember feeling this especially when my sister came 
to visit me in New York and the three of us went out. My 
sister was ill herself and also ill at ease; she is not someone 
who has ever been able to construct a mask of any kind. 
June made her feel easy. She made her feel good. She did this 
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completely without ostentation. I’m not describing how she 
did this because I described it in Veronica, with some differ-
ences because Veronica is a novel. In the novel I also described 
the conversation I had with my sister when I told her that 
June had died. I told her of a dream that an acquaintance had 
about my friend, in which she saw June at a party in a magical 
house full of beautifully dressed, wonderful people, that June 
was herself so beautiful that the acquaintance did not recog-
nize her at first and wondered who that amazing woman could 
be. Then June smiled at her and, with dream logic, walked into 
a waiting elevator which then took her up. To me the dream 
expressed the hidden truth of my friend. My sister didn’t 
understand this. “But why hidden?” she said. “It wasn’t hidden, 
she was like that.” 

I was glad that my sister had perceived so quickly what it 
had taken me months to see. I was also a little ashamed of how 
I had described the dream, as if I had to explain June’s quality. 
And I was sad to realize that I hadn’t begun to comprehend 
the depth of what she had suffered, not only in her illness but 
in her life before that, the seemingly adverse forces that had 
formed her, and to which she had reacted with courage and 
humor. It was not entirely my fault that I didn’t comprehend—
maybe it wasn’t my fault at all. June was not easy to know or to 
get close to and neither was I. Still we found a moment of love 
and comfort. Perhaps it sounds pathetic. But so many people 
live like this, finding each other only briefly; small people in 
every class and culture struggling to live and grow and find a 
shape for themselves in a monstrous, grinding world of social 
gaming, power and florid illusion, while the million-headed 
hydra of mass culture screams “We are this! We are that!” and 
explodes with pictures that promise to hold us forever, death-
less and lifeless too.

Some people find Veronica dense with similes and metaphors 
to the point of nearly choking. But similes and metaphors 
make secret connections between seemingly unrelated things, 
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and it was through these connections that I tried to feel my 
way into the pith of this story about the mystery of feeling and 
identity, about the strange faces and forms we assume, some-
times randomly defined as beautiful or not; the social clothing 
with which we dress our raw unknowable selves, searching for 
a form that will be recognized and understood by others, that 
can move in the world, love and be loved. Some people are 
very skilled at this, some are not at all. But how peculiar that it 
is so important; how terrible the loneliness and suffering that 
comes from simply getting the outfit wrong. 

Now it is normal to favor torture; there has even been a 
TV series in which the hero tortures people in the name of 
national security. We have cut the natural world out from under 
our own feet and the oceans are turning to vinegar. If June 
and I met now, we might never have had our first tentative, 
awkward exchanges; we could instead have sat there together 
and worked our phones.

The last time I visited the beautiful canyon where I used to 
live it was parched and brown and the trees were diseased. It is 
hard to remember it as it once was, so lush I could disappear 
into it, as if between curtains of heavy grey rain: on one side 
of me the structured world of beautiful homes, on the other 
side the world of trees and grasses, fungus and flowers, silently 
disintegrating and re-forming, each thing there also wanting 
to find its shape. As I walked, these worlds blended with one 
another, came apart and grew up again. The natural world held 
the social world with equanimity, even as the social world 
blithely devoured it; I believed I could feel every nuance of 
personality, impulse, emotion, expression or artifice voicelessly 
alive, devouring, growing and dying all around me. It was not 
about words; it was too big for words and did not care about 
words. But I needed words; I needed form. And so I found it. 
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