Hell won’t take me








Based on a true story

Doctors desperately tried to re-attach a man's penis after he burst into a crowded London restaurant on Sunday, dropped his trousers, and hacked his own organ off in front of horrified diners. The man, thought to be Polish, ran into the Mezzi Italian restaurant in King’s Cross at about 9pm on Sunday night, when it was crowded with people who had travelled to watch the England vs. All Blacks rugby match earlier in the day.
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- Who wants to read about a man who cut off his own cock?!

Beata tried to hand the press clipping back to Kuba, but he stood his ground, stunned by his boss’ choice of vocabulary. She never allowed swearwords at work, not even during their worst fights. 


- One million Poles living over here not enough for you?

They were momentarily alone, sharing a breakfast fag on the seventh-floor staircase which served as their illicit smoking room. Beata, the publisher of Nowa Era weekly, shook her blonde power mane, simultaneously stubbing her cigarette out in a barren flowerpot. 

- No. 

- No? 


- We’ve got enough of an image problem since that Coren column in the Times and you want to cover some nut who cuts his thing off in a public place? How is that going to make us look in front of the locals?

In impossible distance, Kuba could see Big Ben and the Eye and other postcard platitudes. Right below their windows, the dull autumn arch of Hendon Lane wrapped itself round their building, surrounded by industrial estates and railway lines and other lifeless jetsam of an area long spared its busy past. 

- Every damn paper here covered the story on Monday, but no one’s bothered to follow it up since. I’ve checked every title, every website. This is our chance. No one knows why he did it. Or who the hell he is in the first place.  


- Recession. Depression. Shizobloodyphrenia. Who gives a…? Man cuts off willy. End of. 

Kuba, staring seven storeys down from their smoke-filled perch, considered options. At thirty, Beata could have been his older sister, if not for the fact that he’d been born to two impoverished teachers in Lodz, while his boss was first-gen British, a golden spoon permanently stuck up her arse. Kuba snatched the clipping from her hand.

- I’m the editor and I want to run this.


- Not worth a page of your precious time. Not if I’m paying for it. 


- Bullshit. 


- We’re supposed to be “the Polish quality”, for Christ’s sake. You run a piece like this, we’ll be the laughing stock of both here and home.  


Beata turned on her razor-nibbed stilettos and shoved her way through the fire exit door. Kuba’s eyes followed her through a narrow slit of glass. The walls of their open-plan offices were all windows, emphasising the endless space around the desks. Kuba could remember a time, not that long ago, when they were home to at least ten full-time staff, plus a small army of freelancers. Today, most were empty. Those still occupied were often rented out to Beata’s business associates, managing online orders of canned hams from the motherland or overpriced insurance services for those whose English was too poor for local brokers. At least they looked busy. Marysia, the timid art student who still thought working endless hours on Nowa Era layouts would at least boost CV, was reading a rival free Polish language paper. Pawel, the permanently stoned and depressed Photo Ed, sat staring at his computer screen, motionless. And then there was Kuba. The Ed. Holding down a throne nobody else wanted. 

Friday morning. The day their magazine went to print. The one time in any week they should have all been breathing with satisfied relief and debating lead stories for the days ahead. But though it was time for their morning debrief, no one moved towards the meeting room. What was the point? Most of the copy was now filed by hopefuls typing away in Poland, excited by the idea of seeing their words in print overseas. Literally ghost-written, for nothing or next to nothing but pride at having their by-line given away by the thousand. 

He watched Beata through the glass wall of her office. Once, its immaculate, minimalist simplicity almost impressed him. What he had then hoped was the appearance of intellectual rigour now just seemed barren and ready to evacuate. 

- Fuck it. 

The small side elevator was working for once, but he took the stairs. It was the only bit of exercise he got these days. He tried keep his eyes off the horizon and on the carpeted steps. With each one taking him further back down to earth, thinking of how much time he spent in front of his permanently crashing computer, for how little in the way of reward, he felt more and more like taking the third and quickest way out.
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Abid, the printer’s assistant, didn’t get paid extra for helping Kuba load his rented van every Friday, but he always leant a hand anyway. Today, his honey-coloured eyes paused every time Kuba launched another bundle into the hollow hull. 

- You all right, man?

- No, man. 

Kuba didn’t even look up, trying to pull double his weight. Marysia had worked her magic on the cover, but their new logo turned him off and he didn’t want to think about the rest of the words behind it. Abid handed him the final parcels. 

- How come you do this every week?

- Do what?

- Deliver. I see your name inside the magazine. You the editor, right? Top man. How come you also the paper boy?

- Long story, Abs… I have boss. Bad woman. Call me editor, but she make decision, you know? 

- I work for my pops, ‘course I know. 

- Anyway, is more easy like this. Before, we have company do the driving. But they no good. They drop them like rubbish on the street. I know they is free, but… So now I do it. I like. Drive wrong side of road. I love this London… Every day crazy in the office. Too much thinking. Too much arguing. This driving is relax for me. 

- Oh, right…

Abid frowned as he held up his lighter to the cigarette hanging from Kuba’s lips. The cold was severe this autumn. Kuba spat smoke through his clenched teeth, shook Abid’s heavy, ink-stained hand and slammed the van doors shut on the magazines. The hull was half empty. A year ago, they had to rent two mini-trucks to cover the load. Now, following Beata’s decision to cut back print runs as well as staffing, his Fridays travelled light.    
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Had he lied to Abid? Driving back to the offices, he couldn’t tell. London rolled steadily past, but he wasn’t sure what he felt about it any more. There were plenty of European capitals under his belt already and this place, though furthest from home, felt closest to who he was. 

He’d passed through Prague, enjoying the food and the hidden depths, but the poor tourist to treasure ratio chased him off. A year in Berlin had taught him that being part of the alternative scene there was obligatory. If you weren’t at wacky events and openings every other day, you didn’t exist. Paris had been just as regimented, as demanding, its galaxy of cliques impossible to penetrate and map. But he had been seduced by the absolute elegance of the place, and was sorry to leave after six months of breaking his back on squat floors and busking against immense competition. Barcelona had been fun for a few weeks, then got repetitive all of a sudden. Narrow in the range of flavours on offer. That’s where he’d met Weronika, a young painter from Cracow, and together they decided to try London. You could be anyone here. Intellectual one night, love joy another. Hermit today, hedonist tomorrow. It fitted them like they fit each other. 

And Fridays he loved London the best. The weekend would be the usual mess of running round openings, conferences and other non-events he’d trap in his digital voice recorder, only to relive them at his desk Monday morning. But a whole Friday of solitude, floating about his favourite city, listening to the radio and smoking and watching people pass by, was heaven.
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He parked the rented van back at the foot of what looked, in the grey light of morning, like an eleven-storey tombstone. Staring up, he considered his other weekly ritual – riding upstairs, tearing open the plastic binding on a virgin bundle, smelling the damp ink. It was always special. A little to do with ego, seeing your own name in print, but more than that, a sense of being part of a serious mission. Always on time, a hundred thousand words where they should be, typo free and somehow so much more substantial than they looked on the screen of his computer the night before. They were keeping people informed, entertained, and of all the Polish language titles churned out by printing shops all over London every Thursday night, prided themselves at being the intelligent, discerning choice. Even if they were just as throw-away free as the others. 


But now, still sat at the wheel and staring up at the scene of his most recent professional engagement, he had no appetite for humble triumphs. Lighting a cigarette, he picked his mobile off the dashboard and dialled. The battery almost died waiting for an answer. 


- Hello, Nowa Era, how can I help?


- Marysia, I’m putting the mags in the lift now. Catch them your end. 


- Wait! Kuba, are you all right? 


- Why?


- Beata’s been on fire since you left. Jesus, what did you two argue about this time?


- Ah, a little thing. Don’t worry about it. 

- Why can’t you just let her have her way? She’s already threatened…

- To what? Cut my wages again? Fire me? God, if only she could. Anyway, I’m getting mad again… The mags are on the way. Catch them the other side. 


He didn’t wait for her voice again, walked into the lobby, dumped fresh mags in the lift, stabbed 7 a couple of times and jumped back through the closing jaws. 


The Balkan security guard made eye contact as Kuba was walking back out. Stopped by this habitual instant of silent communion between them, Kuba pulled out his little tin of ready rolled ciggies and dropped a couple in his colleague’s open palm. The guard smiled through missing teeth and though Kuba was selfishly grateful to see someone even lower down life’s food chain, he didn’t have it in him to smile back. 
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Six months back, his Friday route wouldn’t end until around ten, hands tired from endless gear changes, fingernails sore from prising up the plastic binds on bundle after bundle of magazines. 

These days, the day was done at a decent hour. The route barely skimming his London. He had the capital cut up four ways. The West clean, but dull. The South dirty, yet cool. Though creeping upmarket of late, the East both dirty and dull. Then, last but far from least, the cool, clean North. He always started his Fridays with the bad news, through the Centre, dropping the first few copies off at the Consulate and the Cultural Institute, then various grotty East European delicatessen as far East as Barking, down through the Blackwall and out in Greenwich, speeding his way across the South for the White Eagle Club in Balham, more shops, before hitting West and the plethora of Polish churches and centres and mini-markets in Ealing and beyond. The route always ended in the North, both his reward for a week’s hard work and home since around the time he’d started at Nowa Era. It always drove him on, the aim of making it back to Weronika, to their little Church End flat on payday, where a little takeaway and plenty of slow sex made the whole of what came before worth while. 

But today, pulling out into traffic, he felt none of the usual pre-road excitement. And plenty of anger. Instead of turning left for the Circular that would take him East, he swung right and decided to reverse his route. 
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Half an hour later, his van rolled to a halt outside S. Walberg’s, the oldest Polish-language bookshop in Britain. He stared through the narrow, dust filled interior as Mr Szymon stepped outside to talk. 

- He signed the papers on Tuesday. 

- Who signed what, Mr Szymon? 

- Joe, my son. They are tearing down this whole block. 

- When?

- Soon enough… How’s the novel coming along? 

Mr Szymon asked the same question every week, forgetting Kuba’s responses as soon as they were uttered. Normally, Kuba found this funny. Today, he was in no mood for time eddies. 

- How can I write anything when I’m slaving over copy every god-damn minute I’m not sleeping… 

- It’s a good magazine, you know.

Mr Szymon was flicking through the latest edition, but Kuba could see the old man’s reading glasses were still sitting on top of his shiny head. 

- My boss… she’s a philistine and a moron and only runs the damn thing as an intellectual ego trip. And because someone once advised her it cost the same as running ads in all the other Polish weeklies put together. But if she’s only in it for the money, Christ only knows what I’m in it for. 

- You know how much this place has cost me to run over the last four decades?

- What do you mean?

- You think I make any money from it? You think standing here talking to you is making me rich? Damn headache. Forty year old headache. 

- This shop… It’s the only place in London makes me feel homesick. 

- I was born in Lvov. That’s Ukraine now, not Poland. No home for me but this hungry monster. Eaten all of my savings. Still, it’s good that it’s over now. You come by a few weeks from now, you can have it all. 

Staring at the shop, Kuba’s heart sunk again. All those hard backs, paper backs, albums. Thousands of book deals, millions of readers, trillions of words. 

- You thought of going on-line? 

- On what line?

- On the internet. 

- Don’t be silly. I’m off on the scrap heap. You’re the future. Your bother with all that.  

- I need to do something else. 

- Other than? 

- Look at all those shelves. Those volumes. Real. Permanent. My words are pulp every week. People get them for free, read them on the bogs of this town, then chuck them away. At least toilet paper has some valid purpose. 

- You know how many Ulysses have been read by people taking dumps? Don’t be so hard on yourself, boy. People want their news. Give them what they deserve. 
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Driving his route backwards was having the opposite effect to what he had intended. What had promised to calm his fuming spirits was winding him right up. Normally, the further he drove, the more of the previous week he left behind him. Today, the further he got, the more he boiled inside. 


He stopped in Putney for his weekly serving of secrecy. Weronika had turned him veggie when they met, but just the once, each Friday, he dropped by an award winning Cypriot kebab shop and ordered the largest doner on the menu. No chips, no Coke, just meat. He was sure Weronika could always smell the transgression when he got home, seeping through his skin along with sweat and guilt, but hoped her silence equated forgiveness. 


Just as he was wiping his hands clean of lamb grease, his mobile rang, Weronika scrolling across its screen. 


- Hey, babes. 


- Hey. 


- You all right?


- Painting. And you? 


- Crap. Had another run in this morning. 


- No news your end, then… 


- How’s the canvas?


- Good. The old soldier boy from Pimlico came through with the money for the last one, so I’m doing him another. Lucky pair. 


- Lucky you. 

- Lucky us. When can I expect you back for a little celebration?    

- A while yet. Might as well get all this ink off my hands. Anyway, I’m close to something. A new piece. 

- All right. 

- I talked to Mr Szymon. 


- Oh yeah? 


- Made me think. You remember his idea to turn my father’s farm into an artists’ retreat?


- Of course. 


- Still want to do it?


- No. I’d rather stay here another damp year, painting in our bedroom instead of my own studio, working stupid jobs just to pay the rent between patrons. So, no, dumb idea, forget I told you we should have done it ages ago. 


- That’s what I thought. 


- I’ll have dinner done by six. 


- Can’t promise six. 


- What? The bimbo bitchster up the print run again?


- No. The story. Thought I’d work on it while I’m out and about. 


- All right, just be careful out there. 

- I won’t. 


- Then Beata will write your ob in Nowa Era, my love. 
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An hour later, having survived two near-crashes and three richly loaded roll-ups, he walked into the lobby of King’s Cross Hospital, hoping Weronika had been right about the whole luck thing. 

The receptionist was almost perfectly black, but her skin seemed to radiate warmth. The brightest smile he’d seen all year helped. He lied about looking for his friend, making his accent as elegant and soft as possible, explaining the embarrassing nature of the patient’s self-inflicted injury. The receptionist’s smile was replaced by a frown of utmost sympathy. She pushed the visitors’ book his way without asking for credentials and told him room 28b was on the sixth floor. 
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He passed room after empty room on his way to finding it. What was all this he’d heard about waiting lists for hospital beds in the UK? All his friends preferring to bribe doctors back home whenever sick, rather than surrender themselves to local services? This place was immaculate and quiet and if he ever imagined himself having to reside in any kind of clinic, he wanted one like this. Single rooms, with electrically powered beds. Mini colour TV sets in each one. Walk-in showers. 

Two Chinese-looking nurses walked past him. He smiled, but they didn’t seem bothered. It was only once he’d passed them that they shouted after him.

- Hello. 

- Yes?

He tried his best angel-eyed smile.

- You need coat. This is post-op floor. 

- Sorry?

- Coat. Here. 

They escorted him back the way they came. One of the nurses took him inside a small room and pulled a lab coat from a pile of starched linen. He reached for it, but she nodded at the small sink next to him. He washed his hands carefully, reading multi-lingual instructions pasted around it, musing on the fact that in all the miles he’d covered today, apart from his customers, he hadn’t yet met a native Londoner, or Brit even. 
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The nurses walked him as far as 28b and left him facing the closed door. He knocked and waited and when nothing else happened, went inside, holding his breath.  

A blond, muscular man stared at him from the bed. The press reports were wrong about his age. Twenty five at most. Pale. Small head on a solidly sculpted neck. Dark retinas surrounded by a lattice work of red. 

- Hello.

- Hi.  

Kuba closed the door and smiled meekly. The man before him did not fit his light blue hospital gown, the kind that went on over the head and tied at the sides. Torso covered by a thin bed sheet. The arms, as bare as the legs up to the knees, muscular. The bandages on the forearms seemed to hold flesh onto bone. 

- Are you a Polish doctor? 

Kuba stared down at his stiff white coat and smiled meekly. He noticed the crucifix hanging over the patient’s head.

- No… I trained as a therapist, but I’m now considering taking the orders. Father Szymon sent me to see you. From the Church of the Holy Scripture. In Shepherd’s Bush. 

Lies were pouring from him with ease now. He felt as if they were helping. 

- I’ve not been to confession for weeks. 

Dark eyes dropped to the fingernails that picked at themselves. 

- That’s why I’ve come. To help. To listen. 

Kuba stared at the photo of the former Pope someone had cut out of a newspaper and pasted between the top of Krzysztof’s head and the feet of the crucifix. He remembered that he shared a second Christian name with the benevolent figure in the yellowed clipping. It felt good to only semi-lie this time. 

- My name is Karol. 

- Krzysztof.  

- How are you feeling? 

- Pardon?

- How are things. Post-op room. How did it go? 

- Don’t know.  

- You don’t know?

Krzysztof breathed in and held the air in his lungs. 

- No one here tells me anything. No one speaks. I’ve no one to talk to. 

- That’s OK. I’m here now. 

- They got an interpreter, but she wasn’t much help. It’s all secrets round here…

- How old are you, Krzysztof?

- Twenty six.

- They think you’re thirty five. 

- I know. They brought me some magazines to read. Two wrote about me. 

Kuba noticed a few Polish language mags on the floor, Nowa Era among them, and hid his shame deep inside. Krzysztof stared at Kuba and tears started trickling from the inner corners of his eyes, then almost instantly stopped. For a second, Kuba thought he was looking at an icon. A broken, forsaken saint. 

- You OK? 

- I’m sorry. It’s the pepper spray. From Sunday. The police. My eyes still not right. 

Krzysztof’s brown eyes released a fresh trail of tears. Then the sobbing started. Kuba realised he wasn’t the only one straying from the truth.   

- It’s OK. 

- I’m sorry. So sorry… 

- Don’t be. Relax. 

- I’ve had no one to talk to…

- No one’s taken an interest? The press? The embassy? What am I saying? They don’t open their doors even if you knock…

- I’m sorry. 

Krzysztof was wiping tears into the bandages wrapped round his wrists. 

- Relax…

- I am… I’m sorry. 

- Stop saying that. You’re sounding like an Englishman. 

- Sorry…

Krzysztof snorted snot along with a boyish laugh, then fell silent. It seemed he was focusing all his energy on reining in tears. Kuba tried smiling, but it was one lie he always found hard to force from himself. 

- Just relax. Talk to me. 

- Doctors probably told you everything anyway. 

- I haven’t spoken to anyone here. Well, some nurses maybe, but I don’t speak Chinese, so it wasn’t much of a consultation. 

Krzysztof smiled again, so faintly Kuba couldn’t tell if it had happened or if it was just wishful thinking on his part.  

- Feeling yourself yet?

- Yes. Unfortunately. 

- Why do you say that?

- I can’t… doesn’t matter. 

- If it didn’t, I wouldn’t have come, would I? Now, I’m going to sit on the stool here, without a word, and you speak. Tell me anything you like. 

- Like a confession?

- If you like?

- Like a rehearsal for a confession? But you’re not a priest?

- No. I’m always one to talk though, so I could do with some listening practice. Consider me the next best thing. 

- I haven’t been to confession in months. It’s… hurting. I want to… 

- All right. 

- I know you’re not a priest. I’m sorry. 

- Don’t be. Just speak. That’s why I’m here. To listen. 
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- Well, I’m no saint, that’s for sure. I’ve always known that. I’m just a boy. I like fun. Dancing. Nice clothes. Sex. You don’t know. You are a spiritual person. Learned. I come from a shithole. Nothing there. What can you do when the girls are pretty and the cool bits of the world a million miles away? 

I’m from Andrzejowki, near Plock. Twenty houses in all. Six kilometres walk to the nearest school. I just about graduated, at the third go, but that was just so they could get me to stop embarrassing the other students. The size of me, stuck in a classroom. Went to work in a local slaughterhouse. Good job. Massive place. Couldn’t quite get the hang of killing, so I took care of the animals just before and cleaned them up right after. Dirty work, but the money was good and the animals… I felt them better than I did most people. Stupid, that’s me. 

Father died when I was young. Mother and younger sister raised me. We got on, you know? Things were hard but we got on. Had fun. Toys. Sports. Girls. I’m not a businessman. Never going to go to university and all that… Then Aga happened. My sister’s best friend. I was nineteen when she turned sixteen. After that, we just partied a lot. Married when she turned eighteen, to keep folks happy. We were happy already, or at least I was. Wild thing, my Aga. Maybe too wild, but I love her, so what? She wanted a child, but nothing happened. We did it all the time, everywhere, and nothing. Chernobyl, you see. That muck still in the water table. Tried all kinds of remedies. Folk stuff. Creams. Lotions. Doing it in the woods at full moon, in a bath full of these strange oils. I’m a religious man, don’t like all this witchcraft, but she insisted. And I couldn’t afford proper treatments. I was afraid too. She is like that, is Aga. Tiny, but can hurt you with one look. So when we joined in the Union and all the stories of streets of gold kept coming, I said we should go. She’s wild on the outside, but weak inside sometimes, you know what I mean? She told me to go alone. She would stay and watch over our home. Said I would make more money without her in tow. And she was right… First I got into building work. Hard graft. Got cheated out of all kinds of money. Polaks, Chapattis, Brits. Everyone out to turn others to shit. Once a week though I went dancing. In a club in Ealing Broadway. I love dancing. Really. I’m good too. Big, but good. Self-taught… Anyway, they asked me to dance on the podium, for money. I knew my luck was in then. Getting paid for something like that? In London? Aga was jealous, but I said it was for us. For our kids. Then they asked me to strip at various all-girl events. Hen nights, office do’s, you know. I know it’s wrong, unclean, but I did it for the right reasons, if you know what I mean. God’s will we couldn’t have kids to start with, so I thought it might be His way out of that hole. After all, all I was was naked. Nothing more. These weren’t children I was exposing myself to. And some of these women. Jesus. You just wouldn’t believe, Father. How they reacted. No shame. Got close to a few. What bloke wouldn’t? Married or not… Ealing, lots of Asian girls, so graceful. And Black and Chinese and everything. I never had full sex. That way I could always tell Aga the truth, that I’d been faithful. And I went to confession every week, even if some Sunday mornings I was too wasted to go sober. But I always went and always did my penance before anything else happened, just to have that clean sheet to start with again. 

After a year, I was loaded. And feeling so good. Working scaffolds daytimes, building up muscle, going to the gym too, then dancing. Hard work, sure. I took a few pills to help. Nothing major. A little stimulant. Just to help me make enough money to go home and make my wife happy. Bought a second-hand Merc, a silver 280 C-class, with alloy wheels and sports trim and Blaupunkt stereo, and went home for Christmas. Hadn’t been back for a year. She’d said she would miss me, but this way we’d save money on tickets. Only when I got there, Father, she was cold. And she had told my mum and sis what I’d been doing. The stripping. The shame that brought on Andrzejowki. They threw me out of the house before Christmas Eve. Can you believe it? And Aga wouldn’t have me in her home either. I could have gone to friends’, but I felt I was being punished. Even Father Lech disowned me when I showed at Midnight Mass. My mother had told everyone. The whole congregation knew. I spent that night alone in the car. It was raining. No snow. Cold, wet, black. Nothing to do or say to anyone. Next few days, she told me she had someone else and wanted a divorce. He was older, had money, and kids already. I couldn’t blame her, really. Life is life, you know. And the womb empty for a reason… 

I drove my Benz all the way back to London. Well, what else was I going to do? Only scaffolds and stripping left. Only it wasn’t so good this time. The devil made me lazy. Without Aga, without the dream of a child for us, there was no reason to work at anything. I was angry too. Didn’t want to give her the divorce. That was a church wedding, you know, and our love was holy to me. I’d said for life, for better and worse and all that, and I meant it, Father. Still do. 

So the drugs came back. Mostly steroids. Build up muscle. Everyone was doing it. The gyms full of Poles, so getting stuff was no problem. At nights, girls loved it. The size of me. Well, not downstairs. Steroids shrink things. You get it back once you stop, but I didn’t feel like stopping. Wasn’t getting any, wasn’t about to have kids, so what did I care? Stopped stripping down to the altogether, so it didn’t matter. Until one night. This girl tore my underpants off, when I was dancing on a table, and another filming it on her phone. The next day, it was on the internet. And the next, all over the world. People in chat rooms were laughing, in emails, text messages. Even in Andrzejowki. How was I ever going back, Father? I could stop the ‘roids, let it recover, but I couldn’t get that video back, could I? Not like those celebs, with their little films on the Web. So dirty. So cool in the end. No. This was me, before the whole world, barren and tiny. 

Work started to dry up. People were laughing at me on the scaffolds. I was drinking a bit, almost fell off a few times. And the drugs were always there. When you’re weak, they can smell that. The dealers. And it was different now. Lots of coke in London. And hash. And ketamine and stuff. I stopped going to church. So miserable. Came home every night, very alone. Drank. And the internet. I was addicted to that too. It’s so easy. No need to talk to anyone in any language. Just log in and that’s it. Kingdom of all the women in the world. It wasn’t porn so much, you see. There’s all these women. Thousands. All happy to be naked, to open… you know. And so beautiful. Smiling. And I was looking. For one that looked like my Aga. I know it’s shameful and wrong, but I was powerless. Maybe you’ve never seen it, but there’s so many, and so sweet. I never knew there could be so many women. And so easy. Drink, computer, angels. I was playing with myself an hour, and then three and then five and six every day. No need to go out. No risk, you think. I’d stopped taking the ‘roids, and it was kind of growing again, but the other stuff wasn’t helping. All the spare time I had was on-line. Drinking. Snorting. Touching myself. Hours, days on end. Even when it hurt. Even when it was bleeding. It was so easy. So good. The girls looked good. And the blokes, like I was not so long ago. I felt like I had a right. To be there, you know? I had those muscles. I had those nights… And those films. For what mine did to me. They owed me. 

But my mind. It’s all out of shape. I wouldn’t talk to anyone. Tried to stop. Failed. Tried to stop. Got angry. Into debt with some bad people. Stopped taking the drugs, not because I could, but because I couldn’t afford them. Just drank. Thought that was safe… but no. My head… my heart. Thinking things. Hearing things. My computer was talking to me. Not like in the movies. In my dreams, waking me, calling me. Perversions. Sucking you dry. Nothing, no part of me is any good any more. And one night, I got it into my head that somehow it was that girl’s fault. The one who filmed me. Working in that restaurant just down the road. And I was drinking and trying to keep calm but it wasn’t working. So I got the Tube, and rode all the way up here. Very drunk. Very angry. And I hang around for ages. Drinking spirits. Not good. Then I went in… couldn’t think… looked for the waitress in the kitchen and saw a knife and that was it. I remembered the slaughterhouse. And home. I don’t remember what next, Father. I started… cutting. Here and here. I wanted to hurt people. Eating, like nothing… like everything was fine. And normal. And she wasn’t even there… and then… I just couldn’t. I could only… cut… myself.    
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Krzysztof was weeping again. Kuba looked away. Outside the window, a length of brick wall. Another towering hospital ward, some way off. A scrap of blue sky. 

- That’s some story, brother. 

Krzysztof took a long time subduing the tears. His voice came through hyperventilating sobs.  

- Sorry… about the tears. Can’t help… myself… Mad man running around, with a knife. If I was back home, the cops… they would have shot me. 

It was clear, from the hesitant breathing, the dark eyes, the body slumped, that the young man wished he was back in Poland. In a graveyard, not a hospital. 

Kuba now felt only one hunger. 

- Do you smoke?

Krzysztof looked up in surprise. Kuba clocked a standard fire alarm on the ceiling. The kind that let him smoke out on his office staircase. 

- Damn it, brother. I’m having one, if you don’t mind. 

Krzysztof reached out and helped himself to the baccy tin. As Kuba leant forward to light his cigarette, he noticed the fresh, life smells of talcum powder and baby oil on Krzysztof, but as he watched the big man draw on his cigarette and exhale blue vipers, he knew the smells were deceiving.  

- Thanks.  

- Are the voices still with you?

Kuba felt the question was too much, but he had nothing else, no small talk now to offer up.

- Yes. Strong. 

- And what do they say?

- That I’m finished. 

- And you believe in hell?

- And you?

Kuba exhaled smoke slowly, in what he hoped was a sage-like fashion. 

- No. God made us, right? All of us, even our free will. Even our choices belong to him. If we fail big time, it’s up to Him to help pull us up. 

- After what I’ve done, not even hell will take me. 

Now Kuba really didn’t know what else to say. Where to look. This wasn’t like interviewing a celeb or a car crash victim or even a grieving survivor of some family horror. Whatever ride this boy was on was still very far from over. 

- Is this place so bad? This hospital? They don’t judge here. Like it says in the Bible. Well, the New Testament. They just care, after anyone and everyone. You’re in a good place. Good hands. 

- No. The walls here are not strong enough to keep some things out.

- Don’t talk like that. 

- I accept. It’s God’s plan. And it’s over now. 

- Because the voices say so?

Krzysztof looked at him as if he wanted to speak, but was too afraid. Kuba was starting to get both angry and scared. 

- We all have weak moments. 

- Mine are years.

- Years too are moments, in the bigger scheme of things. 

- You understand this. You are a man of the spirit. I am an animal. 

- Don’t say that. 

- I am no good any more. And I don’t want voices telling me that. I know well enough…

- You’re no worse than the rest of us. Anyway, what’s this animal thing? I’m a vegetarian. You worked with animals. Animals are sane things. You are sane. 

- I’m too weak, Father.

- I’m not a “Father”. And you’re not too weak. Look at you. You’re a mountain of strength. I wish I had your muscles.  

Krzysztof stared at Kuba in a way which stopped further argument. 

- No, you don’t. 

- You have to think about what next. 

- I only want my confession. Or do you not think there is a point?

- There’s more to you than that. 

Krzysztof sat holding the now expired cigarette in his bandaged hand. 

- I deserve what I deserve. All I ask is that you ask a priest to come here. Just the once. 
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Kuba’s gaze sank to the floor. A few rival titles littered the corner of the room – Polish Times, Polonia and Nowa Era. He’d worked for them all, at one time or another, and it hurt to think of the years he’d given to their pages. What was he doing here? How much was this story going to cost both him and the blond sinner-saint before him?

He looked up again, but Krzysztof’s eyes were shut. If he did come back with a priest, that would be it. He had no doubt the boy would not recover. As far as stories go, it would be poetic and bloody and perfect. But he didn’t believe in God and the purgatory that was the Church’s teaching. A priest’s visit could only further condemn him, and he didn’t feel like leaving the boy to his last rites. There had to be alternatives. Staring at the magazines, he remembered a Polish speaking psychiatrist he had interviewed for an article a few months back. He would send the man in here. It would prolong the boy’s suffering. Perhaps even strip the story of an ending. But he felt as if he now had something else to go on. 

- OK. I’ll get you someone. 

- Thank you. 

- You’re the one who has to do the work. Recover. Hope something. There must be something. 

- There is God. And He’s unhappy. 

- How do you know? 

- Some things you just believe. 

- Until they become real?

- Until they… release you. One more thing… Mr Karol. 

- Yes?

- The doctors should be coming soon. Will you stay and help them translate? 

- I can’t. Got things to do, errands. I’ve a rented car I have to take back to the shop tomorrow, and it just can’t wait. Really. 

For once, it felt good not to lie in the name of his trade. Krzysztof breathed a sigh of surrender, his eyes on his hands, the fingers slowly, repeatedly picking at themselves. 

- I understand. 

- Duty calls. 

- I know. I’m sorry. 

Kuba took the cigarette end from Krzysztof’s trembling fingers. 

- Look, stop apologising. I can stay a while longer. The car can wait. Can’t leave you here on your own, can I? At the mercy of those voices. Do they speak Polish at least?

Krzysztof nodded. His blond hair shook like summer hay. Kuba smiled back. 

- They came from somewhere and they’ll go back there, if you want them to. What time are the doctors coming? 

- They should be here soon.

- All right. My English isn’t perfect, but I’ll give it a shot. 

Kuba knew he was risking something by staying, but whatever it was didn’t matter any more. They smoked another cigarette in silence, the window on November dusk open. Kuba wondered whether the smell was going to lift by the time the doctors arrived, then chastised himself for thinking like a kid hiding in a school toilet. This was serious. This was why he bothered with words in the first place. 

To pass time, he started talking. Telling stories about his travels, his home back in Poland, the family wars which had made him emigrate in the first place. Krzysztof didn’t follow up on any of the details Kuba omitted. He laughed, gently, in all the right places, but it seemed to Kuba as if this was only because he was laughing at his own jokes first. In the way of encouragement. And smokescreen. The more he talked, the closer he got to secrets he could not share. His work. His love life. His beliefs. 

No one came to interrupt his monologue. He felt like he was paying for this intrusion now, for Krzysztof’s story. Paying with all he was worth. 

- Are they ever coming, these doctors?

- Do you think they are scared of me?

- What?

- Scared of telling me the truth. 

- About what? 

- You know. 

- Ah, the op. 

- Should I look?

- What, now?

- I haven’t had the guts. Since I came to again this morning. I’m too scared. And no one has said anything. They smile, but it’s scary smiling… 

I think you’d better wait.

I’m afraid. I mean, I don’t care. Any more. Really. But I’m too scared… on my own. 

I don’t blame you. 

Do you think it’s all right if I just lift the bandages?

You can’t tell as it is?

No. It all feels dead down there.  

I don’t think you should touch the bandages. 

What would you do?

I’d wait for the doctors. 

I can’t. 

Pray. Tell me some jokes. Do what you have to, but leave the bandages alone. 

I need to know. 

I’ll go get a doctor. 

They’ll just pawn me off with smiles again. I can’t take silence any more. 

Wait. 

Please… You’re the only one I can trust. 

Krzysztof threw aside the thin sheet covering his lap. His heavy, muscular legs trembled beneath the edge of the post-op gown. Kuba saw Krzysztof’s eyes shut, then the bandaged hands reach for and lift the fabric. Paralysed at the foot of the bed, unable to look up from the scars which lined the wrists and forearms, Kuba knew it was too late for soothing protests. Knew, whether he wrote and published and lived the story down or not, it would now have its ending.  
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