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PRAISE FOR BLINDED BY THE LIGHTS


‘Blinded By The Lights is tough, knowing, high-octane crime fiction from the mean streets of Warsaw, Poland. Los Angeles has James Ellroy, Boston has Dennis Lehane, Oslo has Jo Nesbo. And Warsaw has its own two-fisted crime laureate in Jakub Zulczyk. Already a massive bestseller in Poland, this is brilliant stuff from a fresh new voice in crime fiction’


Tony Parsons, author of The Girl on Fire


‘Striking and brilliantly written – for fans of
the dark and gritty!’


Robert Bryndza, author of The Night Stalker


‘Dark, dangerous, and seductive’


G.D. Abson, author of Motherland


‘Blinded by the Lights is an adult story about Warsaw and its nightlife. Zulczyk uses a thriller book narrative to provide us not so much with images of gang wars as with a rich spectrum of fleshy and complicated human types he depicts with subtle boldness. The ending is like a punch between the eyes’


Szczepan Twardoch, author of The King of Warsaw: A Novel
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‘His latest novel, a mysterious, dramatic story of a drug dealer, an urban odyssey full odd sudden twists and turns makes one reflect on basic values, such as love, friendship and loyalty and, above all, on their price in today’s world. Blinded by the Lights is a portrait of city sunk into darkness, a panopticon of human of human weaknesses and desires… You won’t be able to sleep after you read it’
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PRAISE FOR THE HBO SERIES


‘Blinded by the Lights is the best Polish
show we have seen in a long time’


Tomasz Raczek


‘A brilliantly written story’


Norbert Zaskórski, NaEkranie.pl


‘Blinded by the Lights polarises Poles more than politics,
[it] will not leave you indifferent. It’s a watershed
production. Full stop!’


Marcin Cichoński, dziennik.pl


‘One of the biggest cultural highlights in Poland in 2018’


Jakub Majmurek, Tygodnik Powszechny


‘Blinded by the Lights is addictive;
it amuses and terrifies you alike’


Joanna Tracewicz, Spidersweb.pl


‘I have not seen such a complete, intense,
meaty and vibrant show for a long time’


Ania Nicz, Spidersweb.pl


‘The best TV show of the year! There is no question about
it. It’s a universal story. It could happen anywhere’


Dawid Muszyński, NaEkranie.pl


‘A watershed production… witty and original
dialogues, extravagant acting performance, hypnotizing
cinematography...’


Sylwia Krasnodębska, Gazeta Polska Codziennie


‘I have not seen a TV show that is so compelling and
tantalizing like Blinded by the Lights in a long time’


Krzysztof Połaski, TELEmagazyn.pl


‘Just like the novel, the show is a peak
into Warsaw... a genuine corker!’


Anna Tatarska, Onet.pl


‘It gets you hooked, is addictive and hypnotizing’


Natalia Hluzow, Antyradio.pl


‘The most exciting debuting show this year’


Jakub Koisz, film.org.pl
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8:46pm


Warsaw, 19th of December. The radio is forecasting a truly cold Christmas. For the time being, the forecasts feel right.


At this hour, with all its retro-style neon lights outlining so much of its communist era architecture, the capital looks like a doodle knocked off by some giant, hyperactive baby armed with a sheet of black paper and broken bits of pastel crayon. Somewhere in the distance, I can hear a Christmassy melody creeping through the background noise of urban life – crackling voices and rhythmic steps, whirring engines, slamming doors. I can feel the song resonating throughout my whole body, like an advance warning of an impending toothache.


The city opens its eyes, eyes it keeps shut during the day, waking silently, heavily, like a professional drunk. The lids lift slowly, wasted, stuck together. Warsaw swells, as if its sidewalks, its gutters, its walls and windows, all of it was pumped full of dirty black water. We could use some rain, a storm, a mighty bolt of lightning to clear the air around here. Iron it all out, even if only for a moment. Then flood it smooth.


The city opens before me like the soiled pages of a battered paperback. My lips open too, as if I’m about to start silently mouthing its song. I close them again. If you were watching me from the back seat of my car, it might seem I was only yawning as I’m driving along. The city too opens its mouth. It is awake. And it wants to eat.


“Put out that cigarette,” I say without turning my head, aiming the question at the back seat of my car. I exit Pilecki Street and make a turn down Puławska Avenue, heading straight downtown for Warsaw’s crooked heart – a place they call the Centrum.


“What’s your problem?” the guy they call Uncle spits back. I think that’s what the others in his gang call him.


“No problem. Just don’t fucking smoke in my car,” I reply and lower the rear window, so he can toss the cigarette.


He flicks it loose and growls quietly, instinctively, like a dog that has just been reprimanded.


I can’t think of any smell worse than tobacco worn into leather upholstery. The whole car ends up stinking like the skin of an old smoker. Like their hands. Their breath. We’re in a graphite grey Audi RS4, 2009 series, its 305 horsepower, 2.2 litre motor running on regular gas. I bought it used, with hardly anything on the clock. The woman selling it probably only drove it back and forth between her villa and the nearest mall. Perhaps – in theory – it’s a mistake for me to be seen in a car this beautiful, attracting the wrong kind of attention from both the law and the competition.


“Some fucker is tailgating you,” says Uncle.


I switch lanes to the right to let the other guy pass, then watch him wildly overtake someone else, accelerate again and then jump a red light.


“What was that about?” asks Uncle. “You know them?”


I shrug my shoulders. It makes zero difference. If someone or something is going to jump you, they will do it, no matter how much stress you invest in glancing round, how quietly you learn to walk, how many locks you install on your front door. And whoever was driving that car has now been robbed of any element of surprise. I’ve clocked him. He’s on my radar. I now know he exists.


I put on some music to drown out the noises the two on the back seat are emitting. A strange sort of wheezing, which may just be the way they actually breathe. It’s all to do with their enlarged hearts, fluids in their joints, thinned out blood. One of them is constantly drumming his fingers on one knee. I’m not going to pay him any more attention. You can’t do anything about people and their compulsions, their ticks. Especially not when one of those people spent a decade behind bars, while his pal looks like a bull terrier that’s had its snout shoved in a blender.


“What the fuck is this music? We on our way to a wake or something?” asks the other, younger thug.


“You’ve never listened to the Goldberg Variations?” I ask him.


“Never heard of them,” he shoots back.


“The Goldberg Variations,” I repeat. “You never heard of Bach?”


“You music motherfucking muppet,” Uncle snaps, but I don’t take the bait.


“Where you from, by the way?” the other one asks, suddenly getting territorial like all the local gangsters, who measure men not by who they are or what they do, but by which part of Warsaw they were born in and which crew they run with. For so many of them, being born in this dark city is all that matters – if you’re not from here, you’re a nobody.


“Some place,” I answer.


“What place?”


“I live in this town, just like you,” I spit back, not letting him have the satisfaction of finding out whether I was born in his precious little capital or if I’m one of the countless aliens who came here, in search of something, poisoning what he thinks is his native ecosystem. He says nothing after that, all the way to Lublin Union Square, and as I get drawn in by the music my mind wanders. I got out of bed at 3pm, meaning I’m rested and focused. Before I got up, I felt a light cramp in my lower leg, but it’s nothing. Just iron deficiency, lack of magnesium in the blood. I slept ten hours straight. After I woke, I did a hundred push-ups and took a cold shower. After that, I drank some freshly squeezed juice. Had some cornflakes, milk, then, before leaving, scrambled eggs and a slice of bread.


I try to avoid eating while out working. Unless there is a moment, a window of opportunity, when everyone has snorted what they were going to snort, but haven’t started coming down yet – that’s when I have a slot, before they start calling up again to place fresh orders. But when no gaps in my schedule appear – eating something, driving there, ordering, paying means half an hour, minimum, gone – even if it is just a shitty toasted cheese sandwich. Half an hour makes or loses me a grand. In your average desk job, the time of actual work done in relation to time paid for working is 30% / 70% max. The rest is Facebook, smoke breaks, eating lunch, shitting or playing with yourself in the staff toilet, daydreaming and all that. In my case, work means work, the whole day through, and then much of the night, minus sleep. I will probably get home just as it starts to get light, another 500 kilometres on the Audi’s clock. Before sleep, I’ll have to do some stretching, so I don’t wake up as stiff as a dead man after all those hours behind the wheel.


But for now, I’m feeling fine. The city is breathing heavily, trying to clear its throat of mucus, air coming straight up from its guts and veins, stale and heavy, the Centrum heart around us beating like a drum. I can see them, all those dilated pupils scattered about our streets, hear the laughs and shouts as thin and tinny as old communist-era coins tossed about while we drive along a living wall of people, all of it shimmering in the darkness.


People. They keep on pouring outside, into the light and the darkness, into their own lives, their weekends, making a noise like marbles scattered by a giant hand. They’re off to Basket Street and Saviour’s Square, the epicentre of hip, the spot where everyone looks like psychopaths dressed by the latest fashion bible. On to Masovia Street, along Crane Lane, then down to the trendy Salt District. Today, I am going to visit every one of these places. I more or less know where I will be at each and any hour. The city has its day cycles. In different parts of town parties start at different points, peak and then wind down at specific times. And no matter what happens, the Centrum, the dead centre of town, will always fall last.


Both my cell phones are now ringing. I let them. They will ring until morning. I’m wasting time, driving these two thugs around, though I hope this won’t be for much longer.


I waste ten more minutes looking for a parking place. It’s only after a while that I realise those two in the back seat are still talking. Strangely muted, though, as if they didn’t want me to listen in. I turn off the music. They instantly start talking more loudly.


“I swear they were shooting a porn film. You know the fucking place, in that toilet down at the bottom of the stairs,” the younger thug says.


“The ladies or the gents?” asks Uncle.


I can tell them apart now. Uncle sounds more gruff, as if something sharp was embedded in his throat, something which he’s unable to cough up and spit out.


“In the ladies, two of them screwing some girl, a third guy filming it on his smartphone. They were riding her, both of them, loving it, gesturing at the camera that they were having a ball, but the girl, she was so out of it they could have been shitting on her head, she wouldn’t have cared.”


“And what did you do?”


“I told them to put their pricks away and get gone.”


“And did they?”


“On the spot. Out of their fucking heads. Anyway...” He shuts up the moment I find a place to park, squeezing in by some miracle between a Range Rover and a brand new Mustang. Uncle taps me on the shoulder. I turn. He hands me some rubber gloves.


“You’re coming up with us.”


I notice, even in the dark, his head is the shape and texture of moss-covered stone. Millions of years ago, when this stone was still soft clay, someone stuck some eyes into it, drew a thin mouth, then carved a lot of scars across the cheeks.


“You need me to come along?” I ask.


“Yeah, I need you to come along. If I didn’t, I’d have just called a cab,” he answers. I say nothing back, grabbing the gloves and putting them on, then I pack all I have into my pockets. Documents, keys, phones.


“Piotrek said you’re with us, so you’re with us,” Uncle huffs.


“And this is Piotrek’s business?” I ask.


“Yes, fuck, it’s Piotrek’s business, that’s why we’re here and in it together,” he says.


“Am I gonna have to smack someone around?” I ask.


“No, just try not to beat yourself up too much,” Uncle spits back, trying to be funny.


I shrug, nod and follow them out of the car. Whatever they say, it’s their business, not mine.


Uncle walks up to the intercom keypad of a nearby building, taps in the apartment number, then presses the button with a key on it, then enters the door code. We go inside an old stairwell. Somewhere up above, must be the third floor, I can hear the sounds of a house party. Glasses clinking quietly, muted squeals from teenage lips that sound like far-off air-raid sirens. Must be university students, first or second year undergrads. Meaning none of my clients are up there. If they’re snorting anything, it’ll be mephedrone ordered online. Listening to music on some ancient hi-fi wired up to a laptop, the playlist the same as any taxi cab in town, though I’ve learned to block that stuff out.


“Right,” says the other guy.


The skin of the younger thug is dark enough to make him look like he’s from somewhere in the Middle East and nowhere near Warsaw, so I nickname him Shady. He’s wearing a sweatshirt and running pants. Uncle’s got a blazer on, clearly made to order. His body shape is wrong for a human being. His arms are as thick as my waist, moving without grace, as if he can’t quite find his balance, leaning slightly off to the side; he takes small, quick steps, as if moving all the time. Taken together, the two of them look like satiated predators, but that is only a momentary illusion. Their appetites could snap in an instant.


I stop half-way up the stairs, right by the door where the sound of the party is coming from, just to ask Uncle something.


“Why the fuck are you wearing that fancy blazer?”


“I’m going to work in a moment,” he answers calmly.


“But what if you get blood on it?” asks Shady.


“I’ll be taking it off in a mo, easy,” Uncle assures us. The apartment we’re about to enter is on the top floor. Door number 15. I stand behind them. The only one not panting. My phone rings again. I answer this time, just to tell whoever is ringing that I can’t talk right now.


Uncle knocks calmly, as if he was a courier or a pizza guy. Someone asks me for a delivery to a rather fancy address in the Powisle district in twenty minutes.


“I’ll call back, can’t talk now,” I tell them, listening to someone approach from the other side of the door. The party downstairs, as if by magic, suddenly becomes louder. I’m hoping they’ll get things over and done with quickly. This is costing me time. My phone rings again. Right now, all across the crumpled map of this town, there are at least a dozen people thinking of nothing other than handing over their money. To me. Cash burning holes in their hands. Setting their pockets, their purses on fire. Desperate to get rid of it all as quickly as possible, as if their wages were clothes left behind by their dead loved ones.


There is this one room in Warsaw; I don’t know why I’m thinking of it right this moment. Must be this stairwell has a similar shape. A room I know so well. Know each and every drawer. Which bit of it collects the most dust. I can name all the books lined up on each and every shelf. A room with a door leading to a small balcony, a high school on the opposite side of the street. A room which, at dawn, when the blinds are angled just so, looks like the inside of a messy pink aquarium. A room which is now off-limits to me.


I stop thinking about it when the guy on the other side of that door finally opens it, resigned to the idea that there is no other way out. We step inside, shutting the door instantly behind us.


I am the last one in, locking it behind me just to be sure. The hallway is covered, floor to ceiling, with fake wood panelling, a legacy of late communist interior design. It’s a two-bed apartment, not an inch of it renovated or redecorated since the last millennium.


A bookshelf greets us with a stack of pulp fiction already half-pulped: Robert Ludlum, some Polish folklore fiction, scouting guidebooks, crossword annuals solved a century ago. The door to one of the rooms, to my right, is closed, the light behind its frosted window off. The guy, a kid really, is standing in the open door leading to the second room on the left. The space behind him is flooded with pale, blinding light. Behind him a table, covered with beer cans, an ashtray overfilled long ago, white smudges across the surface of the table, an empty bottle of one of the cheaper brands of vodka. Next to a wall, a small, kid-sized desk and a computer next to it. A thirty-inch plasma screen stuck to the wall, a PlayStation tailing from it. A folding bed, some clothes strewn across it, along with a bare duvet. No curtains in the window. A poster of Lionel Messi in a cheap glass frame, running, arms aloft. A dying pot plant next to the image and that stink – the stink of a thousand cigarettes, a thousand sweaty nights, unwashed clothes, uncountable hangovers.


Even so, the floor looks rather tidy. Somebody does the cleaning round here. Can’t be the guy. Someone else must share this pit with him. He’s standing there, slouching a little, wearing a tracksuit and flip flops, unshaved, his unwashed blond hair all over the place. He’s a bit drunk, the beginnings of a beer belly starting to show, one measly tattoo of a local football team on his arm. He looks thirty, but I know he’s much younger than that. Saying nothing.


Uncle takes his tailored blazer off and hangs it on the back of the door. The chase only lasts a moment. Uncle and the other guy get him cornered. He backs up, sideways, moving faster, but off-balance. They’re on him in a flash. Uncle smashes a fist in his face, something made of soft bone collapses, like a pile of disposable plastic cups being crumpled up. The younger thug sweeps everything off the table, making a mess of that clean floor, while Uncle starts kicking the kid who at first only whines, before finally starting to scream, protest, something about the help he wants, about us stopping, all the usual requests.


“Where’s the money?” Uncle barks. “You know I’ll find it. Fucking right you do!”


The kid points.


“Wardrobe. Wallet,” he croaks.


“Kuba, peek in there, count it up,” Uncle says to me without turning.


I open the wardrobe. Hooded tops, T-shirts on hangers, a cheap suit. A cardboard box full of useless crap, broken headphones, phone chargers, old newspapers. A filthy shisha pipe. And a black wallet with the classic Legia Warsaw logo on it. I open it up. Inside, a wad of hundreds and a few fifties, thick enough to be what we need. I hear the kid get kicked again while I count it. Something crunches. A mouth which doesn’t know whether to scream or just swallow air.


“Some thirty thou,” I tell Uncle.


“Some?”


“More than some… thirty one thousand, two hundred and fifty.”


“No more,” the kid mumbles. “No, please.”


I hear him spit heavily, something solid landing on the floor behind me. I turn around.


“Hold on to the cash for now,” Uncle tells me.


“What next?” Shady asks the older gangster.


“Let’s give him a souvenir to remember us by.”


“Your hands,” Shady orders the kid.


“No!”


“Face then,” Shady croaks.


“Hands,” Uncle repeats.


“Wait,” I butt in, hearing a noise from the room next door, like something moved, ever so gently. A noise we weren’t meant to notice.


“What?” Uncle asks. I wave my hand, letting him know he should mind his own business, and step out to the hallway. “Eh, Kuba seems a little too sensitive to be a coke dealer,” he comments, but I don’t know if he’s talking to his partner, to me or to thin air.


The hallway is dark. I stand in front of the other door. Unable to see what those two are doing to the kid. It’s enough I can hear it. First a howl, then weeping, then something clicks, as if a valve just broke inside an ill-defined, delicate mechanism. A split second later another howl, quickly muted with a pillow or a scrunched-up shirt.


“Fucker, be quiet,” Shady rages.


I open the door to the other room. For a moment, I can hear a sort of squeal, mixed with sharp intakes of breath. I pull my phone out and turn on the torch app, to the sound of another crunch behind me, as if someone had stepped as hard as they could on a piece of unripened fruit, and again the kid’s drawn-out scream.


I see a large mattress on the floor, a girl lying on it, wearing a man’s T-shirt. She can’t be more than twenty, clutching her duvet, staring at me with the bulging eyes of captured prey. A cheap silver ring on every finger. Highlights in her hair. A small tattoo of a bird beneath the ear. A swallow. She’s breathing quickly, trying not to scream, trying to muffle her terror with the duvet, biting down on it, hard. Her spit is soaking the material. I look for a moment, see her shivering, petrified with fear, desperate to run, anywhere, to back down, but the only way out of the room now is the window, meaning her home has now become a dead end.


“Shh. Be quiet,” I whisper, putting a finger to my lips. She nods a dozen times a second. “D’you understand me?”


My words are inaudible over the kid’s screams, but she still manages to nod and finally take the corner of the duvet out of her mouth, trying to look beyond the light of the torch, trying to see my face. I can see her outline. Beneath the T-shirt she’s clearly hiding a rotund belly. She must be seven, maybe eight months pregnant.


I step back and out the door, shutting it behind me. Uncle and the younger thug are already done, waiting for me in the hallway. Uncle is making sure his blazer hangs right again.


“What was that about? Anyone in there?” he asks.


“Nah,” I shake my head.


We leave the apartment. Being last again, I shut the door. The staircase is full of the sound of drunken students, embarrassing Polish songs, all exploding upwards like a belch from a sick gullet.


“Will you drop me off on Holy Cross Street?” Uncle asks as we descend the cracked granite staircase.


“What about you?” I ask the other guy.


“Good for me,” he nods. “I can walk from there.”


We walk down the stairs and back out onto the street. I wipe my lips, the air creeping in beneath my jacket, as if a stranger was sliding their cold hands against my skin.


“Dough,” Uncle says.


I hand over the wad of notes. Uncle nods and hides the money in his trouser pocket.


“That’s it?” I ask.


“We make the call,” Uncle shakes his head.


“Twenty past nine,” I say, holding up my phone display. “An hour. You’ve cost me an hour. I can tell you how much that is worth to me to the very last cent.”


“You want a bonus, for fuck’s sake, or what? How much is enough? Five thousand? Ten?” Uncle roars, pulling the banknotes back out of his pocket, taking one solid step towards me. I don’t step back. “Really? You’re skint? A big man like you broke?”


“Get in,” I tell him as I drop into the driver’s seat and lean over, opening the passenger-side door. The other thug gets into the back. I catch a brief glance of his eyes in the rear view mirror. He appears to be the smarter one, the one who can stop senseless situations from dragging on, save time from being wasted.


I plug the key into the ignition and the car fills with music. I turn it down, then look up at the windows in the flat we’ve just ravaged. The one which was dark remains so, and the one filled with blinding light is still blinding. One floor down, a few drunken girls are sitting on the window sill, trying to blow cigarette smoke outside. Finally, Uncle drops into the front passenger seat.


“Belt up,” I tell him and fire up the engine.


“I bet you’ve never opened it up beyond city limits,” he laughs. “You know, it’s a nice enough car, but a bit flash, innit?”


I smile too. I’ve no idea if this car has ever seen roads outside of Warsaw, and I’ve had it a year.


“Yeah, well, I’m not gonna drive round in a Renault Clio.”


I know I shouldn’t be driving round in a car like this. But Uncle doesn’t need to know everything I know.


“How much did you pay for it?” he asks again.


“Ninety grand.”


“Cash?”


“No, I paid in Persian rugs.”


“You what?”


“Course it was cash. What did you think I paid with?”


The city is now filling up with party people. They’ll be walking along in groups, grinning through the next few hours of their lives, pouring out of underground subways, getting in and out of cabs. Erect yet swaying in the cold, as if attached to invisible strings. Playing for small stakes, and not caring if they win or lose. Running forward to forget, just for a while. Future managers, or managers already, in some middle, or assisting someone or other, students or slightly smarter mates. Trying to recognise each other in the dark streets, everyone confusing everyone with everyone else, kissing mwah-mwah, taking each other home for pre-drinkies, then on to clubs, crawling from their cabs. Some of them have need of my services already. Some only just starting to wonder.


Some might be kidding themselves, thinking the big prize is out there, waiting for them, but most of them don’t even bother looking. All they want is food, sex, payments, tax rebates. Money, mostly. Thinking all the time that what they have is not enough. Those thinking of anything other than the riches waiting at the end of the rat race are lost, from the word go. Distracted. Their aim off. Trying to read the black sheet the city’s scribbled onto makes no sense. That something, the real story this city’s telling, can only be seen out of the corner of the human eye.


There’s no point trying to tell them apart. They’re identical. The trajectories of their movements, their thoughts, their fears are all the damn same. They only vary in terms of worthless details. Their uniforms. It’s possible to judge, to describe people, group them in subsets, catalogue the bastards, pin them to their own networked maps. But here, we’re all blurred points, aimlessly, ineffectively trying to return to a collective state of focus, to join back up into one blurred blot.


Me, Shady, Uncle, all those people – as if someone was keeping us condensed in one organic pile of coloured dust, spreading us across the city in wild, broad strokes. Covering the city with vivid, crazy colours. In seven hours, there will be less than half the crowd I see right now walking down these streets, only moving more slowly, wavering, louder and all the poorer for it. Failed seductions. Maxed out cards. Broken phones. Cave-boys calling out after cave-girls. Names. Nicknames. Insults.


The temperature outside creeps down another notch. Somewhere nearby, the lights of a passing ambulance cover everything in a heavenly blue light. Everything becomes more defined for a moment, visible in improved definition. I turn into Holy Cross Street and pull over.


“We’ll see about later tonight,” Uncle says, taking some chewing gum from his pocket and swallowing a stick. “For sure.”


“For maybe,” I answer.


I shake his hand, then turn to the back seat and shake hands with the younger thug. They both get out. I reverse, then drive on to New World Avenue. That kid whose bones they broke – it comes to my mind for a second – is like a fungus staining this city, dumber than moss. Human mistakes are just like human aspirations, fears, fantasies – there are only a few kinds. A list of them, if anyone could bother to make such a thing, would be as easy to understand as the rules of any childhood game. To fail to grasp this is to fail to grasp anything about life. That half-brained soon-to-be father broke his own hands, then lost his own money. We must never forget this. Excepting cancer, everything which happens to people is that which they bring upon themselves. I turn the music back on. That annoying sound, the heavy breathing, I can hear it again, though I’m as alone as can be in my car. It’s this city, ejecting another breath from its hyper-inflated, steroid-addicted heart.


DREAM


I only ever have one kind of nightmare – a dream in which I have no idea where I am.


It is always a place right on the edge of civilisation, where wilderness takes over. A junction, a border – though I’ve no idea what lies either side of it. A narrow, asphalt lane in the middle of a forest. A dirty, empty beach dissolving on the edge of an oppressively grey horizon; only the appearance of a ship in the distance lets me know I’m in a world where anyone else is still seemingly alive. But then again, maybe there is no one on board. Maybe it’s just a hollow shell, drifting along the waves. Or I see buildings, right on the edge of some anonymous town, grey shapes covered in tarpaulin, empty, abandoned, the street lamps stooping over them smashed, all outlines blurred, accompanied by the sound of cars passing by, somewhere very, very far off.


I don’t have my phone, my documents, my money. Nothing. I only know my own name. Can’t recall my date of birth, my address, my phone number, can’t remember what my parents are called, what town I was born in. I’m nobody. Nowhere. Neither hungry nor thirsty. Just there, ghost-like.


I tend to then start walking, forward, trying to find someone, anyone, a road, a trail, and this lasts a long time, for hours. I know I’m not going to meet anyone. I know that even if I do, I won’t ask for directions, too ashamed to speak.


This dream disturbs me on a regular basis. I wake from it, breathless, swallowing, gulping air, as if someone had punched me in the solar plexus. Such terror maintains its grip for a while yet, nestling in my mouth, slipping down the back of my throat, as if I was swallowing a fat, living larva. I then have to turn on a light, check that everything in my apartment is in its right place, is familiar. The wardrobe. The television set. Bookshelves. Dishes in the kitchen. My clothes, laid out on the sofa. I then sit on my bed and begin reciting my date of birth, my ID number, my phone number, my address. And then I lie in bed for another half hour or so, unmoving. Then rise, make coffee, shower, watch TV, all until someone finally rings.


Last night, I dreamt of a housing estate, of tower blocks.


As usual, I had no idea where I was. I didn’t know if I was anywhere. That dream was, however, a little different, a variation on a theme; first of all, I was not alone. There was a teenage kid with me, a boy wearing a sports top and running trousers, his longish hair matted, greasy, falling in his eyes. I realised he was the same height as me, and that I too was a boy of his age. It was sunny, we were standing in the middle of a large, grassy playground. There were a lot of people about: kids, teens, their parents. Sitting around on benches, kicking balls about, looking around, killing time. Two older men were playing chess; a few others watching their game intently, a game that might have lasted minutes or days already. Someone was playing table tennis. It must have been a weekend, because groups of people in their Sunday best kept streaming back into the entrances of their houses, or else stood around outside the tower blocks, chatting.


Right in front of us, there were five such buildings, their grey-black outlines digging into the sky like dirty claws. Four of them, set close to each other, rose into the air like the barrels of some frozen asbestos artillery; the fifth was off to the side, at an angle which was different to the others. I knew that was where we were going to go and that we shouldn’t be doing anything of the sort.


We walked towards the fifth block slowly, talking as we went along: it was a childish, playground plan, discussing what would happen next, as if we were about to go stealing apples, or go buying up all the bubblegum from the neighbourhood store with pocket money we had saved up. We wondered what time we would be getting back home, to make sure no one ever guessed where we had been. After 9pm, I guess, the other lad said. We have to be back by 9pm. He was walking slowly, dragging his feet, stopping time and time again to spit or to glance at something hidden in the grass, something only he could see. I had the impression he was somewhat deranged. I wasn’t surprised. I had the impression his father was the violent kind. He spoke in a slur, filling his mouth full of cheap corn chips from a giant bag he was holding on to. He kept offering me the chips and the bag never seemed to empty. I refused, not feeling at all hungry.


The boy asked me if I had a torch. I realised I did, along with a penknife and pepper spray. We were nearing a place we should have been avoiding at all costs; the fifth tower block, set back from the others, was somewhere no one else on the housing estate ever went near.


The boy spoke to me with a familiarity which suggested he knew and liked me. That we were close friends. He talked a lot, but I couldn’t really understand much of it, as if he was talking Russian. As we drew closer and closer to the dark grey building, I noticed its walls were covered in soot. As if someone had recently tried to set it on fire.


“And what if she is in there?” I asked the boy.


He bit his lip, but smiled a moment later.


“She’s not there, you’ll see,” he replied. “They’re all lying.”


I turned	 around. There was not a soul in sight.


“All of them are lying,” he repeated.


We kept walking.


With every step we took, I knew, I remembered more and more details. I knew that some people had lived in that crooked tower block once upon a time, but as time went by they’d all left, either moving to other tower blocks or to other towns. Some passed away. The entrances to all its staircases had been bricked up. All children on the estate had been expressly forbidden from going anywhere near it. All those who had the chance moved away from the estate – unable to stand living in proximity to the fifth building.


With every step I took I recalled another piece of the puzzle.


As we approached, I felt a stench, a fetor that crawled into our nostrils, sticking to our throats, a sour, sulphurous coating. A stink strong enough to taste.


Most of the windows had been smashed. There was graffiti all over the dusty, crumbling exterior, in a language I could not understand, scrawled in black tar; maybe the language was alien to me, or maybe I had simply never learnt to read.


“The entrance is round the back,” the boy said.


“Who told you that?”


“I just know it. Come,” he mumbled.


We circled the block, then he pointed to a smashed window which led to a basement, the only one that was not bricked up. It was at the bottom of a concrete well, covered over with an iron grating. The bottom of the well was littered with broken glass, cigarette butts, used condoms. All of it a decade or more old. Scraps of lives gone by.


We lifted the grating and tossed it aside. It turned out to be surprisingly light.


“I told you,” the boy said.


“Why did they leave this one window open and not bricked up?”


“I don’t know, maybe they forgot about it.”


But I felt it, I knew it had been left like that for a purpose.


Something was ticking in the air around us, like a clock suspended far over our heads. I felt as if time was making little leaps, as if someone was skipping the day forward, as if with each second time was discarding another hour, which then flew down, fast and sudden like a brick tossed from a great height.


Once we’d crawled inside, it was already getting dark outside. The stench was indescribable, it filled the corridors like dirty cotton wool, attacking our mouths, filling our sinuses with sticky dampness. I’d never smelt anything like it in all my life. Something like mould, like fermenting fleshy tissue. Gangrene.


The room we were in was empty. The way out was barred with a door made of loosely nailed together planks. The boy pushed it gently, as if all the matter in this room was under his total control, as if he was able to move and erect walls, build staircases, change the arrangement of all the rooms.


The stink became even more intense, though this seemed impossible. It got under the skin, permeated our noses. I wanted to vomit, but there was nothing in my guts to bring up. The boy kept on crunching his corn chips. We walked up some stairs, lighting our way with my torch; I pointed it at the walls and noticed they were covered with a coat of thick, brown dust, something like a damp form of rust. We made our way up to the first floor, reached the entrance to a hallway, leading to more doors. I saw some elevators. Across their doors someone had sprayed the words: BITCH, GIVE BACK WHAT YOU TOOK. And next to that, another bit of graffiti: CURSE YOU OLD WHORE WITCH. These words I could read. Beneath that, I noticed lots of other scribbles, inscriptions, dates. Names. Lines. Something a kid might have drawn. Bits of old posters and announcements which had been stuck directly onto the wall and then half-scraped off. I tried to understand something of what they represented, but my friend said we had to move on. I followed; it now seemed he was no longer hesitant, walking along with confidence, picking up pace, not looking around every few seconds. I had the impression he knew where he was going. That he was home.


He stopped by the elevators and pressed the button to call one several times. The stink now filled my insides completely. It crawled around my guts like a worm. If I ever get out of here, I thought to myself, I will be taking that stink with me. Forever. I’ll never wash it all away. I heard a noise reaching us from above, a buzzing, clanging, roaring – the agonised groans of an ancient, mighty machine.


“Can you hear that?” I asked my companion.


“No,” he answered. “I can’t hear a thing.”


The lift awoke. I heard a dull, loud crunch and then the noise of a large, steel box descending towards us. I asked how this was possible, seeing as the building must have been cut off from any sort of power supply a long time ago.


“They say there’s still some electric left on the 11th floor,” the boy answered. “The other lift is also working, but that one will take us elsewhere.”


We got inside. The lift was unlit. I could only hear my own breathing, sharp and sudden. The noise of a huge swarm of flies. Darkness. Warmth – it was warm inside that lift, hot even. My friend pushed a button marked ‘11’, without the help of my torch. He knew exactly where it would be. The lift moved. Fear swamped me like water forcibly poured down my gullet: I couldn’t swallow it, choking on the sensation.


The lift rose slowly, juddering, stopping every few seconds, as if it was being pulled not by machine, but by human hands.


I somehow realised I would never be leaving that building.


“I think I want to go back now,” I said, but I knew it was too late.


“You’ll see, she’s not there,” he said with flat assurance.


The lift seemed to be taking ages. Finally, it reached the 11th floor.


I realised that if I didn’t make it home by 9pm, no one would even know to come looking for me in here. On the 11th floor, there was no graffiti, no litter on the floor. Only the walls were stained with the same rusty brown deposit as down below. It seemed alive to me, somehow, frothing, flowing, multiplying. My friend crushed something in his hands and threw it on the floor. It was the empty corn chip packet.


Something made a noise – something like a voice, a shapeless moan, a toothless call. The sound didn’t ricochet off the walls, but seemed to crawl along them. The echo that followed sounded like hissing.


“There is no one here,” my friend said. “Go.”


I stared at him, his face lit up once I’d pointed my flashlight in his direction. He shook his head.


“Go on ahead,” he insisted.


I nodded. There was no other way out. I knew I could not escape. I knew the lift would not work if I tried calling it, that he would be the only one who knew how to work it. Knew it had all been decided.


I started walking towards a door which had been wrenched off its hinges, into one of the apartments. It was filled with a deep darkness. Walking across the floor, I could sense my shoes sticking to it: it felt like it was covered with a thin layer of melted rubber.


“Where are you?” I called to my friend.


He didn’t answer.


Something groaned again, right next to me. Croaked. I knew that the residents of our estate thought the thing that was hiding in this godawful building was some kind of a woman. I knew the writing on the wall on the lower floor was addressed to her. I knew that my friend had lied to me. I knew he was already down below. That he had probably already left the building.


I inhaled, knowing that along with air I was swallowing something which should not have been entering a human body. Thick streams of poison, mould, disease.


I took another step forward. Something began to emerge from the darkness, an outline. In the corner of an empty room, its windows covered over, something waited, by the wall, for me. It didn’t have the shape of any living thing I could imagine, a shapeless lump of tissue which seemed to have slid from the ceiling, down to the floor where it now congealed.


I knew my friend had led me here for a reason. I knew he was serving me up as a sacrifice. That from time to time someone had to be delivered here, just so that the rest of our community could continue existing in peace.


Something shifted in that corner.


I could not move. My body felt as though it had been frozen solid, my mouth set in the shape of a scream. I waited.


I hadn’t known about this when we’d started walking. Had I known, would I have tried to escape? Would I have run in the opposite direction, towards the people hanging around the entrance to their homes, the children on the playground? Would they not have vanished had I tried to reach them?


Or else maybe they would have captured me and led me here by force?


I woke on the floor of my bedroom at around 6am.


It was a few moments later that I realised I was asking myself those questions aloud.


10:15pm


I’m parked on Mokotowska Street, in front of another ‘place’ which opened recently. I don’t know if it’s a club or a café or a gallery – these things are just called ‘places’, trendy for about a week or so, rented thanks to someone’s well-connected parents. Next door there’s a boutique belonging to some local fashion designer, and a private gynaecological practice across the street. Inside, a fashion parade of some kind, I think, or a project presentation or the opening of an art show or a photo shoot or something of the kind, all involving ugly, skinny, dead-faced girls looking as lifeless in real life as they will do in their photographs. Art. Design. Aesthetics. A great number of the people who buy from me believe in this sort of nonsense.


The entrance to the joint is blocked by a crowd of young things, trying to be unique though all wearing asymmetrically mismatched rags, starved to near death, their phones glued to their palms or their ears. Someone pretending to know how to handle a set of DJ decks is spinning up a noise in the corner. Someone else nervously pouring drinks, mixing designer vodka with juice poured from cartons. People already ringing for taxis, the event dying down, everyone moving on somewhere else. The die is cast. This place is done.


An ambulance passes us by. The fifth I’ve seen this evening.


“I tell you, fifteen hundred people clicked to say they’d show, but as usual, only two, maybe three hundred turned up,” my client tells me quickly, so quickly I’m worried about him spitting on the upholstery in the Audi. “This is, I tell you, ‘virtual presence’, or whatever they call it. If they click to say they’re coming, it’s as good as if they actually attend. But what’s the point of that? These are new, Polish brands. Really fresh designers. Fucking classy shit. People forking out money to make the clothes, importing fabrics all the way from South America, just because they want to present their own unique vision, you get me? They don’t give a damn what celebs will be photographed in their creations, if they make friends with some actress who’ll attend the premiere of some shitty rom-com. No fucking way. People don’t give a hoot about that sort of shit. They go in crowds. To see their mates. Not to where things are actually happening! Only to hang out with their own crowd. Can you get me just ten influencers who’ll bring the whole of Warsaw out here? Then you’ll see the true face of this town. Always the fucking same.”


“I don’t know,” I answer.


“And I do. That’s how it goes, I tell you. How many places went under because of these ignorant fucks,” he says, blowing his nose. He’s already done some lines today. I’d bet on it. “Friends are elsewhere,” he adds, looking around, a little bit too nervously.


“I don’t know. I’m not on Facebook,” I tell him.


I open the glove compartment, dig in deeper, releasing the hidden compartment. Remove two baggies.


“My man,” he tells me. “If you wanna be in the scene, you gotta put in the effort.”


“Not everyone wants to be ‘in’,” I tell him.


“So how come you’re not on Facebook?” he asks. “Things like that demand a philosophy.”


“I don’t even have a computer at home. I mean, I have one, in a special place, but I don’t use it for all those, you know, internet things.”


He looks at me for a second, as if I was covered in fish scales.


“I don’t believe you. You’re fucking making it up.”


I can see his disbelief is honest, rising up from his fluttering, decent heart.


“Computers mess with memories,” I tell him. “I have to look after my memories.”


“I still don’t fucking get it, mate,” he says smiling. “Enlighten me.”


His name is Lukasz, I think. He’s only been buying from me for a year, but he rings often. Always picking up a whole bag, at least. He’s pleasant, creates no problems. Gay, short, slim, his stubble neatly trimmed, always in suitably outlandish clothes, narrow pants, bowties, waistcoats. I like him. He’s not from around here, just like me. Has a career going, works in some sort of journalism, writes for the internet, a blog of some kind, or so he says. He doesn’t look the type who gets ahead by sitting on other people’s dicks. He’s cynical and has a talent for telling good jokes. Even if he gossips about someone, or says something nice about them, he has the gaze of a man who can see that the whole world is made of crap.


I like the guy. He’s always got the right money for me. Is polite. Never too drunk. Never asks me to drive him to a cash machine. He likes to talk, and so I listen. A good client. A nice person.


“Eight hundred,” I tell him.


He hands over the money, pulling each hundred zloty note out individually from his fancy wallet.


“What was it you were saying about memory?” he asks again.


“How many telephone numbers do you know off by heart?” I ask. “The dates of people’s birthdays? Surnames? Can you recall all the meetings you’ve got scheduled for next week?”


He doesn’t answer. Only his head is nodding.


“Do you have a favourite band?” I ask again. “Name me ten of their songs.”


“You prefer having it all up here,” he says, pointing to his head. “I get it.”


“I don’t prefer, Lukasz. It’s you, like all the rest, that’s taken everything from up here and downloaded it into a tablet or a computer or some cloud. External memories. But what happens when that external memory fails you?”


“That makes sense,” he answers, then adds, “You know, I have to tell you something. I’ve always wanted to say it.”


“No chance,” I interrupt. “I’m into girls, Lukasz.”


“I just wanted to say that you really dress well for a…” he doesn’t finish the sentence, unable to decide what word to use.


“A dealer,” I chip in.


“You really dress well. How much was that coat?”


“1,200 euros,” I reply.


“Is it by Margiela?”


“Lanvin… Nothing doing, Lukasz. I don’t love you.”


He smiles. Hides the baggies in his pockets. For a moment, he keeps watching the group of people jostling about the entrance, as if they were an alien species, as if he was trying to fathom their minds. His face twists in a grimace, as if he’d swallowed something sour.


“Where are you off to next?” I ask him.


“That club, the Swimming Pool, will be packed. Some awards ceremony… I’m sure I’ll see you round there soon enough.”


“Maybe,” I nod. “Maybe there, maybe elsewhere.”


“Laters,” he says, extending his hand. I shake it, watch him exiting the car.


As he slams the door, my phone rings. Pazina. I know where she’ll be.


“I’ll be with you in ten,” I tell her.


“You know where to find me?” she asks, rhetorically.


“Yeah,” I nod and cut the call.


I have the feeling that snow is on the way. Moments away. The sky is swelling, gathering. I open my mouth once again, no sound emerging. Nothing there. As if during the night someone had extracted something from me. An organ I had no idea was inside my torso. It will snow soon, I can feel it. Music. Debussy. Another ambulance. Watching Lukasz dissolving in the throng, I pull away.


11:10pm


There are three things everyone in Warsaw is guilty of doing.


The first thing is talking. People talk too much. Making no sense. Jabbering about each other, behind everyone’s backs. About who owes who, who recently conned who out of whatever business. About who is weak, where their weaknesses are, where they came from. They talk about what others said about others. They talk about who is fucking whom. Who betrayed whom. Who was dumped. They talk to talk. Talking, talking, talking. They drink to talk even more. Even more stupidly. Information seeping from them, pouring from their eyes, their ears, between their legs. Unimportant and important. The stuff that everyone knows and the stuff that’s secret. Still talking. Talking until they drop. Talking just to say something else in a moment. Talking excites them, widens their pupils, speeds up their breathing, lubricates their throats. When talking comes with being listened to, it becomes more pleasant and more important than sex. Better and more essential, because it’s more economical. Talking differs from sex in the vast difference between how much energy is put in and how much benefit is extracted.


The second thing everyone is up to is hustling. They either earn fucking shedloads or fuck all. If they know how to hustle, they earn lots. If they think they know but don’t really, what they take home ain’t worth the effort of getting up in the morning. They hustle what they know, what they have and don’t have; they hustle when walking, when lying, when showing off, when counting, writing. They hustle ideas, marketing campaigns, the state of their joints, delivering pizzas or sticking flyers advertising whorehouses behind the windscreen wipers of cars all over town. They’re like blind dogs, unleashed to sniff out a trail. They see nothing. Trying to hunt down all the money they can. Pulling it from the gaps in the sidewalks. Squeezing it out of thin air. Out of one another. But most of all, they hustle by talking.


And the third thing everyone does in Warsaw is snort coke. This is where I enter, all dressed in black. Everyone is on coke – those who can afford it and a large percentage of those who cannot. Lawyers. Politicians. Doctors. Entrepreneurs. Company directors. Middle management. Senior management. Television stars. Television crews. Advertising agency owners. Advertising agency staff. Financiers. Developers. Writers. Painters. Musicians. Journalists. Photographers. Producers. Publishers. Restaurateurs. Bandits. Barristers. Pimps. Whores.


Everyone, literally everyone without exception, is doing coke. It doesn’t matter if it’s crap, expensive, badly cut. Everyone treats it like a shared ritual. A gesture. Some sort of obvious emblem. Taking coke is like wearing a fancy watch. Like going home by cab. Like talking and making money. It’s the natural consequence of the former and the latter. It’s the best help you can find to do one and the other.


In Warsaw, everyone has three important telephone numbers. These three numbers are always arranged in a hierarchy, set up on a specific podium. The gold medal goes to those who pay them. Bronze to those they’re sleeping with. I get the silver. In all of the phones of all of the people I service, I am always second in line.


This is why it makes no sense asking why, after driving round the streets of this town with all this gear for eight years now, I’ve never been caught.


In respect of that there is one more interesting thing to note.


Everyone in Warsaw is hustling – I hustle coke. Which is special. Cocaine is something tangible, something you can touch, something that really does change reality, even if only for a short while. Coke is real. It’s pure, white, hard; in large 100g bricks it resembles stones washed a perfectly smooth sort of white. It is more real than gold and diamonds – when did you last see a bar of real gold? Whereas coke – that went up your nose only last weekend.


Cocaine is subject to stock market fluctuations. People invest in it. It earns them real cash. Coke makes you take responsibility for your actions. Today, when everyone is peddling fictions, added values, different kinds of packaging, when the vast majority of the world’s capital is a hollow vacuum, bubbles, invented zeros, when everyone is humbly glued to their computers awaiting the bursting of yet another bubble, I deal in real value.


I’m not particularly proud of the fact. I just know it’s true. This is real trade. A profession in which little is said, little beyond what needs saying. The sums are real, the sentences substantial. There is no market forecasting, no advertising campaigns, no customer surveys. No need. The product is real. So is the money.


The money a certain guy nicknamed Tiny owes me is all too real. The club he owns is called Bethlehem. Noise travels along its poured concrete floor like thunder. Dozens of dancers touch or try to touch each other. The rest of the crowd round the bar, ordering whole trays of vodka shots, shouting at the bar staff, talking, talking, talking.


Bethlehem is a vast nightclub, occupying a small, pre-WWII block in the centre of town. Before communism fell, it was home to a hospital for children with infectious diseases. Word is, someone recently organised an orgy in the basement which used to serve as a morgue. Lots of people supposedly showed up, just no one fucked.


I am standing in the shadows, keeping out of sight, Pazina next to me. I’m holding a bottle of water, Pazina a double vodka on ice. Pazina is slightly built, skinny, her hair dyed black and pulled back in a bun, her hands constantly moving like two warring spiders. She’s smoking a slim cigarette and is a little bit drunk. She’s watching people with the calm gaze of someone who knows enough about them to feel a safe sort of disdain. She’s probably the only friend I have in the world. Although I’m not actually all that sure what having a friend involves. Pazina is someone who devours secrets, who knows when to speak and when to be silent, who answers her phone and can show up at ungodly hours in places she should not be anywhere near, in order to handle something, take it to hers, hide and tell absolutely no one about it.


We’ve never slept with one another. The idea of sex has never been discussed, the same as it is never discussed between siblings or regular guys and the wives of their brothers.


“I’m sorry for you,” she says. “To be sober in a place like this is worse than being hungover at work.”


“We don’t have jobs, Paz.”


“I do. You do too.”


“We don’t,” I repeat. “What we do is make money. But that’s not the same thing at all.”


“In that case, nobody in here has a job then.”


Pazina is around thirty. I’ve never asked her actual age. She’s been one of this city’s top nightlife scene managers for about a decade: running nightclubs, organising concerts, finding new venues for rich kids to rent and turn into ‘places’. She must know everyone, and everyone knows her. She should certainly know all there is to know about them. Her maths is great. Better than mine. I respect her for that most of all. What is surprising is that she never worries about where her next bit of income is coming from, a trait I can’t get my head around. She spends or gives away everything she makes. Maxing her credit cards. Picking up strangers’ tabs. Buying drinks, lending cash, helping folks. As if she knew that once the money she’s got is gone, more will show up. I’ve never been able to explain to her that the world doesn’t quite work like that.


She’s tough and cool. She can stop a drunken thug from hurting anyone she’s in the mood to protect. Drag people out of depressions, both the real thing as well as the imagined. Somehow, she’s never been able to work the same trick for herself. She says she only resists. I know she’ll never beat the inner darkness – for years, she’s been living in a small, dark space without windows, with only a small slot in the door for meals. She’s been through too much to ever leave it. This is another reason why I respect and can be straight with the girl. She’s been cut up, torn down by people and by circumstances, but she keeps pushing on.


“Are you going to see him now?” she asks.


“In a sec. We’ll let him party a little longer.”


“Any longer and he’s not gonna be able to understand anything you say to him.”


“A good thing too.”


“You gonna try and scare him?” she asks.


“Have I ever tried to scare anyone?” I ask back.


“I think that’s your ex,” Pazina says, pointing towards the corner of a corridor up ahead, and a crowd of people milling round, all holding drinks. I know them. And see her. The girl who lives in that pink room. The one I have no access to. The girl is called Beata. I should not be thinking about her. It really is a distraction, tearing me away from reality, blurring it. But I can see her, as clear as a coffee stain on a white shirt. Standing there, motionless, taller and more vivid than the rest, listening to someone, trying to raise a smile. I know she’ll be leaving here in a moment. This isn’t her kind of place. She only came here to check out what is happening. Rub up against it a little. To me, it looks like someone etched her outline into this scene with a razor blade.


The people surrounding her – I know them. One works in film, a young prick, jumpy as hell. The other, some director or other, back battling booze by the looks of things. Then a guy with an ordinary-looking girl, four dogs at home and a juvenile sense of humor. The fourth is a middle-aged DJ, as sad as only a middle-aged DJ can be. I know the rest of them too. My brain keeps tabs on half the people in this city. Pazina’s mind works the same. We remember what people are called, who’s been talking to whom, who earns what where, what their weaknesses are, what they like, what they’re afraid of, what they are scared of, who should be left alone and who is worth talking to. Without such insider knowledge, doing anything in this city is just about as smart as weeding minefields.


And yet, I can still recall the people Pazina has no idea about and doesn’t want to know either. She calls it ‘the dark zone’, and asks me if today I am in it. I nod. She asks no more questions. Just buys the fact. She doesn’t want to know. This is another one of her attributes. She often doesn’t want to know, whereas most of the people here, in this club, in this town, want to know everything. To know all there is to know about everyone is their biggest ambition.


“And?” she asks, staring at the crowd by the corridor.


“And what?” I respond.


“Something bugging you?”


“Nope.”


“Liar.”


“I don’t think about it. Makes me lose focus,” I add.


“So let me ask again – are you focused?”


“Always.”


We knock our drinks together. I nod to let her know it’s on. Without a word, I head out back, behind the scenes, and she knows enough not to ask any more than that. I like Paz. We don’t have to waste our energies on pointless things such as greetings, farewells, kisses, handshakes, hugs. Neither one of us is troubled by what we have. Being around each other means a rest from all those other demands. Like a walk in the park.


Tiny is out the back. He calls it his office, maybe because he’s painted the space all in white, and stuck an Ikea cupboard in there, along with a heavy table. I notice the cupboard is full of papers. By the wall, there are rows of cleaning products, cases of vodka, packs of toilet roll, empty ring binders. There’s also a skinny blonde who looks almost thirty, but probably hasn’t hit eighteen yet; she’s wearing a flowery blouse, skintight leather trousers and has the absent look of someone who’s seen it all, chewed it up and spat it out again, and is now thoroughly jaded. Tiny is cutting up lines on the heavy table. Outside the window, the Palace of Culture and Science is lit up in vivid purple.


“Long time no see, Kuba,” he says, rising to greet me, trying to grab me in an embrace, just as I take a step back. “Take a seat.”


I shake my head, still looking at the girl.


“I’m Marta,” she says, her mouth moving as if she was chewing gum, although there’s nothing at all in there.


“Marta, go,” I answer curtly.


Tiny freezes, as if someone had just jabbed him with a paralysing shot. She doesn’t react, just keeps looking at me, chewing her invisible gum.


“This is my girl,” Tiny says, resting a hand on the table, cocking his head to one side like a dog trying to understand what its owner is trying to tell it.


Tiny’s actual name is Dawid, but he got his nickname back in the 90s, when he was still a young and cute aspiring actor who starred in a film called I Bet to Win. It was some sort of crime caper, involving a group of young, sexy car thieves. His character didn’t have an actual name – everyone called him Tiny because of the tiny Fiat 126 he drove round in – and the moniker stuck.


I can’t remember what he looked like on that big screen. Today, he looks shit. His greasy hair is in need of a trim, he hasn’t shaved in weeks, and his eyes seem to say that no one’s home, along with the stupid grin pasted to his face. He’s thirty-four years old and co-owns four clubs in Warsaw. He recently opened some shack with vegan street food – claiming that what matters to him most in life now is a healthy diet. In spite of said diet, he has brown, uneven teeth, except the front incisors, which were implanted recently. The originals were lost when he approached a group of bouncers somewhere on Sienkiewicza Street recently, thinking it would be funny if he asked them all whether they liked taking it up the ass. Afterwards, his front teeth were gone along with the recollection of what happened next – a typically cocky minor ex-celebrity with too much front and not enough money or guts to cover the bill.


He snorts tons of the good stuff. If only he paid for it, I’d think of him as an excellent client, but his debts have now mounted up to be a major problem. He also drinks more than he should – two years ago, he ruptured his spleen. They barely managed to save him. He now has a long and ugly scar all down his gut. Loves showing it off once he’s had a few.


The boy has run up some debts. Some dangerous debts. No one knows how much he owes and who to. Not even Tiny. All I know is how much he owes me. And now I’m here to discuss what little I know.


“This is a waste of time. Especially my fucking time,” I finally say.


“Do we have to get rude?” he asks.


“Facts ain’t ever rude.”


He pauses by his desk, then cocks his head to let the girl know she should leave. She does so slowly, dragging her feet like a surly kid. She leaves the door open. Tiny closes it behind her, returns to the long table and gestures with his hand for me to help myself to one of the lines he’s just cut. I just stare back.


“You never get high on your own…” Tiny says.


“This is my powder?” I ask, intentionally sounding displeased.


He shrugs his shoulders. As he snorts, his back tightens, then the whole of him goes limp, as if getting over a cramp. Once satiated, he takes a bottle of water, pours a little into his palm and inhales it. His sinuses make an awful sound, as if he was slowly, repeatedly bringing up phlegm.


“I have an offer that you cannot…” I say, letting him finish the sentence in his head.


He sits down, smiles. I stay standing, my eyes still, watching his. There’s something of the hyena about him, something sickly, ugly. He is, in a way, my mistake. Perhaps I should have been more careful, watched him more closely, cut his line of credit a long, long time ago.


I work the same way banks do – if a client is decent enough, if they buy regularly, and in substantial amounts, and they pay when payment’s due, I then have certain deals to offer. Overdrafts, payment terms, promotional offers. If someone spends, say, ten thousand a week or more – and I have enough clients for whom such sums are little more than nothing – and then rings and asks me to extend a line of credit, for whatever reason, for say ninety grand, I agree. It’s all about trust. In most cases, I’m mostly right. In Tiny’s case, I was wrong. Though it was a question of favours to be done. He knows who I am, lets me into his clubs for free, no questions asked, lets me do my thing there without hassle. It’s not necessary, but it is nice.


“I’m all ears,” he kindly replies.


“I like this place.”


“What is it you like about it?”


“I see more and more people coming here, and they’re not the type to nurse one drink all night.”


“That’s why I like it too.”


Slowly, his face shows signs that he’s thinking. That he’s actually listening to what I’m saying. Music from the basement rises up like a dirty mist. There are ghosts down there, dancing, not talking, not seeing each other, having a bad old time.


“I now consider your debt to have become my share of this joint. What you make here I get a cut of from now on,” I tell him.


“Fuck me, I’ll have thirty grand for you next week,” he moans, jumping up from his seat. “Promise, guaranteed. We’ve done a deal with this whisky importer. The transfer is due any time, promise.”


“Your debt is now my share of this place,” I repeat. “I’m only the middle-man here. Let us say that my share of your income will be paid to someone who is a friend of mine, someone I like, someone who has experience of managing bars like this.”


“Fucking hell, Kuba,” he whines. “This ain’t a scene from some shitty crime flick.”


“You should know. All I need is a percentage of your income. And, from time to time, the opportunity to launder a little of mine through your tills.”


“I can’t do that, man, seriously, you know how it is. Tax brackets. They kill profits. People are always bitching about how there’s no good food in this town, but taxes eat up all the good people…”


He keeps talking, but my eyes are now on his trembling hands.


“Ninety thousand is a fair bit of money,” I remind him. “Even for a roller like you.”


“I can’t do it, Kuba, please,” he whines.


He’s scared, the coke and the vodka amplifying the fear, heating his guts and his brain. I see he’s turning a little red, a bit feverish. Still trying to smile, fighting to keep the grin pasted to his face, even as I see it fade like a wonky special effect. Still trying to kid his way out of this.


“Don’t think of it as a choice,” I tell him. “Just imagine I’m lending you a hand. I like you, Tiny. And I want to help. You fell in the street, a bit drunk, someone’s taken your wallet, given you a few kicks to the kidneys, and here I am, helping you up, taking you home, making you tea.”


Someone starts knocking on the door.


“Open it,” I tell him. Another knock. Tiny isn’t budging. “Let them in.”


“What is it?!” he screams instead at the door.


Then he gets up, walks over to a shelving unit, pours himself a whisky. Takes a sip. Looks at me to see if I want some. I keep watching to see what he will do next.


“Get in here!” he shouts finally.


One of his security men walks in. I can tell he’s an off-duty cop making extra money after hours. Broad shoulders, stocky build, and a face that will always look rough, no matter how many times a day it’s shaved. He’s wearing a fleece top, combat trousers, hiking boots. No neck. A moonlighting cop for sure. We stare at one another for longer than is necessary, though his eyes are as dull as an old spoon. He is followed in by two skinny boys: teens or twenties, tight jeans, baseball caps, ears pierced and skin inked in all the ways current trends dictate. They’re followed by a girl, dressed and decorated in the same fashion. It’s only by the length of her hair I can tell she’s a girl – in all other aspects of her shape and appearance she’s no different to boys.


“So what’s up?” Tiny asks in a jolly tone, leaning on the shelving unit, smiling at the youthful trio.


The boys look at the concrete floor, glancing at each other, the girl too tries to come in on the shared eye contact, but they ignore her, as if ashamed of her presence.


“We should go now,” one of them finally squeaks, sounding as if he’s just hit puberty.


“Well, I don’t really know about that,” Tiny replies.


“Really. We’ve got nothing. This is all a mistake,” the second chips in.


“They flushed the gear down the toilet,” the security man reports.


“We could always perform a test,” Tiny suggests.


I see the cop cracking a smile, then I glance at my watch. This is all costing time, but I’ll spare Tiny a few more minutes. Let him feel he’s still in control of things. Let him feel in charge. He’s the kind of person whose guts and throat are constantly twisted by fear. When he’s really scared, he falls silent, stops listening, stops thinking. I need to let him come back down to earth. To start processing again. Then, once again, I will make him the same offer he refused moments ago.


“You see this?” he asks me. “See how the battle over our future, over the soul of our youth is being waged? Look at them. How old are they? They should be playing football, going camping, anything, the little fuckers, writing poems and making records, but all they do is sit around on Insta, and if they ever move it’s only to go to the toilets, in my club, and snort lines. If it wasn’t for Johnny’s intervention, they’d be making little amateur porn films in there, I bet. Can you see what is going on here? Don’t you want to do something about it?”


“I’m not a fucking high school teacher,” I reply.


“We really have to go now. Sorry,” the girl says.


She has a quiet, soft voice that tells me that’s all she ever does – apologise for everything.


“Hand over whatever you’ve got left,” Tiny demands.


“There’s nothing left,” one of the boys says.


“So give me your wallets.”


“No, wait, fucking hell,” the other lad pipes up.


“Johnny, flash them a badge,” Tiny demands.


The cop fumbles in his trouser pocket and pulls out a black leather pouch. He flips it open, shows its contents to them. They pull back, as if shown a picture of some horrific slaughter.


“Wallets, and whatever else you got left,” Tiny repeats.


The girl once again wants the others to look at her, but once again they refuse. She reaches into her handbag, going through it haphazardly. Tiny takes the wallets and a baggie, pocketing the drugs and then going through the wallets. He pulls a couple of banknotes from one, then hands it all over to the cop. One of the lads nods once again. The girl starts to cry, quietly. The cop crunches up the money, stuffs it in his pocket and walks back towards the door. Before leaving, he turns to Tiny.


“That thing you asked about, I can get it for you. The piece,” he says, looking once at me, once at Tiny.


“We’ll chat later,” his boss responds.


“Well, like I said. I can sort you out,” the cop repeats, his voice stifled, as though he was trying to swallow a clump of bread. He then nods and leaves.


“This ain’t a club any school kid can pop into and snort gear, you understand? This is my place, I have DJs flying in from all over the world, not some fucking end of year college disco,” he says to the kids.


One of them nods, still evidently terrified, but now he’s already thinking that it’s all about to end, and end well. His stomach is churning relief with fear and the McDonalds Happy Meal he had earlier, washed down with five beers from the bar.


“If you understand me, get the fuck out of here,” Tiny spits and begins cutting up more lines. I see out of the corner of my eyes that the trio are still hanging around, as if they hadn’t got the message. “Fuck off out of here,” Tiny repeats and only then do they leave, quickly, leaving the door open again. Tiny rises and shuts it behind them.


“Are you afraid of anything?” I ask, adding, “I don’t think you’ve got anything to be afraid of.”


“I ain’t,” he says, looking at me questioningly. Fear once again has tightened his lips, as soon as the word ‘afraid’ was mentioned.


“So why do you need to pay a cop to get you a gun?” I ask calmly.


“Don’t you have one?”


I don’t answer. Instead, I repeat my offer.


“Listen, I give you a week. Think it over. I know you’re behind with the rent on this place. That the landlords have problems. That you owe the city money. That there’s more than one person who would like you to settle your accounts. That in a while you might be losing your liquor licence…” Calmly, I tell him what he needs to hear.


He doesn’t look up. Instead, still sat at his desk, he snorts a line and only then lifts his head.


“I can give you ten thou today. That’s all I made this week,” he offers.


He’s pasted another one of those forced smiles back to his face, but the eyes are a puzzle of emotions. I walk over to the door.


“You have a week. Don’t call me unless it’s to say ‘I have the lot’,” I tell him.


I leave him frozen, stuck to his desk in his office, and exit. My phone tells me Pazina’s messaged to say: Had to run. Call you tomorrow. I put the phone back in my pocket and go downstairs, in the direction of the bar. Looking around, my eyes seek Beata out, but she’s gone, leaving her crowd of hangers-on distributed evenly round Bethlehem. I ask myself if she left because she saw me, but don’t go as far as answering it. I blow out the question like a wasted match. Thinking such thoughts will mean I’ll fail to spot someone’s car, or talk to someone I shouldn’t be talking to, or answer a call that should go unanswered.


For a second though, no more than a second, I wonder about where she went and who she might have gone with. Who she’ll be sleeping with tonight. But that too vanishes. Very quickly. Then there is just the crowd at the door to clear, a few hands to shake – though the faces feel blank, transparent, nameless. Which is bad. I should be keeping count, a check on things, remembering who was there, who they were with, on their way in or already out. But I’m starting to feel tired. They’re just people from a nightclub. Few of them count.


The only thing that counts now is the time I lost because of that fool Tiny tonight.


01:50am


“But the cash machine is just around the corner, man, for fuck’s sake. Please. Please,” he pleads.


“I’m not a cab service,” I reply.


“Shit, so how am I gonna pay you?”


“You don’t need to pay me, coz I haven’t given you anything yet,” I state. He says nothing. “Always the same story with you.”


“I’ll take two,” he says.


My phone rings. A voice says: “We’ve been waiting here for half an hour.”


“So wait some more, I’m coming,” I reply and cut the call.


I drive him to the cash machine and wait. There’s something about tonight I don’t like. Nothing is fitting like it ought to, nothing going the way I planned. There’s something troubling in the air, something that won’t let me get the job done, something spooking my senses. As if someone was running the wrong version of reality, a version that wants things to run their course to the very bitter end. To complete shutdown.


My mouth opens, all by itself. No sound comes out, but I exhale those thoughts. I don’t believe in sensations, in intuitions. “There’s no such thing as intuition,” I tell myself, taking another deep breath.


For a quarter of an hour, he couldn’t actually find my car. I don’t know who gave him my number. And I can’t tell if he was born that stupid, or just got that way with advancing years. Everything about him is moronic and broke – he looks like a parody, a comedy version of your ordinary, household-variety, TV sitcom-style advertising exec or movie director, but a parody that’s just not funny. He’s trying to look sharp, but everything about him, his clothes, his haircut, the way he speaks, is blunt and bland. His chit chat might impress girls freshly arrived here from the sticks, the ones they call ‘jam jars’ for the home-cooked food they bring back from Przemyśl or Radom or some other godforsaken small town, food their mummies cook all week and then pack in old, recycled jam or sauerkraut or pickled gherkin jars, wrapped in plastic bags so they don’t leak as their darlings get coaches or trains back to the big city.


“Shit, the machine took my card,” I hear him say as he opens the passenger side door of my car. “Fuck, I swear. It took my card, the fucking monster.”


“Get in,” I tell him, though just for a second I toy with the idea of getting out myself, going round to the other side and smashing my fist into his solar plexus, just for the hell of it.


“What now?” he asks, looking nervously round.


“Precisely. What now? You were gonna buy two,” I remind him.


“I have the cash at home,” he says.


“So why didn’t you just bring that with you?”


“I only just remembered. It’s money I’ve put away for a deposit on an apartment,” he explains.


“Eight hundred.”


“I have it.”


A little while later, we stop by a block of apartments near the Filtering District. He gets out of my car as if it was a taxi, slamming the door that bit too hard. I can see he’s as high as a kite, his unfit body bouncing around like it’s made of jelly, like it’s that bit too heavy for the bones beneath its surface.


“Will you wait down here, or go up with me?” he asks.


“I’ll wait.”


“But it could take a while.”


I sigh again, then pull the key from the ignition, get out and follow him. Just a few more hours to go before this night is over. I’m waiting for it to end, the way some people wait for payday or for a call from a clinic. He opens the front gate, we walk into a courtyard, he taps in the front door code, getting it wrong two or three times, then we go inside.


“Maybe you typed your PIN number wrong too into that cash machine?” I ask.


“You what?” he responds, turning around to look at me, eyes confused behind horn-rimmed glasses, the gaze of someone for whom the simplest correlations of cause and effect are always a problem.


“Forget it,” I bark.


We go upstairs and end up in a large, airy apartment, littered with all sorts of crap, clothes and cartons all over the place. Two of his mates are sitting on the sofa. They seem half-conscious, drunk or high or likely both, but they’re still capable of realising something is odd – a stranger is standing in front of them. I glance at the easel and canvases resting against one of the walls.


“My girl just moved out,” our host explains, his arm sweeping across the mess of his home.


“She left all her things?”


“Well, no, actually,” he answers, cryptically.


I grab a chair and sit, waiting for him to bring the money. His friends are sitting opposite me, staring with the sleepy gaze of farm animals. One of them is large, well-built, though turning chubby, the other stick thin, with no chest to speak of, his eyes dazed. Both dressed in similar Carhartt shirts, baseball caps, clean trainers. Adult rappers. I know one of them from some parties, where he plays other people’s songs.


“How’s it hanging?” the larger one asks flatly.


“Fine,” I smirk.


“Fuck, it was here! It was right here!” I can hear our host screaming from the bedroom. “Where the fuck is my dough?! Where’s the money?”


“Where’s the money?” the skinny one repeats, laughing. “Where is the money?!”


They stop paying attention to us, get back to watching some YouTube films on a flat-screen TV fixed to the wall. A clip of a guy wandering round his apartment in just a pair of Calvin Klein underpants, mumbling something about wealth.


“And where will you get the money from?” asks the skinny guy.


“If it’s not here, my old man will wire me the cash,” our host shouts from one of the other rooms. “Fuck! He’ll wire it tomorrow, goddamn it! Any time I call him and say ‘Cough up’, he coughs.”


His old man will wire it. Yeah, I remember him saying something about his father once upon a time. That the guy has a furniture factory, somewhere near the German border. And when he turns thirty-five, there’s a cool fifty million zlotys waiting for him in the way of a present. Yeah, he told me he drives a Jag, though he works in some gallery, or maybe sells tickets in a theatre, earning, like all the other plebs, two or three grand a week, max – peanuts.


There is a painting behind the sofa. On a white, primed canvas, someone has printed the letters: WHO WOULD DARE SAY NO TO THE RICH?


“Did your girl paint that?” I ask.


“She’s no longer my girl,” he replies, walking back into the lounge. He opens one of the drawers in an old sideboard, pulling socks and pants from it, some of them still in their original packaging, as if he went to H&M or Zara every week, just buying new underwear.


“Best look at this,” the big guy says when a clip of a Polish rapper comes on the TV.


I don’t know much about Polish hip hop and have no desire to increase that store of knowledge. I’ve heard a few songs, all of them composed with the aim of telling those who don’t know how things really are, yeah, how they are really. If things are the way they are in those songs, then their authors live in a very different reality to mine. The song they’re playing now is about a guy who smokes cigarettes, has no money and runs off from a gym to a friend’s place to get high. The song describes how he gets high, looking out the window, and is having a little panic attack. Little and Large are laughing at the words, but know them off by heart, singing the ends of most lines.


It’s 2am. Money is slipping right through my hands. This night is like being stuck in one hellish sort of traffic jam. On the other side of the river, there’s four promising addicts waiting for me. They work as auditors for PwC, and must recently have got a bonus because they want two grand’s worth of coke. I should have been with them twenty minutes ago. What the fuck do I care about some guy from the far east of Poland, shitting himself at his buddy’s place and taking smack, when right now outside the window there are taxi drivers ferrying the bosses of utility companies to whorehouses, men who need my services.


“When did you split up?” I ask our host, watching as he turns another drawer inside out, looking for my cash.


“Two weeks ago,” he says without looking up.


“Why?”


“She never cleaned up after herself,” he says, then stops and looks at me with the gaze of someone who wakes each morning, stunned by the fact that the buildings in the street outside his window are still somehow fixed to the ground, and have not flown off into space in the middle of the night.


“Were you in love?” I ask.


“She was a great fuck,” he shrugs. “But she was a little wrong in the head department.”


“What does that mean?”


“What does what mean?”


“You said she was not right in the head.”


“She’d burst out crying for no reason. And when she was younger, she cut herself. Shit like that.”


“Did you talk a lot?” I pry.


He rummages through the last drawer and finally comes upon something that makes him pause – I think it’s my money, because his jelly flesh starts trembling and he then claps his hands together.


“Fucking hell! I’ve got it!”


“I’m most pleased,” I tell him.


He turns to me, holding a stash of hundreds of zloty bills, a couple of grand at least, pulls eight of them loose and hands them to me. I pocket the cash, take out two baggies and drop them in his palm. His fists clench around them, tight, paranoid tight.


“Maybe you two should talk,” I tell him.


“She talks lots,” he replies, looking around his apartment. “She’s meant to come collect her stuff. She was meant to do it a week ago, for Christ’s sake.”


“Why don’t you take it to her?”


“She’s the one moving out,” he spits back.


I now know why I can’t stand looking at him. Not because he’s stupid, and not because he’s leaping up and down like some lump of aroused fat. I can’t stand him because he’s just like thousands of other men in this city. He has a cock, but he’s no man. He doesn’t respect women. Doesn’t listen to them. He fucks them just to score another conquest, another notch on the bedpost, to rub his hands in glee, keeping count, twenty, thirty, losing count. He’s a flake, a loser who needs his ass wiping, his meals cooking for him, his laundry doing. Everything he says sounds like a little kid pleading for his toys. That voice, superficially deep, but concealing a hidden squeal, which he uses to tell everyone everything. Sticking to people with hands he never washes, hands he keeps in his undies, confessing to all and sundry in some desperate attempt to earn their trust. He juggles secrets. Tidbits of personalised info he holds onto just long enough to spit them out like shameful little lies. He sucks up to everyone. A weasel. Soft. He’s one of the sickly kind, those who never have original thoughts, whose palms are always sticky with sweat, whose dicks never really get hard.


“She can fuck off for all I care,” he says, cutting up lines on a coffee table. “I’m not gonna run after her. She spent a year living off my money.”


The other two stop paying attention to the laptop screen and sidle up to him, stretching as if before a gym session.


“Where is the money?” the skinny one says once again and giggles. Echoed by the big guy.


“That’s right, where is the money?” I answer.


“See ya,” says the lump of jelly.


Next to WHO WOULD DARE SAY NO TO THE RICH? there is another canvas, a picture of a small child perched atop a toboggan, ready to slide down a mountain. The kid is just an outline. The sky as red as fresh blood. At the foot of the mountain there is a rabid dog, sketched in rough brush strokes, as if ready to dissolve into the snow. I look at the picture and it takes me somewhere, but I’m not sure where yet, into some unclear memory, a strange place.


“You want to buy it?” our host asks.


“Buy it?” I answer, watching as he snorts a line off the coffee table, throws his head back and then downs a tumbler of whisky.


“Two grand and it’s yours. That’s how much she owes me for bills.”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“You’d be doing her a favour,” he says. “Fucking hell, I’ll get the cash off her somehow. Pull it out her ass.”


“Where is the money?” the skinny guy says once again, laughing and staring my way, but not at me, right through me, somewhere far off, into something invisible.


04:10am


“We need you to be at the Russians’ place in ten minutes flat,” Uncle says, calling me, and hangs up before I can say anything.


I was supposed to be heading home. Home and off to sleep. Popping a pill, sipping some tea, then leaping into a bath. Falling asleep there. Two hours later, crawling out and into bed, for another three hours. Listening to a bit of Debussy. Dreaming nothing. Resting.


I call him back. He picks up.


“What do you mean ‘ten minutes’?” I ask. “I’m going home, for fuck’s sake!”


“You’re not going home,” he tells me and cuts the line again.


‘The Russians’ place’ is the old Soviet embassy building on Sobieski Street – there’s a club there, a bar, hard to really know what to call the joint – a place not many people know about, the kind you have to know the right code to tap into the intercom keypad to get into. As a rule, they won’t just let anyone in. They will sometimes hire the place out for parties, birthdays, christenings, that sort of thing, but most days it’s where the Russians congregate. It’s surrounded by some abandoned, ten-storey tall, hotel-like buildings which during the Cold War were home to an army of Soviet spies, keeping tabs on the whole Eastern Bloc and countries of the Warsaw Pact. Now, nobody lives there. The club does a decent trade, though. A range of imported luxury cars with Russian number plates on constant rotation in the street outside. Sometimes, they stop for a day or two. Meanwhile, nobody comes in and out. Only the guards at the door swap shifts.


I get there within a quarter of an hour. Angry and exhausted. It’s fiercely cold outside, the wind sneaking in under my coat, cutting the skin. Snow slicing the air like tiny razors. I shut my car door. Parking on the pavement is not something I ever do for any extended period of time.


“What?” an old, heavy voice with a Russian accent barks when I push the intercom Call button.


“Kuba,” I tell him. “Here to see Uncle.”


A moment’s silence. Then the gate buzzes. I go inside. There’s a guard smoking a cigarette on a snow-covered courtyard, paying me not the slightest bit of attention. I can see some benches in the dark. Three old communist-era tower blocks look like dark, dead monoliths. When I look at them for any longer than a second or so, I feel like they’re pressing down on my solar plexus, like they’re starting to choke the life out of me.


I go inside the old embassy building. The place is empty. Its décor says 1987. Yellow lamps, wooden panelling, the smell of floor polish hanging heavily. A restaurant like they used to have all over the Soviet Bloc. A billiard table. Some people are sitting round, drinking in the next room. The lights dimmed. A massive flat-screen TV stuck to one of the walls is the only thing which reminds us the communists lost. That Poland is now part of NATO. Two men wearing pressed shirts, waistcoats and bowties are behind the bar, one of them way past sixty, the other much younger, no more than twenty. They look at each other without seeing, pretending to be doing something, polishing glasses or whatever. I approach the bar, order a coke. They don’t even have a till, everything done via calculator and cash box.


“What you want with your coke?” the younger barman asks.


“I can’t,” I tell him. “I don’t drink.”


I don’t drink because I have work to do, seven days a week. I don’t drink while working. Driving drunk, in a car containing tens of thousands in cash, half a kilo of top-class drugs and a handgun could be considered an unwise thing. I don’t take my own shit. I used to do it, to help me work longer hours. Then Barney, one of the lads who used to run around the Centrum, died of a heart attack. Barney was very ambitious. He was in his mid-twenties, lifted weights, did kickboxing in some fitness gym. He knew how to fight. Wanted to make as much as he could and did so: a week before he checked out he was negotiating the final details of the purchase agreement for a block of flats in Katowice. He wanted to make all he could, so he never slept. Always picked up the phone. Drove to where was necessary. Selling shit to people like communism had only collapsed a couple of days ago.


When his girlfriend found his body in their bed, I shrugged my shoulders. I never did like the guy, even if he was less of a dick than the rest of our crew. He never thought past what he was capable of delivering. Didn’t hang around brothels, didn’t strike up conversations with whores, didn’t invest in relatively expensive watches so big you couldn’t button your shirt sleeves around them. He wore no jewellery. Did not stand out. He was just hungry, and the hunger grew within him in some arrhythmic tempo. He fed on cash like it was protein – I had this impression he was freezing, marinating the stuff, eating sandwiches full of cash. He devoured money and grew fat with it. Swelled with it. I didn’t go to his funeral. He came from a good home, his mother convinced – to this very day – that he made his living selling stocks and shares.


“Oi!” Uncle’s voice calls out of the dark.


A TV hanging on one of the walls flickers on. A ripped Russian, his sculpted torso smothered in oil, barks some dire disco song that sounds like a metal bar being rammed into a wall.


I turn around.


Uncle looks like an exhausted animal, as if he’d been running a 100k since that moment I’d left them on the corner of Mazowiecka and Holy Cross. The sports top beneath his leather jacket is heavy with sweat. His eyes are wide open. He’s out of it, rubbing his hands slowly, very slowly, looking about. Once he’s done scanning the room, I see his hands are covered in blood. A lot of blood, already congealing. No one else seems to be bothered by this. The disco number on the TV ends. A busty Russian bimbo begins to sing some maudlin ballad, sitting on the porch of a luxury villa, wearing a flowing white dress. Pale silk on silicone tits, blood-stained hands – this night is not going the way I planned, not at all.


Uncle stumbles towards the bar, slowly, almost crawling. Puts two fingers up, signifying victory. The barman pours him two vodkas. Uncle swallows them both.


“What’s up?” I ask.


“Wait here,” he says. “A moment.”


“I’m on my way home,” I tell him, still scanning the room.


A fat, middle-aged bloke is sitting at a table by the wall, wearing an ill-fitting blazer, washing pickled herring down with vodka. His grey hair is slicked right back. A money launderer with a heart condition and a woman by his side. She’s staring at him intently, as if trying to guess what is going through his mind. She’s slim, a fine figure, but the rest of her looks worn out, her face blotched like someone had once put cigarettes out on her cheeks.


“Well, you’re not home just yet,” Uncle says to me without a trace of sympathy.


The dark-skinned thug appears, calm, unhurried, though he too looks tired. Shady’s holding a small Adidas holdall, as if he’d just come in from the gym. He stands in the middle of the room, staring at us as if he hadn’t been expecting to see us in here. Then Uncle nods at him. The barman lets us in behind his counter, we walk past him, not making eye contact, past a man who is absolutely unmoved by the presence of other human beings. As we go into a room at the back of the bar, he shuts the door behind us.


Uncle, Shady and I find ourselves in a small space full of freezers which in turn are full of bottles of Nemiroff vodka. No windows, no ventilation, the place as hot as a dry sauna.


“Show him,” Shady says.


Uncle is still huffing and puffing; he places the bag on one of the chest freezers. Opens it. Inside it, there’s coke, a kilogram, maybe less, some pills, MDMA crystals. Cash, euros, piles of it, tens upon tens of thousands. Uncle zips the bag back up again. Lights a cigarette. Chokes on it straight away.


“So what did you ask me to come here for?” I croak.


“That bag used to belong to Birdie,” Shady says.


“Yeah, but so what?” I ask again, noticing that Uncle’s hands are a lot more bloody than I realised.


Birdie. I know that name. A crooked gangster, so it’s not surprising that he would eventually end up in Uncle’s claws. Word is, he even dabbled in dealing heroin. Tried to get people into it. Set them up. Fed them bullshit. He smoked crack, in unhealthy amounts. But worst of all, he was a liar, an edgy, nervous lad with the smile of a con artist, the kind who would always try and cheat you out of every penny, even if you only sent him to the shop to get some cigarettes.


“He had a debt to settle,” Shady said.


“Now, he’ll have to borrow more money to cover the dental work,” I reply.


“And more,” Shady adds.


I lean against a freezer and look around the shelves, filled with bottles of booze and soft drinks.


“Fine, but what do you need me for?” I finally press.


“You’ll look after this,” Uncle says. I say nothing to that. “Nobody will think you’ve got anything to do with it. You know how to hide shit.”


“Ten percent of what’s in there is yours,” says Shady.


“Screw the ten. This thing stinks,” I tell him.


“Hold on to it, for fuck’s sake,” Uncle butts in, adding “There’s fifty thousand euros in there. Exactly fifty k.”


“Who’s gonna claim it?” I ask.


“No one’s gonna claim it,” Uncle huffs.


“Someone always does.”


“Just take it, no questions asked,” he orders.


This scene will drag on a while longer. Standing around, looking at each other, breathing, Uncle coughing. There is a small sink and a piece of soap in the corner. Uncle notices it, walks over and begins scrubbing his hands. This makes the scene last even longer; more precious minutes when I could be sleeping, when benzodiazepines could be dissolving in my blood, dissolving me in sleep, dissolving dreams.


“I’ll come claim it,” says Uncle.


“You’re not worried about where he got it from?” I ask.


“In a couple of weeks,” is all I get in response.


He’s the kind of man whose mind is not always up to the task of keeping up with rapid developments. Especially not in those moments when it’s been busy making some sorry chump an invalid.


“What if what’s in that bag is not actually his?” I press.


“So fucking what?” Shady answers with a question. “He had the stuff, so we took it.”


“But what if he took it off someone else?”


I take another look inside the bag, check the cash, the gear, trying to estimate how much is in there, hard to tell in the dark, but adding up the drugs and the money there’s the equivalent of a spacious apartment right in the heart of this city.


“Hide it where you hide other stuff,” Shady tells me. “Piotr said he trusts you the most. Said to give it to you. And also you did well earlier.”


I hear Uncle take another deep, ugly breath.


“Everybody knows he owed everybody. So where did he get all that from? The lottery?” I lift the bag up – thugs like these two are visual types, you have to show them things so they can understand. “Not a fucking chance...”


“You got a point,” Uncle huffs. “What we need to do is watch what happens.”


I don’t want this. It’s not mine. I’ve never touched anything that wasn’t mine, anything I didn’t know the source of. This is dangerous, moronic. This bag is not just full of gear and dough, it contains something like a mysterious mechanism I cannot unpick, something which stinks, something which could explode at any moment. A chemical weapon.


“Piotr said to give it to you,” Uncle drones on.


“I’ll talk to him about it next week,” I reply, though seeing little choice I still zip the bag up and throw it over my shoulder.


It feels warm, and the warmth feels sickly. As if there was a dying animal inside.


I leave the back room, without waiting for the other two, exit from behind the bar. I can hear them walking behind me. Ambling along slowly. On the way back to their homes and the wives or girlfriends waiting for them there. I go outside. Old Soviet tower blocks stick up into the sky like giant ghost fingers, threatening violence.


“Hey!” Uncle calls out.


I turn around.


Shady is walking towards his car. Uncle is standing in front of me, his expression frozen by an unasked question. It’s that odd mix of panic and shame, like a guy about to tell his doctor about prostate problems.


“What?” I whisper.


“I can’t sleep,” he says.


I wait for him to speak again. He still has blood under his fingernails. I see him looking at it, huffing with worry.


“Two months now. No fucking sleep,” he complains.


“Go see a doctor.”


“You mean shrinks, like some fucking mental case?”


“Hydroxyzinum,” I tell him.


“Doesn’t fucking help,” he moans. “It’s like something’s got hold of me. Tossing me about. One end of the bed to the other. And my guts. Here. No fucking good. Nothing. I yawn. Can’t open my eyes. But I can’t sleep either. Like something was eating my guts out from inside. You know what I mean?”


“Rohypnol, try that.”


“What is it?”


“The shit you spike girls’ drinks with,” I enlighten him. “You won’t get it from a pharmacy. But I can ask around.”


“I need loads.”


“I know.”


“Thanks,” he sighs, extending his hand. Having parted, we walk along side by side for a while longer. He doesn’t look at me. Doesn’t look back. We then split off to our separate cars. I don’t look back either. It’s even colder inside the Audi. I check my phone. Ten unanswered calls. Someone, somewhere still having fun, still waiting: needing more, wanting to get rid of something, to kill something inside. Someone wants to be wiser, more focused, wants to sober up, wants to fuck better, see that bit clearer. As of tomorrow, I’m back in the game. As of tomorrow, I’m back behind the wheel. All dressed in black.


The problem is – none of the people of this town will be seeing anything any more clearly any time soon. They’re like caged animals – they pine, yearn for one another only to discard, unburden, to lose themselves in a day, a month, a year, in business, in sex, in friendships – cheating, extorting, lying. They cling to their personal freedoms as hard as they can, but there are no freedoms at all. Not because there’s somebody out there pulling the strings. There’s no freedom because everyone will always want something more than they’re due. I deal in the illusion that some of them can make it. A fleeting bit of fakery. An untruth. A lie they’re in desperate need of.


But as I’ve already said – the substance which delivers this illusion is the most real of things.


I head home. Put some music on just to turn it off moments later. I watch the road, but watch the cars rolling along it even more carefully, trying to read and memorise at least twenty number plates in a row. Little mental exercises.


I sometimes pray, though I’ve never thought about God for any longer than a minute. But I do pray. Opening my mouth, without making a sound.


I pray for rain.


Yeah, I pray.


Dear God Almighty, the one Godhead Trinity, send us rain. God Almighty, send a mighty rain, the sort we’ve never yet seen the likes of, raindrops like bombs, a deluge like napalm. Send your rains and drown this city. Do it fast, before anyone can react. Before alarms start ringing. May the waters of the mighty Vistula rise up, spill over both shorelines, flood Praga District to the east and the Riverside District to the west, let it drown Zoliborz and Targowek, Mokotow and Wawer. Let it just fall. Let everything be covered in water, black, dirty, cold. Let it flow. Let it cover town houses, streets, high rise flats, skyscrapers, crossroads, all the way to the spire atop the Palace of Culture and Science. Flood us, Lord, for if you don’t, we’ll just keep on running round in circles, bumping into one another, into walls we erected ourselves, furiously, rabidly tearing at the scenery, the dirty props everything’s composed of, in order to get something out of it – love, money, our very selves, something which is not really there, and even if it is, then it’s temporary, vanishing faster than it appears. It’s like trying to catch a tiny bird with your bare hands. Pointless. End this, Lord, for whatever’s left of us is dried up, died down, without point, or moral, or even punchline, sadder than the shittiest comedy. Let it rain and let it keep on raining. Dear Holiest of Holies, drown us.


Wash away restaurants and brothels, wash away office blocks and rented floors, homes and houses, wash away go-go bars, TV stations, advertising agencies, drown Toothy Street and Marshesall Street, Pulawska and Basket Streets, John Paul’s and Sobieski Avenues. Let it submerge churches, Vietnamese street bars, shopping malls, bazaars, hospitals, the Presidential Palace, the University, the milk bars, the sushi joints, all the clubs on Saviour Square and on Mazowiecka Street, let it submerge all of Bethlehem, let it drown all of us and all those we know. Drown the decent and the losers and the whores. Drown those who speak the truth and those who spout lies. Mothers, fathers and kids. The loaded and the skint. The bosses and the bossed about. Drown us, Lord, kill us, in your holy name. Drown us, for we deserve nothing less. Let the waters rise, let the river take it all, leave nothing behind, the currents fast, relentless, resolute, all the way to the sea. Nothing else is going to happen here. Nothing to see. Maybe a long, long time ago, a very long time ago something worthwhile happened round here, but that was a momentary flash in the darkness, the credits rolling to a stop centuries back. Flood this city, else I’ll just keep driving round and round its streets for millions of years. Drown this city so I can no longer hear its hum, its deaf scream. Drown us, for we know not how to think or to love. For we want none of it. For we are wandering, lost, in a dark wood, drunk on our own words. Drown me, because I want none of it. I only want money and the night. I only want to watch and count. There is nothing more I want or know how to do, and yet there is nothing here to look at, Lord, and nothing to count on, God, it’s all the time, all the same clearly defined image, the same canvas covered in all the same possible details. Drown them all, for they know not what they do, they know not who they are, for they enter each day and leave every night just as thoughtlessly, just as falsely as little children, little babes running into a giant, brightly lit fairground and for a while longer they run on, carried by the music, by the spotlights, the echoes, the ringing and the jangling, the laughter of clowns, the melody of coins, but eventually they all come to rest and stand there, motionless, not sure of what is going on, deafened by the noise, blinded by the lights.


Listen to me, thou Holiest of Holies, listen though I have nothing to offer in return.


In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.


Flood us, Amen.
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