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1 
 
It’s nearly midnight, and I’ve watched Agnieszka die 103 times 
since I woke.  

In that time, the clip has had 274,392 views.  
I click the play arrow for the 104th time. 
Agnieszka.  
Running on the treadmill like millions of other middle class 

woman in their twenties. Stop here and you’d never have noticed 
the silver and green trainers on her feet. 

A tiny camera wobble, enough to remind you how casual the 
whole scene is, that her friend has no idea what she’s about to film. 
Although there’s been speculation about that, of course, just like 
everything else. 

Here it is. Three seconds of footage, the seconds before she 
stumbles. She turns, and over her shoulder she says something 
towards the camera. It’s indecipherable. Not one of the people at 
the gym that day remembers her speaking at all. The best Polish 
and English lipreaders are clueless. 

The web is full of chatrooms devoted to her. Every fake 
username in every forum has their own theory, from the banal to 
the berserk. She’s calling out to a child she gave away as a teenager 
in Gdansk; she realises she’s lost her footing and lets out an 
expletive; she’s begging her friend for help; she’s fluffing up the 
camera for posterity. The truth is she says something different to 
everyone who watches. It’s as though in those final seconds she’s 
stepped out of her own body and time and speaks straight to you, 
the viewer.  

Just you. 
Just me.  
See you, Dad! I’m know that’s what she says. Every time I watch 

I’m even more certain. I pause the clip. Play. Pause. Play. Pause. I 
see her mouth form the shapes. 

* 
The gate closes. Her hair moves first, and then her head turns; she looks at me 
over the burgundy uniform; “See you, Dad!” she shouts. “Take care, love!” I 
shout back from the kitchen window but she’s already turned away, heading for 
school. 

See you, Dad! 
Was that the last thing she ever said? Why say it that morning? Was she 

worried? Did she know something I didn’t? No matter how many times I go 
through it, I just don’t know. 

* 
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“Take care, love,” I whisper at the screen. 
Play. 
Ten seconds and it’s over. There’s nothing left of Agnieszka but 

her silver and green Mercury 500 trainers, the logos on the soles 
filling the camera like startled eyebrows. The picture on every 
student’s wall, on T-shirts and placards and newspaper spreads. 
And the reason my boss will call me tonight – the front cover for 
Epoch magazine’s Review of the Year. 

Give me a different angle on it, Sarah will say. Make it fresh. Sure. 
Three weeks to find a completely new take on the most 
reproduced, rehashed, reformatted image of the century. 

There’s the ringtone, the riff from Smells Like Teen Spirit. 
Emma had Nevermind in her CD player when she left. I let the 
second bar finish and press accept. 

“Dan Griffiths.” I get ready for the inevitable banter. We go 
through this every year. She calls about the review of the year cover 
in the small hours on the anniversary of Emma’s disappearance. I 
She drinks extra coffee so she can stay awake, calls me when she 
knows I’ll be up and everyone else is asleep. It’s like she thinks if 
she didn’t give me something to occupy myself on this one night 
I’d finish myself off. As though a number on a calendar could really 
make this day any emptier than all the others. As though there are 
degrees of nothing. 

I click the mouse out of habit. 
105. 
Not Sarah’s voice. It takes a few seconds to place and by the 

time I do the line’s dead. The phone’s still against my ear and I hear 
every word in real time, like the line’s on a delay. 

“Dad? Can you hear me? I’m safe but I don’t know where I am. 
Dad, I can’t explain it but it feels like I’m fading. Like now; I’m 
shouting but it feels like nothing’s coming out. And sometimes 
when I look down at my feet I think I can see through them. Does 
that make any sense? Dad, you have to come and find me. Please.”  

Find me. Please. The words synch perfectly with Agnieszka’s lips. 
“I’m coming, love.” 
But she’s already turned away. 
She trips, tangles, and the film ends. 
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2 
 
We can see her clearly. She’s sitting with her legs folded underneath 
her, gripping the phone with both hands. It takes a moment for us 
to register things are wrong with this image. We have to blink 
several times, but still our eyes don’t feel right. We look closer, and 
then we see that although she is sitting on her legs, her legs aren’t 
on anything. 

She’s not floating. Nor is she in a darkened room, lit only by an 
infinitely precise beam. We don’t even have noticeably tunnelled 
vision. It’s just that we only see her. 

Sometimes when we stare at a flecked carpet in summer we 
sense that something is amiss. Then we notice a movement. A few 
seconds later we see an ant scurry through the fibres, and suddenly 
our optic nerve turns on a switch and we see that the whole floor is 
a teeming sea of ants. 

In the same sickening way we see all at once: this is Emma, and 
she is still 14 years old, the age she was when she disappeared; but 
the telephone she clutches like a parachute rip-cord is an iPhone; 
her skin and clothes are blurred. It’s not our eyes. We see the 
iPhone perfectly well. It’s her.  

She is blurred. 
She turns. Her eyes make us seasick. Instead of colour there’s a 

soup of grey strobing and fuzzing. “Where am I?” she asks. 
She sounds sad. Or maybe we just imagine that she must be sad, 

because through the white noise in the pits where her eyes should 
be it’s impossible to say if she’s crying or not. 

“I don’t know,” we reply. “How long have you been there?” 
“I don’t know. No, that’s wrong. I’ve been here a day. Only this 

day seems to happen again and again and again. I don’t know how 
many times. It feels like someone’s caught it on tape and they keep 
playing it over and over and over, and the tape’s wearing thin in 
places. What will happen if they play it too many times and the tape 
snaps?” 

She’s speaking quickly, like she only has one lungful of air and 
she has to get everything out in that single breath. We daren’t 
interrupt, even if we could answer her questions, in case she goes 
silent for ever. 

“I’m scared. I don’t understand what’s happening. Would it be 
better if they stopped the tape and left it in an archive somewhere it 
could never be played again? Does that make any sense?” 

“Tell Dad,” she begins but whatever the connection was, it’s 
cut. We blink several times. Everything is sharp again. We stare at 
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our computer screens, and Emma exists only in the words we see 
there. 
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Shuji Nomoto stands with his head pressed against the door. He 
has been listening for ten minutes as his mother, Junko, and his 
older brother, Yuichi, argue about something inconsequential 
downstairs. At last he is satisfied there is no one on this floor, but 
still his muscles pull against him as he puts his fingers on the 
handle. His grip falters; the sweat on his palm slides against the 
metal. He swallows hard and listens to the sound of blood in his 
ears, the quick, quick, quick beat of his heart, the only fragile thing 
that separates life from death. 
  
Silently he turns the handle.  

Silently – every day he uses oil from his fried tofu lunch to keep 
the door from making a sound. A crack of strange light appears 
from the corridor and Shuji winces. Cooler air and the smell of 
bean curd catch his face and he feels giddy. He closes his eyes, 
pushes, feels for the tray with his feet, pulls the door, eases the 
handle back, turns the lock, and leans back against the door, 
fighting back shameful tears as he waits for his heart to slow. 

 
Eventually he is calm. He sits at his desk, his back rod-straight, and 
moves his finger in a perfect nautilus spiral on the mouse pad to 
bringing to life the ageing laptop his mother bought before his 
confinement began. 

One morning, when he was 14, Shuji stepped out of the shower 
in the corner of his Kobe room and towelled himself dry. He pulled 
on his underwear, trousers, socks, a vest, and a clean white shirt. 
He stood in front of the mirror, pulling wax through his short hair, 
expertly teasing it into spikes between his fingers. Without any 
warning, he stopped, stared, and saw someone he didn’t recognise 
staring back at him from the mirror. It was like he was looking at a 
mannequin in a shop window, a model on a billboard.  

There was a stranger in his room, and the stranger was him.  
 

 
He took off his school uniform, emptied the identikit outfits from 
their drawer, bundled them into a bag, placed them outside his 
bedroom, closed the door, and locked it behind him. He washed 
the gel from his hair, dressed in jeans and a Nirvana T-shirt, sat at 
his desk, fired up his laptop, and began scouring the internet for 
every reference he could find to the Byfield Effect.  
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He hasn’t spoken to, seen, or been seen by, another person 
since. 

At first he devoted every second of his time to understanding 
the Effect. It felt to him as though knowing it better than he knew 
anything else in or about the world was all that mattered. He had 
been given a task of monumental importance, but he had no idea 
what, or why. All he knew was he had to prepare for it by mastering 
this theory. 

 
Two years later, Shuji saw the clip of Agnieszka Iwanowa’s death. 
He played the clip through five times. Each time Agnieszka turned 
her head to the camera, he pressed his face closer to the screen, 
trying to decipher her words, to make out what she was saying to 
him. He knew what he was watching change his life forever, but he 
had no idea how.  

 
Eventually his eyes hurt so much from the concentration he cradled 
his head in his hands, massaging his brow with his fingertips. 
Through the gaps between his fingers, he saw on a piece of paper 
handwriting he recognised as his own: Nomoto-Byfield Conjecture. 
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4 
 

“I’m coming,” I repeat.  
I open a new tab on the browser and type  
 

http://www.agnieszkaanonymous.com 
 
It takes thirty seconds to set up an account, and I’m logged in as 
“Edgeofdarkness”. 

 
The bulletin boards are stark, the internet’s vast institutional 
tenements. No videos, no images, no sound files. Not even any 
adverts. Just forums stacked on each other like concrete storeys. I 
scan the stats at the bottom of the screen. There are 217 users 
online, 85 of them members. The most logged in at any one time 
was 2,436, on September 15th. The date’s not familiar.  

I open another tab and google “Agnieszka Iwanowa 15 
September 2009”.  

Oprah!  
Oprah ran a feature on influential women, and Agnieszka was 

one of them.  
I go back to AA and click on the “introduce yourself” forum, 

opening the “welcome to Agnieszka’s world” sticky. Agnieszka’s 
world. It sounds like a theme park. 

Is this what would have happened to Emma if anyone had 
noticed she was gone? Maybe she’s best off forgotten. A huge slug 
of Scotch hits my throat before I notice the glass is in my hand.  

 
Welcome To Agnieszka’s World [posted by Pole Dancer] 

 
Hi! This is a site for everyone who loves Agnieszka Iwanowa. There’s no 
judgment here; no one’s going to think you’re weird or screwed up. There are 
plenty of forums for everyone. Stop by to share your stories and feelings about 
Agnieszka, or just to shoot the breeze. The watchwords of this place are 
tolerance and acceptance. We ask you humbly not to abuse the freedom. Plenty 
of people have exploited Agnieszka. This isn’t the place for them.  

 
That’s enough moderating. Please pull up a stool and tell us about yourself. 
And if you need help finding your way around, don’t hesitate to get in touch. 

 
The Moderators 
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x 
 
I open a new thread and type “Tell me why…” in the title. If 
there’s one thing I know about these places it’s the way people love 
to talk about themselves. 

 
Hi. I’m Edgeofdarkness 

This feels like a twelve step programme. 
I live in the UK. I’m a journalist and graphic designer. 
 

The truth. I’m not interested in playing games to get information. 
They’ll see journalist and half of them will run a mile. But with any 
luck the other half will flock like moths. 

 
I’m working on a magazine cover based on Agnieszka. Yeah, I know, who 
isn’t :-p What I really want to know is this. What is it about Agnieszka? 
Why her? What’s so special about her? What does she mean to you? 

 
I’m about to press “post” when I stop, and add 

 
How did you first find out about Agnieszka? Can you remember what the first 
thing was you knew about her?  

Thank you so much in advance 
Edge 

 
I check the box to receive notification of each new response, and 
upload the thread. 

It’s close to two o’clock now. Whisky hits my throat again, only 
this time it doesn’t feel quite so hot. I put the glass down, head to 
the bathroom, and splash my face. There’s no mirror so I stand 
with my hands clutching the side of the black marble sink and stare 
at the slow discolouration of the grouting between the tiles. The 
matte surface soaks up all the light without reflection. There’s 
nothing beyond the wall, and nothing looking back.  

My mobile rings in the study. Three steps through the tiny 
rooms and I’m there. The phone slides on the desk like a small 
animal on ice, the only living thing in the flat. I put my hand on top 
of it to make it still, breathe deeply, and accept the call. 

“Dan Griffiths.”  
“Sorry to call at this time.” 
“It’s fine, Sarah.”  
“This year’s review cover,” she says. 
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Her voice is smooth, soothing, like the whisky sliding across the 
back of my mouth. But after a while I stop hearing what she has to 
say and stare at the screen as my inbox scrolls away like sauce 
coming to the boil. 27 new messages and counting. 
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5 

 
There are 29 responses by the time I’ve logged back on and found 
the thread. 
 
[Pole Dancer] Welcome on board, Edge of Darkness. I hope we can help you 
find the answers you’re looking for. 
 
[Refrain] I first found out about Agnieszka when the Hartshill election was on 
TV. 
 
[fraudf**k] Hey, Edge. We get a lot of journos trying to make a quick buck 
out of Agnieszka. This isn’t that kind of place. 
 
[Pole Dancer] I don’t think that’s what Edge of Darkness is trying to do. His 
post sounds like a genuine request for information. 
 
[fraudf**k] It’s a fine line 
 
[Pole Dancer]It is indeed a fine line, but our policy is that until someone crosses 
it we accept them as one of us.  
 
[JPII] I’m Polish. Agnieszka was on local TV here in Gdansk 
 
[Hermes] Saw her on Oprah 
 
 
[DonnaDonut] Agnieszka’s beautiful. She inspires me. I think she fills the 
hole left by Princess Diana. She’s a great role model – successful, fit, beautiful. 
Of course in a few years’ time there’ll be someone else, but for me it’ll always be 
Agnieszka. 
 
[Hermes] Women like strong women 
 
[JPII] And Poles like to see Poles 
 
[Stargazer] It’s the tragedy that got me. One moment there’s everything to live 
for; the next it’s over. Life’s fragile. That’s what Agnieszka tells us. She’s a 
poster girl for carpe diem! 
 
[Pole Dancer] Apologies for FF – he means well. Let me outline my own 
experience briefly. I first found Agnieszka on YouTube. I was viewer 1000, 
back in the very earliest days, before anyone had blogged about the film, before it 
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was on most viewed. I found the clip by searching on the word “enigma.” That’s 
an enigma in itself, don’t you think? Before anyone knew anything about her, 
someone had already tagged the clip with “enigma.” 
 
I watched the film five times in a row without stopping between. It was hypnotic, 
like slow piano music. What affected me most was when she turned. It felt as 
though she was looking straight at me through the screen. And when she opened 
her mouth and spoke, she was speaking to me. Just me. I could almost make 
out what she was saying. Almost, but not quite. I felt as though if I watched the 
film through one more time I’d pick it up. It’s the same as when a word is on 
the tip of your tongue, and you know that all you have to do is keep talking 
and the word will come to you, as if by magic. No matter how many times I see 
the film, that’s still the way I feel. Just one more time and I’ll know what she’s 
saying. I can’t stop watching until I know, because she’s speaking to me, and 
she’s got something so important to say she was prepared to lose her life saying 
it. I guess that’s how drugs work, only it doesn’t feel like an addiction, because I 
really believe I only have to watch one more time. 
 
[Weegee] It’s the mystery – come on, guys, get real! We love the conspiracy – I 
mean she says something. No one will admit to knowing what it is. There isn’t 
a lip reader in the world can decipher it. BullS**T!! 
 
[Hermes] Hey Edge, I just read your post again. A cover. Cool!! 
 
[Creep] You should have the Mods on the cover. 
 
[Hermes] You should DEFINITELY have something to do with AA. 
 
[JPII] A screen shot? 
 
[Weegee] No, pictures. Let’s finally find out what our founders look like. 
 
[Hermes] We could all send in photos. 
 
[DonnaDonut] Some of us prefer the anonymity. That’s what’s great about 
being here. 
 
[Pickled in aspic] Why doesn’t someone get Ludwig to think of something to do 
with the site? 
 
[Weegee] If you’ve got the first clue who Ludwig is then be our guest. 
 
[Creep] Been done, PIA. Ludwig’s yesterday’s man. 
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[Weegee] That’s what Ludwig wants you to think, Creep. 
 
[fraudf**k] This isn’t about us. It’s about Agnieszka. We don’t matter. She 
does. 
 
[Creep] Sorry, ff 
 
[Hermes] Chill out, man, people are just excited. 
 
[fraudf**k] I’m “chilled”, “man”. There are plenty of places on the web for us 
to talk about ourselves. This isn’t one of them. 
 
God, where ARE these people at this hour? Everywhere, I guess. 
As I’d figured, if anything’s going to come from this, I’ll have to cut 
through a swathe of junk and posturing and infighting. But there’s 
already enough to get me thinking. I’d better reassure the rottweiler, 
though, before he kills the discussion dead. 
 
[Edgeofdarkness] FF, I’m sorry if I offended you. I can assure you I have 
absolutely no intention of exploiting either Agnieszka or you 

 
I consider this for a second and delete “either” and “or you”. That 
seems to be the way this guy thinks. There’s a ping from my inbox. 

 
I want to know about the real Agnieszka.  

 
That’s wrong. It’s what journalists always say when they’re being 
insincere – “I want to give you the chance to tell YOUR side of the 
story”. Delete. 

 
I want to know what made Agnieszka special. There’s something in her you 
can see when you watch the film, when you hang pictures on your wall, every 
time you draw a pair of 500s. I want to see if I can distil what that is and put 
it into a single image. I want to show the rest of the world what you see. 

 
Oh, and thank you, everyone, for everything you’ve said already. 

 
Best 
Edge 
 
I uncheck the notify me box and upload the post. By the time it 
reaches the screen the responses have risen to 34. 



15 

 

 
 
[Hermes] Jeez! 

 
[Creep] Edge? Like U2? 

 
[Weegee] Edge of Darkness is a British TV programme from the 1980s. It’s 
a conspiracy thriller. 

 
[DonnaDonut] Here we go!! 

 
No, Weegee. You’ve missed the point. It’s about a desperate man 
trying to find out what happened to his daughter, Emma. 
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6 
 
The light on the ceiling flutters like butterfly wings as the 
screensaver ticks over. The curtains are always open, and the 
computer is always on. This is the closest it gets to dark. I only go 
into the bedroom during daylight; at night I lie on the sofa with the 
duvet pulled around me and watch the ripples of orange-blue grey. 
One of my playlists runs quietly in the background like the whirr of 
an aquarium filter.  

The noise, the light, are too gentle. Tonight nothing will be 
enough to fill my mind. I close my eyes, give in, and let my past 
play out on the screens behind my eyelids. Clips I watch endlessly. 
The films I can’t escape. 

Kerry was a year out of law school when we met at On The Rack, 
a small, independent fashion mag whose office was the editor-in-
chief, Fran Barlowe’s front room in Muswell Hill.  

Fran had been one of the original card-carrying feminist 
separatists in the 60s, and cut her editing teeth at Virago. I’d 
interviewed her for a student rag shortly after the 1979 election. We 
were paying and she was happy to accept our hospitality, 
piggybacking several days of meetings with her leading stockists on 
the back of it, almost all of them also at our expense I’m sure, but 
we didn’t care – getting an interview with Fran Barlowe was a huge 
coup. And she didn’t care – we were the system, right? So fuck us. 

“Yeah,” I shouted when she knocked on the door of my tiny 
room in halls. Fran was six foot tall in her flat Converse, and about 
eighteen stone. She had red hair down to her waist and wore a 
pastel-yellow woollen dress, tied in with a massive red belt, over 
black and red herringbone wool leggings. She stood in the door and 
looked me up and down as I sat with my A4 pad, chewing the end 
of a Bic biro. 

It was one of life’s freeze-frame moments, like the first time I 
put my hand on a woman’s breast; like Emma shouting See you, Dad 
over her shoulder.  

She flicked a packet of Marlboro from her sleeve, sat on my 
bed, ignoring the empty chair, and lit up. “Want one?” she asked, 
handing me the pack. 

“Yeah,” I answered, taking one. “Want a drink?” 
“Yeah, I’ll have a whisky,” she said, reaching over to light me 

up. 
My chest imploded and I bent double, coughing and gagging. 
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“Never smoked before, have you?” 
“No,” I gasped. 
She gave a giant, throaty laugh, and I was lost.  
To everyone, including me, Fran seemed like a ridiculous 

student crush; but she was the love of my life.  
I would have done anything for her, and she knew it. I divided 

the rest of my student life between Oxford and hanging out at her 
flat in North London. I had an eye for design, and I could draw, so 
when she decided Virago had run its course and started On the Rack, 
I walked into a job as artwork editor. 

On the Rack set out to be a militant lifestyle magazine. It 
championed anti-fashion and anything alternative or subversive. 
Punk was dead as a creative force; and in the shadow of fear the 
new Tory government cast over the future, new movements were 
positioning themselves ready to seize the moment when it arrived. 
It was our mission statement to find those buds of energy and give 
them the fuel they needed to come to flower. 

It was a tiny rag with a readership of a couple of thousand, but 
Fran was big news, and the glossies took her seriously, scoured 
every word of her editorial. So when she singled one magazine out 
for special treatment because the CEO of its parent company had 
shares in British Nuclear Fuels Ltd, Fran found herself on the 
wrong end of a defamation suit. 

I expected her to laugh it off the way she normally fanned her 
nose at the establishment, but she didn’t.  

“You can’t think you’ve gone too far,” I said to her as we lay on 
the sofa one evening. “You don’t believe in too far.” 

“Of course I haven’t fucking gone too far.” 
“So tell them to fuck off like you always do.” 
“Oh believe me, I will.” 
“So what is it?” 
“It’s all this,” she said, waving her arm at the study. “I’ve never 

had…THIS…before. People depending on me to pay their bills. If 
they shut us down, ah, I don’t know. It scares the hell out of me, 
that’s all.” 

“Is that a chink of humanity I see?” 
“Fuck off!” She started laughing.  
She was worried enough to be on the phone to the solicitors 

next morning. And the following afternoon, Kerry showed up. She 
was 23, blonde, petite, fresh out of law school. Exactly the kind of 
woman my parents wanted me to marry. Which is what I did. In a 
way I guess Fran orchestrated everything – left us alone at just the 
right times; invited her over for dinner only to be called out for a 
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meeting. I was too young and stupid to notice. Kerry and I had a 
normal, slow, everyday kind of courtship. 

We announced our engagement the day after On the Rack had 
the case thrown out of court, and Fran threw a double party. Kerry 
had to go back to Birmingham for her mother’s birthday. I stayed 
to help clear up. 

Fran and I saw to the dishes in silence. I washed, she dried, like 
we always did. When we finished, she put the tea towel down and 
sat on the wooden side. 

“You know you’ve broken my heart, don’t you?” she said, 
quietly. 

“Yes.” 
We undressed without speaking, and made love in silence, for 

the last time. Afterwards we held each other until morning, not 
desperately, not despairingly, but with a touch so soft it was barely 
even here.  

When it was morning, I watched her dress. It was early, and 
twilight played games with the contours of her skin. I watched in 
fascination at the way her clothes and her body melted together, the 
boundaries between them blurring and shifting. As she pulled her 
dress over her shoulders I tried to take in every inch of the body I 
knew I’d never see again, but the half-light had one trick too many 
up its sleeve, and as the last bit of cloth fell to her ankles I knew the 
chance was gone. 

She opened the door and, for a second time I captured her, 
frozen in time, standing in the doorway. Then, without looking 
over her shoulder or saying goodbye, she left, and I realised I was 
going to marry a woman I could never love. I was twenty four, and 
hollow. 

A year after the wedding, Emma was born. Tiny, beautiful, 
perfect Emma. Every time I looked at her she made my emptiness 
bearable. Now she’s gone, and I’m hollow for the second and, I 
know, the last time. 
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7 
The Byfield Effect, named after the English astrophysicist 

Professor Sydney Byfield, who won a Nobel Prize for his work on 
the subject, is the phenomenon whereby a cluster of waves – to an 
observer travelling at close to the speed of light, and in the same 
direction as the waves – appears to behave like a solid object. It 
marks the point where the Doppler Effect, whereby waves appear 
expanded or contracted according to their velocity towards or away 
from an observer, breaks down. The Byfield Effect notes that as 
the velocity of the observer approximates the velocity of the waves, 
a point of turbulence occurs and the waves no longer appear as 
lengthened or shortened versions of themselves, but begin to 
appear as particles. Known as the Byfield Point, this is the place 
where quantum physics and the chaotic mathematics of turbulent 
systems intersect. 
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8 
John’s hand shakes almost imperceptibly as he lifts the beer to his 
lips. I first noticed it over ten years ago, just before Emma 
disappeared. I wondered if it might be a sign of the early onset of 
Parkinson’s, or if he had a drink problem. But it never changes. It’s 
like the air around him is ever so slightly heavier than in other 
places but his body’s no stronger than anyone else’s. 

His body fascinates me. Maybe it’s because he’s the same age as 
me and I don’t have a mirror, but the one night a week we meet for 
a drink I’m unable to look away from him. My eyes trace his skin 
for hints of thickening or deterioration. Recently there have been 
plenty.  

At the start of 2009, John Starkey became Deputy Chief 
Constable of Kent, just before the riots in Hartshill and the by-
election that gave the English Freedom Party its first MP. It’s easy 
to read my own tiredness with the world into the waxy grey cracks 
that run across his forehead; the thick, wiry hairs and liver spots on 
his arms. 

“Agnieszka Iwanowa, eh?” he muses into his beer. “How 
different all our lives would have been if that gym had done it’s 
healthy and safety checks right.” 

Yours maybe, I think, finishing my beer. I know an attack of 
melancholia isn’t going to help, but seeing John always brings it on. 
It’s like watching the slow disintegration of a life. I think sometimes 
he’s crumbling from the outside in, and I’m falling to pieces from 
the inside out, and there’ll come a point where the paths of our 
dissolution will cross.  

“Yes, Agnieszka Iwanowa,” I say, returning from the bar with 
more beers. “I’ve got to put her on the cover.” 

“There’s original.” 
“Still, I want to get it right.” 
“And what does that mean, exactly?” 
“How the hell should I know? I just figure if I do enough 

research it’ll come to me.” 
“Pretty much like coppering, then.” 
We laugh for a moment; a damper seems to lift and the world 

comes flooding back in. I hear voices around me. A mobile phone 
rings somewhere. Darts thump into a board. The door opens and I 
catch a waft of smoke on the cold air.  

“What do you want to know?” 
“I want to know what made people incapable of ignoring her. I 

mean, was it something about her, or was it something about 
them?” 
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“I’m afraid that’s a bit philosophical for a simple plod.” 
We laugh again, and at the same time we both notice we’ve 

emptied another pint. John angles his glass at me and I nod. I 
watch him to the bar. There’s a slight stiffness, an uneven cadence 
in the way he moves. Is he feeling the beer, or is age starting to eat 
at his joints? Maybe it’s all those years stamping the beat as a young 
man; the hours standing behind a microphone trying to mollify the 
press in recent years. 

“There you go,” he says. Tiny brown wavelets break over the 
edge of the glass as he lowers it onto the table. “Have you got an 
easier one for me?” 

“Self-deprecation doesn’t suit you,” I say. John’s the sharpest 
tool in any box I’ve ever opened. He didn’t get to be Deputy Chief 
Constable just by keeping up with paperwork.  
He smiles at me and looks awkward. That’s the other reason he’s 
risen so far. He was never desperate for it. Never believed success 
was his right. 

“During the riots,” I say, “did you get any sense of why the EFP 
picked on her as their poster girl of hate? Was she too pretty? Too 
rich? Too cocky? Was it something personal? You must have 
talked, you know, behind the scenes. Speculated.” 

“Sure there was speculation. Most of it I’d be ashamed to 
repeat. None of it had any relevance to what we were doing. For six 
months my job was no more or less than trying to keep a pack of 
wild animals in a cage. Half the time to protect the world from 
them; the other half to protect them from the world. It had fuck all 
to do with Agnieszka Iwanowa.” 

“But.” 
“But fuck, Dan! The riots had nothing to do with her. They 

never do.” 
“What about Rodney King? The Broadwater Farm Riots?” 
“What about them? Places like LA, like Broadwater Farm or 

Hartshill, they work like volcanoes. They only blow when 
something happens to make a crack appear. But are you going to 
tell me it’s the crack that makes them blow and not the fuck-off 
magma chamber swelling underneath like a glamour model’s boob 
job on the Space Shuttle?” 

I notice the room’s gone quiet around us. A couple of heads are 
turned our way. John winks at them, laughs, and finishes off 
another pint. His body seems to be looser, freer, now, as though 
the cocktail of laughter and beer has smoothed out the wrinkles 
and eased the joints.  
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“Seriously,” he says. “Susan Palfreyman and her mob are just 
like any other politicians. They know how to play the press. Only 
when the press take the bait you don’t only see the results at the 
polls. They need an image and they need a name. Something you 
can stick on a headline and shout through a megaphone. And once 
they’ve done with their poster girl no one remembers her. Who the 
fuck remembers anything about Jennifer?” 

“Jennifer?” 
“Exactly!” 
“So why’s she still the most famous woman in the country?” 
“You didn’t ask me about that. You asked me about the riots.” 

He grins. God he can be obtuse!  
“So?” 
“So?” 
“So what’s the big idea you’re waiting to unveil?” 
“No big idea. Just common sense. The EFP used Agnieszka 

Iwanowa. It was Ludwig that made her. I mean Jesus fuck, Dan, I 
was there. That kind of thing grabs your attention and keeps it.” 

“Ludwig, eh? I never realised you credited art with that much 
influence.” 

“I’ve nothing against art, Dan, but that wasn’t art. That was 
more like Derren fucking Brown. I’ve seen some shit in my time 
but that shook me up. I mean it seriously unnerved me. You don’t 
forget something like that.” 

The night after the Hartshill by-election 500 pairs of silver and 
greens Mercury 500s appeared, hanging from trees with their laces 
tied, forming a ring around the edge of the constituency like they 
were markers on a gangland map. No one knew how they got there 
or what they meant. The following night they were gone. No one 
saw them go up. No one saw them come down. The next morning 
the editor of The Sun received an e-mail: 

 
The brief appearance of a number of items of footwear in the Kent town of 
Hartshill was an intervention by Ludwig, entitled Only the Dead Live Here. 
 
“Didn’t you have police everywhere those nights?” I ask. “From 
what I remember things were pretty close to melting point. Weren’t 
any of them near one of the trees where this happened?” 

“No, Dan. We heard the Anti-Nazi league were sending coaches 
down so we decided to put the whole force on gardening leave for 
the week so they could sort it out among themselves. That’s the 
point. Our guys were within a few feet of every single tree and no 
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one saw a thing. It’s like this Ludwig misdirected a whole town. 
Twice.” 

“So you think that’s what did the trick?” I ask. “So to speak,” I 
add, smirking at my own pun. 

“I think it’s what sent her from being an internet pin-up to 
being a mainstream icon.” 

I head to the bar and consider this while a student with a few 
days’ growth and a Dead Kennedys T-shirt pours our next round. 
I’m already too drunk to think properly, but I know it’s important. 
It’s a tipping point he’s talking about. The moment something 
stops being a cult or a fad and enters the general consciousness. 
The moment she moved out of YouTube and Agnieszka 
Anonymous and the red tops and glossies took note.  

I scribble myself a message on a beer mat and stuff it in my 
pocket. This won’t be the last round of the night and I’m sure I’ll 
want to remember in the morning. 

“Thanks,” says John, taking the glass straight from my hand and 
emptying a large amount of beer into his mouth before he puts it 
down. “You know I watched you walking over to the bar. You 
want to start taking care of yourself. You’re beginning to show your 
age.”  
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9 

 
My throat is dry and swollen and my stomach is turning 
somersaults, but there’s no sign of the splitting headache that 
would have been hot on the heels a couple of decades ago. I can’t 
work out if an increasing immunity from hangovers is one of the 
few beneficial side-effects of ageing, or one of the first signs my 
body is inexorably shutting down. 

I crawl off the sofa and take a moment to orient myself. The 
room shifts back into focus. It’s just past dawn but there’s not 
enough light to drown out the rhythmic beats of the screenshots on 
my desktop.  

The kitchen’s tiny but it has the one thing I really need – a top 
of the range De Longhi coffee machine. I put in some rich roast 
Columbian beans and wait while a miraculous mechanical alchemy 
turns them into the thick brown soup that constitutes my doorway 
into the land of the almost living.  

I drain one cup and take a second back through to the study, 
pulling on my clothes as the first wave of caffeine takes effect. I 
place my large Paperblank notebook on the desk, resting the edge 
of the cup over the spine to keep it open, and fetch a pen from my 
jacket pocket. It won’t come out. What’s the matter with it? My 
hand slides in, fumbling against the biscuit crumbs and twisted 
paperclips, and comes out with its chewed plastic prize, clipped 
over a beer mat.  

It’s like getting a letter from an old pen friend; this is the way 
drunken me has chosen down the years to communicate with too-
sober-to-remember me. In my wardrobe there’s a stack of dog-
eared and soiled beer mats, each with meaningless snippets of what 
once seemed like flashes of clarity; reminders of moments of hope 
that would otherwise have died before they could inflict their 
wounds. 

Is Ludwig the tipping point? 
Last night starts coming back to me. John has always had a 

Morse-like belief that in the end it all boils down to money, sex, or 
power. So if he reckons an obscure artist is responsible for 
catapulting Agnieszka into the mainstream I suppose I should take 
him seriously.  

I know a bit about Ludwig because it’s my job to know it. The 
red tops all ran two page spreads after Hartshill. Most of them went 
on about his “Anti-British” ideology, and used him as a kicking off 
point for a tirade against the erosion of traditional values. They 
jumped on the fact his spokesperson’s a dominatrix to tut-tut about 
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a liberal elite peddling filth in the name of art. But they couldn’t 
quite resist a blown-up colour shot of Bitch Zero in her leathers.  

A few days later news leaked about the Apprentice finalist 
snorting coke off a rent boy’s privates, and Ludwig went back to 
his sub-cultural hole. There was the usual side-bar when he won the 
Turner Prize, but outside the Culture Show and Radio 4 no one 
really cares whether he’s a revolutionary genius or Banksy with 
bondage. 

I wiggle the mouse and as if by magic my screensaver 
disappears. There are rims round the “o”s in Google that look like 
the eyes of trainers. It seems there’s no escaping Agnieszka’s shoes 
at the moment. It’s not till I’ve finished typing “Ludwig Hartshill 
trainers” I realise they’re portholes to celebrate “World watch-the-
joy-drip-slowly-out-of-your-life:go-on-a-cruise day” or some such. 

I let the search run and open Agnieszka Anonymous in a new 
tab. My thread seems to have gone dry after the initial burst. Maybe 
I should give it a kick. No, I’ll start a new one and see if I can 
attract another early wave of enthusiasm. 

 
[Edgeofdarkness] Hi guys. Just a quickie. What did you make of Ludwig? 
Only the Dead Live Here – the piece he did after the by-election, not the one 
that won the Turner Prize?  

 
I wonder about leaving it at that. I don’t want to put words in their 
mouths. But I don’t want them to decide it’s not worth bothering 
to reply either. Better throw them a controversial bone of some 
kind, without dropping John in it. 

 
A mate of mine reckons that was what made the whole Agnieszka’s Shoes 
thing go stratospheric. Took her out of the chatrooms and put her into the living 
rooms as it were. What do you reckon? 
 
Was Ludwig the making of Agnieszka? I type in the title box and hit 
return. I feel like an angler casting a fat lobworm into the lake, and 
flick back to the search, which has brought up 126,000 listings.  

The first page is filled with news stories and a couple of 
wikipedia entries. I look through a few but there’s nothing of 
interest. There’s nothing from more than a few days after the event 
– nothing to suggest the story had legs. I can’t help thinking the 
racists and the rioters were the ones who lodged her in the public 
imagination. Maybe I just don’t get it.  

Strange for someone who’s spent his professional life dealing in 
pictures, but maybe that’s the simple truth, the one I can’t bring 
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myself to face: I just don’t understand what it is that makes some 
images stick and others slide away. Maybe if I really got it, if I could 
tap into that indecipherable something that makes the collective 
imagination catch fire; maybe then I’d have Emma back. 

If that’s it, how have I managed to stay afloat so long in such a 
treacherous profession? Hard work. No secret formula, no knack, 
no magic touch. Just a bloody-minded determination to beat my 
way through any brick wall by sheer weight of research. That’s how 
I’ve survived. In every sense. It’s why I know one day I’ll find out 
what happened to Emma. And it’s why I’m going to figure out 
what the hell John’s getting at with Ludwig. 

I scroll down a couple more pages of news archive – odd how 
few conspiracy sites and crackpot blogs there are in the top 
searches. With a story like this it’s usually impossible to dig your 
way to the sensible reporting through them. Maybe I’m starting in 
the wrong place, running in Agnieszka’s trainers before I can walk 
as it were. I should start by finding out more about Ludwig himself, 
whether there’s something about him that makes him a trendsetter. 
Ha! That’s like playing with Russian dolls.  

I wait for google to find Ludwig’s homepage and toggle over to 
Agnieszka Anonymous. Nothing’s bitten. I’m about to flick back 
when I notice the bold “1” in the top right corner of the screen. I 
have a private message. 

 
 
Inbox: 1 message. 1 unread message. 
From: Moderator 1 
Subject: so you’re interested in art? 

 
 
Dear Mr Darkness, 

 
I’m curious about you. You ask questions. Most of us like to talk. You like to 
watch. You seem like a bit of a voyeur. It seems almost like you’re more 
interested in us than you are in Agnieszka. Of course if you are a journalist 
that makes sense. If. 

 
I don’t mean to be offhand, it’s just as a moderator I take our site, and its 
aims, very seriously. And I wonder why you’re so interested in Ludwig. Perhaps 
you’d care to share more background to your questions away from the public 
forums. 

 
Kind regards, 
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One of the moderators 

 
There was a time when I’d have been terrified by a message like 
that. I’d have felt threatened, invaded. I’d have imagined someone 
squeezing themselves down the fibres of the information 
superhighway, following the wires through our walls, inching 
towards the screen and crawling out into our home. Now I rarely 
feel I occupy space at all. I have nothing left to violate. Fuck it. 

 
Dear moderator, 

 
I appreciate your concern, and I am sorry my previous posts have not fully put 
your mind at rest. I am indeed a journalist. In order to portray her as fairly and 
as sensitively as I can, I am trying to understand, from the people who care 
about her most, just what was so special about her.  

 
No, that’s wrong. He’ll clam up (she’ll clam up? Who knows?) if he 
thinks I don’t already get her. I start deleting: 

 
Dear moderator, 

 
I appreciate your concern, and I am sorry my previous posts have not fully put 
your mind at rest. I am indeed a journalist. What I want is to do something 
from the perspective of the people who care about Agnieszka the most, the ones 
who were devoted to her before the world jumped on the bandwagon. It was 

 
OK, here goes nothing 

 
Ludwig who turned her into a popular phenomenon. You must be resentful of 
that. All those people who never noticed her, then a glorified circus performer 
comes along and all of a sudden everyone feels like they own her. You must 
resent him. You must hate what he did.  

 
I could go on but I don’t want to ask a specific question. I want to 
leave him angry. I want to let him rant outside the structural 
constraints of giving an answer.  

 
Kind regards, 

 
 
Edge 
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It’s sent. I tab back to google and hit Ludwig’s homepage.  

The screen goes black.  
For a second I think he might have set it up with some kind of 

worm to shut down anyone who pays him a visit. Then I shake the 
mouse and the cursor appears. It skips around the screen, changing 
shape from time to time like an optometrist’s test. The black isn’t 
empty after all. It’s like the nothingness before the Big Bang that 
simultaneously contained nothing the possibility of the entire 
universe.  

I hover over a hotspot and click. 
Oh, Jesus fuck!  
The screen goes red and orange and pink like it’s alive and the 

whole room fills with an inhuman scream. I can’t look away. It’s 
not just colour. It’s film, and it’s taking shape. In a moment I’ll be 
able to see it, whatever it is. The scream gets louder and louder, so 
loud the voice splits apart, and I realise one of the screams is mine. 
In a split second my eyes will come into focus and I’ll see it, but I 
just can’t look away. My fingers flail on the keyboard.  

Smack, my fist finally hits escape and the noise disappears.  
Oh God. My breathing shreds the stillness.  
Slowly my body and brain settle. The pale homepage of 

Agnieszka Anonymous seems gentle and reassuring as I acclimatise 
myself back to it.  
 
The bold 1 has reappeared in the corner. 

 
 
Inbox: 2 messages. 1 unread message. 
From: Moderator 1 
Subject: re: so you’re interested in art? 

 
 
Interesting answer. We should meet. Shall we say tomorrow night at 10, outside 
your front door. 

 

10 
 
Agnieszka Anonymous has reappeared on Shuji’s screen. He scrolls 
through the forums. The journalist has posted again. Shuji checks 
his moderator’s control panel. The journalist’s IP address is in 
England. It must be deep into the night there. Edgeofdarkness. It’s 
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an interesting name. To Shuji it has a dreamlike quality, although 
the five syllables of Theedgeofdarkness would be better still. 

He imagines the new user for a moment, sitting in a study 
somewhere on the other side of the world, or perhaps a 24 hour 
internet café. Another of the ghosts that come out at night to stalk 
Agnieszka through the hours of darkness. He wonders what it 
would be like to meet one of his fellow-travellers, to talk over 
coffee, to share a meal, to touch. After a few moments he turns to 
the large work surface where his work is laid out and, with a 
seamless transition, his thoughts return to mathematics. 

Shuji stares at the papers in front of him. The characters and the 
figures are elegantly drawn, but he has rushed, and although the 
mathematics is good, it is pedestrian. It drags its heels like a 
sentence with one too many adjectives, a haiku with correctly 
placed syllables but no balance. 

He scratches at the side of his head where his skin feels hot. In a 
few minutes his scalp will start to itch. His forehead, and then his 
face, will flush. His jaw will tighten, magnifying the sound of the 
breath he expels through his nostrils. Then his shoulders will hunch 
and the sound of blood will thump in his ears. His stomach will 
cramp, his hands will ball into fists, and at the same time his calves 
will clench and unclench so his foot pounds on the floor. His 
whole body will resonate until something begins to rise – from his 
ankles, through his legs and up his spine until it forces his jaw open 
and emerges as a deep, inhuman wail that shakes the house.  

The tension leaves his body as a wave of sound and his 
breathing returns to normal. He hears his mother’s sobs close 
behind the door. In the early days of his confinement he would step 
quietly across the room, and hold his hand out until it nearly 
touched the wood. He thought sometimes he could feel her tears 
passing into him, emerging again from his own eyes, which stung 
with her pain. 

Now he blocks her out, as he does the rest of the house, and the 
world outside. He takes another piece of paper from the pile. He 
holds it at its very edge between two fingers and stares in wonder at 
its pristine whiteness. It is so perfect. How can he channel that 
desolate beauty through himself? he wonders. He must become 
empty. That is the only way. He must cleanse himself completely, 
so the whiteness passes through him without being touched, and 
appears again through the tip of his pen – the manifestation of the 
perfection whose possibility was contained in its nothingness.  

Beauty has always mattered to Shuji. When he was six, he came 
to believe that beauty was the only thing in the universe that was 
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real. From that day, ugliness gave him physical discomfort. The 
pain it caused got stronger and stronger with time until there were 
days when he couldn’t bear to open his eyes.  

When he was eight, Shuji realised what a source of beauty 
mathematics could be. He could close his eyes and lose himself in 
the exquisitely balanced rhythms that underscored life itself. He 
became obsessed with finding patterns that went deeper and deeper 
into the laws of the cosmos.  

By the time he was a teenager he had dedicated his life to 
peeling away every layer of complication and matter until he 
discovered the pure mathematical beauty that gave the universe its 
invisible structure. He felt like a deep sea explorer submerged 
further and further into the darkness, the pressure building 
sometimes until he was so heavy he could barely breathe.  

At night, when the darkness was absolute both inside and out, 
he lay on his mat and considered the freedom of being separated 
from his body altogether. He imagined himself floating through 
space. It was empty except for his movement within it. He had 
succeeded in stripping away the whole of creation until he arrived 
at its mathematical essence, an essence that was no more than a 
beautiful ripple of possibility on a glass surface of nothing. 

At the point when beauty threatened to overwhelm him, his 
eyes would jar open and the sweat that drenched his linen would 
remind him of his attachment to his body. He would cry and cry 
until his tears were indistinguishable from his sweat and the salt 
chaffed his skin. He would spread himself out next to the door, 
pressing himself against the wood, scratch away tiny flakes of paint, 
and smear his sweat and tears into them. He wondered if the 
moisture would soak through and appear in the corridor, or if it 
would evaporate before it left the surface. 

Then he saw Agnieszka, and he realised that his years of 
mathematics – his lifetime’s search for beauty – had served a 
purpose. He has never cried again. His failings only bring anger, 
and a determination that his next attempt will bring him a little 
closer to his conclusion. A little closer to a proof of the Nomoto-
Byfield Conjecture. 

11 
 
It feels as though I’m inside a film. Alien, The Grudge, or 
Nightmare on Elm Street – one of those films with long, dripping 
corridors where the light strobes in time with your pulse, 
quickening slowly until it and your heart begin to resonate and you 
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imagine you will burst. I am aware of everything around me. The 
cracks in the wall paint and the graining of the wooden bookshelves 
crystallize and deepen. Chiaroscuro separates each fibre in the 
upholstery, each filament in the pile of the rug. I hear water sluicing 
in faraway pipes as clearly as the blood in my own head.  

I am at once terrified and, for the first time in ten years, utterly 
alive. 

Within seconds the feeling dissolves and I stare at the screen. 
I’m in no doubt the message is from fraudf**k. He – whoever HE 
is – must have traced me through my IP address. Just what kind of 
moderator’s access does he have? I realise I’m being stupid. Of 
course he doesn’t know where I live. This is just part of his cocky 
swagger, the bravura alter-ego of a computer nerd who fancies 
himself as protector of Agnieszka’s memory. Interesting in itself. 

I feel the relief. But it’s not unadulterated. There’s something 
else as well. What? Disappointment? Is that really it?  

Yes.  
Just the tiniest bud of disappointment. 
Intrigued, my fingers find their way back to Ludwig’s homepage. 

The cursor hovers in the blackness. I blink, swallow, and click.  
The screen goes a pale jade, and purple writing scrolls across the 

page. The letters unfold at the speed my eyes read. I feel myself 
back-skipping a couple of times, stopping once or twice to blink. I 
am sure that as I do so the text slows with me then speeds up as I 
resume. 

 
Welcome to Ludwig’s site. Thank you so much for your time. As you are no 
doubt aware, Ludwig does not receive visitors. Ludwig is, nonetheless, a 
compulsive collector of statistics, and every click through this site is recorded and 
appreciated, even if the thanks cannot be expressed in person.  

 
Ludwig believes that performance and place are as important to an artwork as 
its content, so you will not find a gallery of past and present works. If, however, 
you would like to consider your time on this site an artwork in its own right, 
Ludwig would be delighted for you to do so. 

 
It is regrettable that neither Ludwig nor Ludwig’s spokesperson, Bitch Zero, 
may be contacted through this site.  

 
This is Ludwig’s site. There are no other pages on this site. You may, of course, 
take as much time as you wish to ascertain for yourself whether or not this 
statement is true. 
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Ludwig would like you to consider that the mark you make upon the world is a 
function neither of yourself, nor of the world. 

 
 
The moment I finish reading, the writing disappears and the screen 
is just a wall of cool jade. I make systematic passes with the mouse, 
hunting for hidden links, but there are none. The back button 
returns me to blackness. Again investigation with the mouse brings 
nothing to light, and now the forward button on the browser is 
greyed out. I close the browser, retype the url and get back to the 
original black.  

This time the hotspots have returned. I click nowhere near the 
first. The screen goes jade once more and purple writing begins to 
scroll. 

 
There really are no more pages 

 
As soon as it appears the writing is gone. I repeat the process 
several times, exhausting every link on the opening screen, but each 
time the message is the same: 

 
There really are no more pages 

 
Where does that leave me? The fog is coming back and I fetch 
more coffee. The smell soon fills the tiny house, building on itself 
like layers of paint until every breath is a thick wall of rich-roast 
Columbian.  

My head soon clears but I struggle to remember anything from 
Ludwig’s welcome note except the enigmatic last line: 

 
the mark you make upon the world is a function neither of yourself, nor of the 
world. 

 
 
What the hell does that mean?  

I’ve no idea, but I’m beginning to get a sense of what John was 
talking about. Ludwig is at least as much a street magician as he is 
an artist.  

Which doesn’t help me with my research. 
After half an hour’s frustrated googling, I decide to change the 

angle of attack and type “Bitch Zero contact”. I get whole raft of 
entries from contact magazines and work my way through the first 
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screen. I have no idea how many Bitch Zeros there might be. The 
preliminary trawl reveals there are at least 8 different mobile and 
high tariff numbers linked to the name.  

I could ring them all, I guess, like I’m cold calling double 
glazing: 

“Good evening, is that Bitch Zero?” 
“What of it?”  
“I was wondering…” 
“Spit it out, for fuck’s sake.” 
“Are you the Bitch Zero associated with Ludwig?” 
“Shut the fuck up.” Click. 
Maybe not. 
There are a few photos – it’s surprising how few, I think, but I 

realise I have no actual knowledge at all of the world of 
dominatrixes (dominatrices?). I try to remember the pictures in the 
red tops but it’s no good. Every picture I look at on the screen, my 
mind bends the memory of the newspaper shoot to match it.  

I open a tab YouTube and search for the Turner Prize 
acceptance she gave on Ludwig’s behalf. Sure enough there’s a 
whole ream of matches. I click Channel 4’s upload from its original 
coverage. 

A figure appears from the wings. I’ll watch it a second time and 
freeze the frames until I can figure a match with one of the 
pictures, but I have to watch the clip through this time round. Yet 
again I’m fixed to the screen. Is this what Ludwig does? Refuse to 
appear at all, yet surround himself with a cloak of images from 
which it’s impossible to look away? It’s as though he can’t stand the 
scrutiny of a single gaze, but at the same time he can only exist as 
long as he’s watched – if not in person then through the proxies he 
dispenses.  

By the time she reaches the microphone I’ve realised what 
makes her so hypnotic. It’s her walk, which is ever so slightly 
imperfect, as though there’s a distant echo of a limp. She swings 
her leather-clad legs just off beat. I hear the sound of my breath 
catching. 

She’s wearing a mask that covers everything except her eyes and 
the lower half of her mouth, but she points her head at the camera 
and looks straight into me: 

“Ludwig expresses thanks for your recognition of Footprints.” 
Her voice is softer than moss between my toes.  
“Ludwig does not value money but would like the generous 

sponsors of this prize to know that the award will be used to buy a 
glitterball for every old people’s home in Kent.  
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“In creating Footprints, Ludwig’s intention was to encourage 
the public to think about the random ways in which people leave, 
or don’t leave, a mark on the world.”  

She never mentions Ludwig’s gender. Come to think of it, I 
can’t recall a “he” on the website either. Is that deliberate? Why? 
Hiding the fact Ludwig’s a woman? Too obvious. Affectation? 
Possibly, but from what I’ve seen Ludwig is beyond art school 
posturing.  

No.  
She doesn’t know – they haven’t met. Or if they have it’s 

through an impenetrable layer of smoke and mirrors and masks. 
Maybe, I think, she’s not reading a script after all. Maybe he feeds 
her the ideas but the indecision and ambiguity is hers.  

Without a nod to the audience – as though they weren’t there 
and she were speaking only to the camera and the unseen worlds 
onto which it opens, she turns away and walks off with the same 
syncopated gait.  

The clip ends. I click the play arrow and wait for her to emerge. 
I have to force my finger onto the mouse to freeze the screen 
before I watch it through again.  

It only takes only a few seconds to pick out the muscular body 
shape.  

I dial the number from my mobile and the phone rings.  
It keeps on ringing. I try to compose an answerphone message 

in my head, try to figure out if a message is even appropriate.  
By the time I’ve decided to leave my number and nothing else I 

realise no answerphone is going to cut in. I go to hang up when the 
line clicks. 

“The fuck do you want?” asks an unmistakable voice. 
 

 
 



35 

 

 

12 
 

The answer takes me by surprise. “I…” 
“Fuck off, timewaster.” Her voice is velvet and mallow but I 

can feel ribbons of hate shredding through the softness. 
“I’m sorry,” I begin, but the line’s dead. 
OK, try again. This time I get things straight in my head before 

dialling. Don’t mention Ludwig. But won’t she know anyway? Why 
else would I be calling? What a ridiculous question. 

The phone rings again.  
She must be standing right next to it, but she doesn’t pick up. Is 

that part of some game she plays with her clients? Make them wait? 
Is that part of the humiliation, to show them who’s boss, make 
them feel like shit before she ever meets them? It won’t work with 
me. She couldn’t make me feel like shit. Since Emma left, the world 
has pretty much lost the power to make me feel anything at all. 

“Is that you, timewaster?” 
“I want an appointment,” I say quickly. Maybe that’s too direct. 

Does she want me to grovel? Maybe she’s supposed to hang up on 
me five times then finally relent once I come snivelling. 

“You wanna see me?” 
“Yes.” 
“Nobody fucking sees me, timewaster. Turn your head I’ll poke 

your fucking eyes out before you see a fucking thing.” 
“I want an appointment,” I repeat. Is that quiet enough? Meek 

enough? 
“Twenty minutes.” 
“Sorry?” 
“Fucking right you are,” she says, and hangs up. 
What was that about? Twenty minutes? From now? She’s no 

idea where I’m coming from. I’ve no idea where I’m going. She 
probably thinks I wouldn’t have called her unless I’d done my 
homework. No, I bet she actually doesn’t care. She just likes the 
thought of me panicking as I try to figure out what to do, of me 
arriving, late and breathless and begging for forgiveness.  

I have a flash of someone turning up at her door, bent double, 
and her opening it, smiling, smacking what breath they’ve got left 
out of their system. She smiles again, not at them but through 
them, the way she looked at the camera.  

I’ll do what I can do. If I’m late I’m late and she’ll either see me 
or she won’t. I paste her high tariff number into google, and sure 
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enough an address comes up. It’s in Acton, about 20 minutes down 
the rat runs at this time of day. How did she know that?  

Traffic lights are against me, and I wonder if that’ll please her. I 
picture her sitting at a table in her leathers drinking coffee and 
throwing slivers of raw meat to a cat. “Yeah, he’s late,” she says in a 
deep whisper and the cat mews back. “What shall we do with him?” 
she says and takes another sip. 

I look idly in the mirror as another set of lights goes red just 
before I arrive. My hair’s still a mess. Looking down, I realise I’ve 
still got on the cheap jeans and Velvet Underground top I’d been 
wearing round the house. How far am I going to have to play along 
with this game? When can I just come out and say, “OK tell me 
about Ludwig,” and not have her slam the door on me? I’ve heard 
about girls who charge more if you just want a massage.  

Is this the same deal? For the first time it occurs to me if I’m 
going to get what I want, I might actually have to go through the 
whole session. I might get hurt. Badly. 

There are plenty of places to park. I was expecting it to be 
impossible – as though getting her clients clamped was part of her 
fun. I choose a spot around the corner from her middle of terrace 
house. I don’t want her to see my car – even though she seems to 
know everything about me already. 

There’s a wooden gate painted yellow. Either side of a concrete 
path the grass is neat but not fussy. There are bare patches of soil 
where flowers will probably shoot up come spring. The door is the 
same as the other doors on the street, white wood with two arched 
frosted windows. I press the buzzer and wait.  

For what? Some kind of David Lynch suburban nightmare? 
Surely she won’t come to the door in her full outfit? But if not how 
does she keep the scenario seamless? I almost expect some half 
human thing to crawl down the corridor. But I see nothing coming 
towards me through the glass. 

Suddenly the door swings in with the irregular motion of 
something mechanical. I’m in what could be any corridor in any 
one of the houses in this terrace. There are beige-carpeted stairs 
slightly to my right. A door to the kitchen that’s ajar in front of me. 
A shadow to my left that must be the door jamb for the living 
room. I listen for a clue but there’s no sound.  

I take a step, then another. And stop. There’s a thin black line in 
the magnolia wall beneath the banister. It’s the size and shape of a 
door. 

I must be standing there for a minute trying to work out what’s 
wrong before I can place it.  
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I’m scared.  
Like I was when the computer screen went red. What’s 

happening? I know scared. It’s been an old friend to me. Scared of 
waking up in an empty flat and not hearing Emma thumping 
around; scared of sitting at the table for a meal scared and asking 
Emma to pass the salt; scared of never seeing Emma again.  

But this is different.  
Now I’m scared for me. 
And there’s a second feeling pushing to the surface, a cocktail of 

surprise and guilt. 
The wall by my side goes black. I feel something on the back of 

my neck. It’s my top, tearing at my skin. I’m being pulled. I can’t 
find ground with my toes and the tops of my feet bang against hard 
edges.  

Then I’m still.  
The light’s different but it’s not black.  
There’s something in front of me.  
Shining. Leather? 
“What the fuck is that?” says a voice that’s honey and glass. 

Something sharp prods my top. 
“It’s,” I begin. 
“Take it off, timewaster.”  
I find myself clutching my arms around my chest like I’m 

suddenly freezing.  
“Off,” she says, soft but full of spite. My eyes have accustomed 

enough to see it’s a black leather riding crop she’s holding. She 
raises her hand and brings it down with barely more than a flick, 
but it feels like it’s cut right through my shoulder.  

I unfurl my arms and start to remove my top, wincing as the 
material grazes against the wound on my deltoid. 

I know what’s coming next. I’m right. Her commands get 
quicker and whenever I fumble in the effort to keep up she 
reinforces them with the whip until I’m naked. 

Silence. At last. My eyes fix on the light that shines like wave 
crests on the crinkled ridges of her boots.  

I know she’s watching me back. Her eyes scour my body like 
wire wool, until my skin feels raw.  

My lip starts to shake.  
God, is that what she wants?  
I’m lost and so far out of my depth I feel like I’m in a different 

time and space from any possible relief.  
My eyes begin to drift upwards. Past the top of her boots. More 

leather, just like the photo. Only it’s not a photo. Almost 
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imperceptibly the black surface in front of me is moving, alive. My 
gaze floats higher, a hint of pale flesh, more leather. Higher. 
Curving, patterned, gleaming cloth. Higher. 

“Nobody fucking sees me, timewaster.” Crack. My eye pops; the 
skin on my cheekbone feels like it’s peeled back and the flesh is 
pouring out and screaming into the cold, glass air.  

“I…” I raise my head, pleading.  
Smack.  
The leather comes down on me again and it’s like she’s taken 

the cork and the neck clean off a champagne bottle with the blow. 
My legs crumple beneath me. I hit cold, stone floor, and a stream 
of tears starts flowing uncontrollably, gouting into my hands, 
oozing between my fingers. 

“Oh God,” I cry. “Oh God.” Tears and snot and spit come so 
fast I can barely breathe. Every time I gasp enough air to scream 
the sharp leather blows on my back make me retch it back out until 
I choke. But still I find the breath from somewhere deep, deep 
inside – ripped, maybe, from another Dan in a different world – to 
cry out again and again and again: “Emma! Emma! EMMA!” 
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“Dad?” Emma’s greyed out eyes are expressionless but we can see 
from the sinus curves in her forehead she is squinting. Towards, or 
rather through, us. “Dad, is that you? I’m sure I heard your voice.” 

What do we say to her? She is pale against this non-background. 
Paler than before; so pale, perhaps, that if there were anything – or 
even nothing – behind her we would begin to catch glimpses of it 
in the patches where she is wearing thin. Do we offer her 
encouragement, aware that she will be gone before she realises the 
deceit? 

Or do we owe her more? To tell her we are not her father. That 
Dan is part of another world – one different from both ours and 
hers. Is there enough sight left in the white noise of her eyes for her 
to read the truth in our faces? 

“No,” we say, our open lips catching a drop of sweat as it 
snakes down our cheek. “No, Emma, it’s not your Dad. But we’re 
looking for him.”  

The half-bred mix of truth and lie satisfies neither instinct in us, 
but how can we tell her more of what we know? How can we tell 
her it was her father she heard crying out to her, naked and beaten?  

It’s impossible not to stare, and though we know she cannot 
see, maybe she senses something in the cadence of our silence that 
alerts her to our pity. There’s a defiance in her posture – in the 
straightness of her back, the rigidity of her legs – and it only makes 
the pity inside us swell. It’s like she’s fixing something deep in her 
core until it’s hard, as though she believes it’ll prolong the trace of 
her life just a little bit longer. 

“Who are you?”  
The question takes us by surprise. “Sorry?” 
“Who are you?” she repeats. It sounds wrong. She should be 

asking about herself, not us. It feels as if, for a moment, she is 
trying to claw her way into another world, our world, to drag 
something – even a simple fact – back from it to feed on. 

That’s absurd. We smile again, and speak half an octave lower 
than usual, as though the slow, vibrating wavelength will settle her. 
“It’s OK,” we say. “You needn’t be afraid.” We start, inch by inch, 
to withdraw, to let her calm in case her distress increases the speed 
at which she wears thin. “We won’t hurt you.” 

“Hurt?” 
“No. No, we won’t hurt you.” 
Then we stop. We can’t retreat any further. Why not? Her eyes. 

We can’t look away from them. The white noise flickers, appears to 
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oscillate. It’s not just noise. It’s picking up some kind of frequency. 
It’s broken, grey, but it’s definitely there, the beginning of a pattern. 

We feel a jolt. As though the room has slipped a few inches 
beneath us and our knees jar as we land.  

We wince, blink, and when we open our eyes Emma is paler, 
clearer – like the energy that shook the ground under us came 
directly out of her.  

But that’s not what we’re staring at. It’s her eyes. The pattern 
has crystallised, as though the jolt has fixed the tracking on a video 
player. Her eyes are the electric, living black of computer screens 
on standby. They are only like it for a second and they begin to 
flicker to life. A dot, maybe a cursor, a growing point at the centre 
of each. A white, expanding…thing, overlaying the blackness.  

An arrow. 
An artificial click rings in our ears. Emma pulls her arms around 

her and points her head at us. We follow the line of one of those 
arms, down from her shoulder to the hand where she’s clutching 
her iPhone, finger pressed to the screen. 

“Dad?” asks a voice from Emma’s lips; but it’s not Emma’s. 
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A noise wakes me. I open my eyes but it’s black. I wonder for a 
second if I’ve turned onto my front and buried my face in the sofa, 
but I can feel the loose pressure of cloth on my back. Where am I? 
My hands pad the fabric beside and underneath me. That can’t be 
right. But it is. I’m in bed.  

How? I rewind the past few hours. I remember burying my head 
in my hands and crying out for Emma. But after that, nothing.  

I realise I’m helpless, unable to find my way around the room in 
the dark. Unable to locate the bedside light, or even remember if 
there is one.  

I don’t even know if I’m in my own bed. The thought forces my 
body upwards, and swings my legs from the covers. My feet touch 
solid floor and my body springs off the bed and upright. I have no 
idea how long I’ve been asleep but I feel alert. Not just because of 
the adrenalin from waking in strange surroundings. I feel like I’ve 
had my first sound night’s sleep in ten years. 

My feet shuffle forward, arms swinging in front of me, but 
already the blackness has dissolved into grey and shapes have 
begun to appear, slowly reconnecting me to the world. I make for 
the blue light swimming under the door, turn the handle, and find 
myself in the familiar surroundings of my study. The clock says 7 
a.m. I’ve lost more than 12 hours.  

I pull on a top and some boxers, wash my face, and set some 
coffee going. I’ve wasted a day, I think, leaning back on the kitchen 
side. I know nothing more about Ludwig and his part in the 
creation of Agnieszka’s mythology than I did this time yesterday. In 
fact I’ve nothing to show for yesterday at all except sleep and the 
bruises on my face and back. 

The moment the thought enters my head, a dull ache starts up, a 
deep throbbing on my lower back, and an echo coming from the 
bone beneath my eye. I put my hand gingerly to my face. It stings, 
and as the sting levels off I move my fingers tentatively over the 
skin. I do the same on the other side of my face before returning. 
The slick, firm bruise is heavily pronounced.  

I take the coffee through to my desk and open the drawer for 
some ibuprofen. I close it again without taking the pills. The pain 
doesn’t bother me. If anything the little pulses that radiate to my 
jaw and my temple, and the circles of feeling that ripple out to my 
appendix, shoulder blades and hip, keep my brain from falling into 
the low-level fog to which I’ve grown accustomed.  
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The caffeine hit heightens everything – the alertness and the 
pain. Before I have time to work out what I’m doing, I’m back in 
the bedroom. The wardrobe door’s already closed behind me and 
I’m carrying my dusty load back through to the study.  

I move the keyboard, place the box on the table, and remove 
the lid. Motes of dust scatter and gather in clusters on the monitor 
like colonies growing in a petrie dish. I breathe in, close my eyes, 
and place my hands on the desk; but there’s no need. My legs are 
stable beneath me, my head clear and my eyes focused. I lower 
myself into my chair and begin to sift through the photographs. 

“It’s not normal you know,” said John. It was a week after 
Emma’s disappearance. Kerry had taken two diazepam and gone to 
bed after fetching John and me beers, which we took to my study. 

“That’s what Kerry says.” Says would be stretching the truth. 
Screamed; shouted; sobbed; implored; accused. Before she’d zoned 
out altogether on the pills, those were her responses when she 
came home to find I’d packed Emma’s things neatly into boxes and 
put them in the attic. 

“Well she’s right.” 
“Yeah. So what’s normal?” I spat back in monotone, like he had 

no idea what he was talking about. Of course he knew. Grief was 
the everyday currency of his job. 

“Well, denial would be a start.” 
“Where’s denial going to get us? Emma’s missing. I know what 

the line is. Kids go missing all the time. They run away. They have 
their reasons. I know.” 

“And you’re thinking, I know, but not my Emma. That’s good. 
That’s denial.” 

“That’s not what I’m thinking at all. I’m thinking how the hell 
do I know whether she’s run away, under a train, or rotting in a 
ditch. What’s happened is irrelevant. Can’t you see that? I don’t 
care what, and I don’t care why. I just want to know where she is.” 

“And we’re doing everything we can to find out.” 
“I know.” 
“So let us do our job, Dan.” 
“And I’ll get on with mine, eh? Which is what exactly? Sit in 

denial doing fuck all but pop tranquilisers?” 
He didn’t answer; just took a deep swig of his beer, his eyes 

closed like he hoped by the time he’d finished I’d be talking again. 
“I’m not going to build a shrine, John. I’m not going to sit on 

the sofa with Kerry and look at photos and sob about what we’ve 
lost.” 

“That’s not what I’m saying.” 
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“Yeah. That is what you’re saying. Because I’m not strong 
enough not to. If I leave her stuff in her room. If I leave her photo 
on the fireplace. If I leave her toothpaste in the bathroom. If 
there’s a single space in this house bent out of shape in any way by 
her memory, I’ll sit on the floor, I’ll hold onto it, and I won’t ever 
move again.” 

I felt the weight of the words pushing at his lips; he stared me in 
the eye, slapped me on the back, fetched another beer, and never 
questioned me about it again. 

This is the first time I’ve been able to look at anything to do 
with Emma since then. Just look. Without the desperate need to 
do. Something’s different. There’s something inside me that wasn’t 
there even this time yesterday. It’s like a steel thread crawled in 
under the welts.  

I take a photograph of her the day she came home from 
hospital and kiss the paper. “I’ll find you, love,” I whisper, and put 
the photo back in the box. I go to the kitchen, fetch another coffee, 
and return. My legs don’t drag once on the way from the study. Or 
rush once on the way back. The spell’s broken. 

I open the box, lay the photos of Emma on the desk, and ask 
the question that’s been banging against the base of my skull since I 
first saw the video of Agnieszka. Only now the dark, primal part of 
my brain is quiet; and I ask it quietly and analytically. 

What does she have that you haven’t? Why does the whole 
world want to watch her and no one cares about you?  
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That’s what I don’t understand. Not why the world everyone wants 
a piece of Agnieszka. But why no one wanted to know about 
Emma. 

John led the investigation from the moment I called to say she 
hadn’t come home from school. The case is still open, and I know 
despite his rise through the ranks he still takes a personal interest. 
I’m fairly sure it’s one of the reasons his marriage ended last year.  

The campaign to keep Emma in the public eye was relentless. 
John orchestrated a steady flow of press conferences. He and I 
cajoled Kerry into taking part without giving the effect on her a 
second thought. She was so much better at it than me, someone the 
public could connect with. The moment she looked into the camera 
you could sense her pain sucking you in through her black, empty 
eyes. I kept mine locked away where it wouldn’t interfere with my 
determination to do something, anything, to find my daughter. I 
still do. There’s time for that later.  

It made no difference. The phones at the incident room would 
ring for an hour or so after the broadcast as people bullied their 
memories to fit the facts for Kerry’s sake. Then they went silent 
again. 

My life since she disappeared has been a constant campaign to 
keep Emma in the public’s mind. I pin her photo to lamp posts, fly-
post billboards outside clubs, hand out leaflets at airports. I use the 
advantages my job affords me to keep her image in the personals; 
Sarah lets me run ads for free. But no matter how much I slap the 
public round the face with her picture, they just don’t want to 
know.  

I pick a photo from Emma’s fourteenth birthday. I took her 
shopping on Oxford Street. She’s standing outside Selfridges 
holding two of the store’s giant yellow bags, her head angled 
slightly away but her face throwing a perfect smile right back into 
the camera. I used it on my posters for over a year. I pin it to the 
monitor with blu-tac and go to my bookmarked pages on 
YouTube.  

Click. I run the video to the point where Agnieszka looks over 
her shoulder, directs a smile casually at her friend. Pause. There 
they are. Side by side. Two smiling faces without a care or a clue 
what was about to happen to them.  

I try to see them with fresh eyes, like I’ve just woken from an 
eleven year coma. They look pretty much the same. Only they’re 
not. One of them is my daughter, and my eyes can never be fresh.  
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I take her photo down and hold it to my face as if I could press 
her off the paper and through the pores of my skin. Slowly I pull 
my hand away, the paper resting gently in my palm. She’s still there, 
outside me, frozen in the happiness of that day. As I look, I feel a 
lock turning somewhere in my stomach. A door opens, just for a 
second, and something squeezes through a gap. It rushes upwards, 
and I know, as I stare into Emma’s eyes, for one terrible second, 
that this photo is the only place I will ever see her again.  

The door closes; I gather the photos, return them to the box, 
and put it back in the wardrobe.  

I’m about to close the bedroom door when something stops 
me. I turn, take out the box and lay it on my unmade bed. I take the 
picture of Emma outside Selfridges, put the box back, and sit back 
at my desk.  

It takes two minutes to scan the photo, log on, and upload it to 
a new thread on Agnieszka Anonymous. 

Your thoughts on a picture, please, I type into the thread title. Hardly 
eye-catching. But enough to get people looking; and Emma 
deserves better than something sensationalist. 
 
[edgeofdarkness] OK, here’s another question from a slightly different angle. 
Instead of asking what it is Agnieszka’s got, I wonder if you could you tell 
what me this girl hasn’t got.  

 
I decide to leave it at that. I don’t want to box anyone into a corner, 
make them feel obliged to offer me platitudes. And I don’t want to 
incur fraudf**k’s anger for going off-topic. I hit submit thread and 
straightaway I wonder if I can cope if they tell the truth as they see 
it.  

There’s no point in staring at the screen waiting to see if anyone 
responds, so I start looking for information about Ludwig. The 
mouse feels like an extension of my mind as it flits from link to 
link, across search engines, galleries and wikis, skimming the 
surface of the web like a water boatman.  

At first, reading the speculation about his identity is interesting, 
amusing even. Soon I tire of anecdotes about John Heifer, the 
CEO of the private equity firm Fidelio. People leapt on the names 
– Fidelio, the opera by Beethoven, LUDWIG von Beethoven! 
Then there were the circumstances of his disappearance – 
apparently he walked of a board meeting mouthing cryptic remarks 
about Tunnock’s Caramels – how Ludwig! Of course the 
chatrooms brush over the fact his wife had just left him, his 
daughter had been killed by a drunk driver a year earlier to the day, 
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his clothes were found on a cliff in the Scottish Highlands. That’s 
all just part of the act – another installation.  

That’s the thing about Ludwig. Once you’ve decided someone’s 
him, every detail of their lives can be shoehorned into the picture 
(“yeah, but he’s a magician”, “you’re forgetting it’s all smoke and 
mirrors”, “he WOULD deny it”, “the deception IS the art”). 

I’m sure I could convince people I was Ludwig if I wanted to. 
That Emma’s disappearance was a stunt. Perhaps people would 
believe I’d killed her for the sake of my art. I feel a sudden twinge 
of empathy with Heifer, a man who stood for everything I hate 
about the world whilst he was alive. When it came to the one thing 
that tipped the balance – when he couldn’t sleep and watched the 
shadows playing on his million pound ceiling – he was just a father 
who’d lost his daughter. No different from me.  

It’s surprising how little of Ludwig’s art there is on the Web. 
People talk about it – and even more about him – endlessly. But I 
struggle to find pictures of many of the installations people 
mention. When I do, they’re often unclear, taken on someone’s 
mobile who happened to be passing. 

As I try and track down better images, I realise there’s a pattern. 
An installation appears, as if from nowhere. A few people take hazy 
pictures on their phones and the installation disappears. Bitch Zero 
claims the installation for Ludwig; hundreds of people come 
forward to say what it looked like to them. A phenomenon begins 
to grow. 

“The random ways in which people leave, or don’t leave, a mark 
on the world.” That’s what Bitch Zero claimed to be the subject of 
Ludwig’s art.  

The more I look, the less I see anything random in it at all. Only 
the Dead Live Here propelled Agnieszka into the public eye. The 
breakdown of the stats from YouTube confirms the impact the 
piece had, or at least shows a correlation. It’s not the only example. 
For Overnight Sensation Ludwig burned a song by the unknown 
band InLight onto thousands of CDs, and put them in front of the 
walls of the Sylvia Young School. He arranged them in a formation 
based on the picket lines at Orgreave. Within a fortnight the song, 
Disappear, was number one download in the iTunes charts. 

I’m beginning to think John was right. Perhaps I should get 
Ludwig to make a piece about Emma, I joke to myself. Maybe the 
idea isn’t actually such a joke. 
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[edgeofdarkness] OK, here’s another question from a slightly different angle. 
Instead of asking what it is Agnieszka’s got, I wonder if you could you tell 
what me this girl hasn’t got.  

 
[Creep] Shoes, dude. 

 
[Refrain] You’ve missed the point, edge. It doesn’t matter what Agneiszka’s 
got or not got. It doesn’t matter what she looks like. It’s all about what she 
means to us. This other girl means nothing. 
 
[JPII] I have to agree with you, Refrain. Agnieszka was from Gdansk, just 
like me. She stood for something I could relate to. This other girl looks English, 
but I know nothing about her. 

 
[Pole Dancer] edgeofdarkness, it’s clear this girl means something to you. I 
think she is important to you personally. And I can feel an intense sadness in 
your post. Maybe she’s someone you loved once. Perhaps she’s your daughter. It 
may even be that this is a picture of yourself, and the hurt you feel results from 
incomprehension that the world has somehow rejected you, or at the very least 
failed to recognise in you what it should.  

 
Many of us are drawn here by grief. I sometimes think, as I read through the 
posts, that grief may be the thing that ties us together. A thousand individual 
griefs all expressed through our single grief for Agnieszka. I wonder if that 
makes sense to you. 

 
Because I sense the sadness that weighs in your fingers as they pound the 
message into the keyboard, I choose my words carefully. I would encourage you 
to see this as a place where you will find fellow mourners; fellow travellers if you 
prefer to think of it like that. In our own way we are all here because we are on 
a personal journey of despair. But in order to work that pain through together, 
and reach our common goal of a time and place when we no longer need this site, 
we choose a single road on which to take that journey. That road is Agneiszka.  

 
Forgive me if this seems like too many metaphors. The complexities of the 
English language often elude me and I fail to express myself with the clarity I 
intend. Whatever it is you grieve for, you have my sympathy. But here – for all 
my clumsy elaborations and tangents – we try to use only one metaphor for our 
many griefs: Agnieszka. 

 
[Milton] That’s beautiful, PD. Edge, Pole Dancer’s our visionary. You 
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probably guessed that. Agnieszka’s our road, but it’s PD who lights our 
journey.  

 
[Pickled in aspic] [quote] Agnieszka’s our road, but it’s PD who lights our 
journey.[/quote] Some of us are poets; some of us just think we are. Anyway, 
she’s pretty, whoever she is. 

 
[Weegee] Is that Laura Palmer, man? 

 
[Cyrus the Virus] Cut the zen crap, Pole D. It’s not like we’re all Guardians 
of the mystic truth or shit. Some of us are here because we think Agnieszka’s 
hot. 

 
[Donna Donut] Ooh, ff, don’t let CV flame you. You know he’s only stirring. 

 
[fraudf**k] Yeah, double D. Well I’m busy so I’m gonna let it pass. Cyrus, 
don’t go flaming me for giggles. Edge, this is Agnieszka’s site. If you’ve got 
problems, fine, and message who you like, but if you’re hanging around the 
forums, keep it real. 

 
[Cyrus the Virus] [quote]keep it real[/quote] Who the fuck says “keep it 
real”? You’ve been watching too many Dawson’s Creek reruns. 

 
[Creep] So anyway, who is this girl? Why are you so interested in what we all 
think? If you’re on here to groom anyone or test if we’re into kiddie shit, you’re 
fried. The mods have got your ISP. 
 
[edgeofdarkness] She’s my daughter. 

 
[Refrain] Jeez, man, what the fuck are we meant to say to that? 

 
I’ve no idea. Something. Anything. For God’s sake tell me 
something that’s not a platitude or some kind of mystic student 
bullshit.  

Tell me what’s wrong with my daughter, my fingers smack on 
the keyboard. Before I can hit return my eye catches the corner of 
the screen. A private message has arrived. 
 
Inbox: 3 messages. 1 unread message. 
From: Moderator 1 
Subject: ? 

 
So where are you? We said ten o’clock. 
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16 
 

Shuji places his hand on the screen and imagines, for a moment, a 
physical connection, through the fibre-optic cables to the 
Englishman. No, the connection is not to him, but to the pain he 
feels for his daughter.  

Shuji senses the man’s isolation, cut off qualitatively from the 
world, although he goes on living within it. Even here, in this world 
outside a world that he has painted with layers of beauty, the only 
thing always present in Shuji’s life is pain. 

He pulls away from the screen. It seems as though his hand 
trails a feint stream behind it. Is it coming from Shuji, or from the 
Englishman, or from somewhere else entirely? Shuji examines the 
tips of his fingers as though he expects to find traces of someone 
else’s skin. But they are bare. 

He strips to his underwear. lies on his mat, spreads his hand 
over his chest, closes his eyes, and empties his mind. He is a passive 
receptor, sensitive to the slightest disturbance. He slows his heart 
so its beat on the inside of his skin becomes regular and soft, so he 
can be sure even the tiniest fibrillations over the ridges of his 
fingerprints do not come from him.  

For an hour he waits, his whole body closed to the world, 
focusing only on the pads of his fingers. Nothing happens, and 
eventually his own stillness gives way to that of the room. He opens 
his eyes, puts his clothes back on, and returns to his desk. 

One of the tabs on his browser has turned red. He has a new 
message on one of his e-mail accounts. It is an account he keeps 
active only for the work on astrophysics that he wants to keep to 
himself. It is routed through a number of secure servers spread 
across the globe, the final one pointing to an IP address linking the 
account to a flat in Hong Kong. The flat’s owner has no idea that 
Shuji has feinted the account onto his own computer like a ghost 
that clings, unseen, to the back of the guy’s actual e–mail.  

Shuji clicks the tab. There is one message. It has come from an 
address that’s a string of sixteen random characters. Its title is 
“Auction”.  

He opens the e-mail. His screen goes blank. Then, in the left 
hand top corner, some tiny figures appear. It’s the reading on a 
clock. No, the figures are getting smaller. It’s a countdown. Shuji 
clicks the mouse. Two boxes appear on his screen.  

Current bid $27,000 says the first. The second is blank.  
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This is what Shuji has been waiting for. The winning bidder will 
receive Professor Byfield’s private journals. When Sydney Byfield 
went missing, two weeks before his wife’s body was discovered, the 
night she is believed to have died, his journals were not among his 
possessions. It was believed at first he had taken them with him. 
There was speculation he had disappeared so he could work in 
solitude on the completion of a conjecture that had arisen from his 
work on the ramifications of the Byfield Effect.  

There was much debate online about what the conjecture could 
be. Shuji never had a moment’s doubt. Professor Byfield had 
realised exactly what he, Shuji, had realised. They had been working 
simultaneously on the same problem, the Nomoto-Byfield 
conjecture, and if Shuji could speak to Professor Byfield, he was 
sure the two parallel investigations would slot together like pieces 
of a jigsaw to give an answer. 

Then, someone, calling themselves Little Fig Tree, started a 
thread on one of the conspiracy sites, claiming to have come into 
the possession of Byfield’s journals. No one took the claim 
seriously, especially Shuji. He was used to the ranting and hysterical 
theorising that gives the Web its fuel. Little Fig Tree got more and 
more furious at the derision of his claims, he made what many took 
to be an amateurish gambit. He posted a one line “quotation” from 
the journals: 
 
thought having observed the wave, the location of the particle could be traced by 
travelling 

 
The thread carried on as before. Several new threads started, all 
claiming he was delusional, but Little Fig Tree never commented 
again. 

The quotation told Shuji all he needed to be certain the claim 
was genuine. He created an untraceable e-mail account and 
messaged Little Fig Tree. A fortnight later Shuji received a return e-
mail. 

 
Auction to be announced 

 
Evidently Shuji wasn’t the only one who knew the journals were 
real. There wasn’t a mention of the auction anywhere on the Web. 
At first Shuji wondered if he should say something. If people were 
working on the Nomoto-Byfield conjecture on their own, outside 
the scope of the many self-appointed task forces attempting to 
crack conjectures Shuji knew were a waste of time, shouldn’t they 
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all be working together? No, if there was no mention of the auction 
it was for a reason. If he said anything, he risked the trail going 
cold. He could spend the rest of his life working fruitlessly on the 
conjecture, knowing the missing piece to complete the answer 
existed somewhere, but he would never have it. The thought would 
send him mad. So he established a chain of forwarding services for 
parcels that was as untraceable as his e-mail, and waited.  

For months there was nothing.  
Now the countdown is approaching zero. Time seems to have 

sped up, or maybe it is just the clock. He has no way no telling – 
his computer is the only timekeeping device in his room, and all the 
computer shows are two sets of figures, wheeling in opposite 
directions – the current bid rolling higher and higher; the clock 
spinning towards zero.  

Shuji types in the amount he knows is his limit. It will leave him 
with almost nothing, although he is confident that he can soon raise 
new funds through his online gaming and dealing. And once he has 
proved the conjecture, he will have all the riches he needs to put his 
plan into place.  

His finger hovers above the enter key, and he tries to feel the 
pace at which time is arrowing down to nothing, but it seems to 
move erratically, speeding and slowing, as if the fabric of the 
universe has begun breathing irregularly. All the time the amount of 
the current bid approaches the sum he has typed. He feels as 
though he’s playing chicken with an oncoming train. Eventually he 
closes his eyes and lets his instinct take over. He blanks out 
everything as he did just minutes earlier, trying to create a silence so 
absolute he can make out the heartbeat of space-time. He takes a 
last breath, opens his mouth lest the sound of tiny plumes of air 
escaping between his teeth disturb him, and waits. Waits. And 
presses his finger gently into the key.  

Shuji opens his eyes. The clock reads a row of zeroes. The 
screen displays the message 

Winning bid: $574,000 
Shuji recognises the amount.  
A button appears on the screen. “Complete transaction?” it 

reads. Shuji places the cursor and clicks the mouse.  
The screen returns to its previous row of tabs. On the top 

window, a record of current activity on Agnieszka Anonymous 
scrolls away like usual. 

Once again Shuji must wait. 
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17 
 

I put on a jumper and my long leather coat, still 90% convinced it’s 
just a prank, 10% less than I would have been a couple of days ago. 

I bounce my mobile in the palm of my hand as I head 
downstairs. People say the most dangerous – and most effective, 
before he kills himself – person in the world is someone with 
nothing to lose. Without Emma I have nothing; but now more than 
ever I feel like I’ve got everything to lose. If she’s alive. Somewhere. 
And something happens to me. Everything to lose. 

“What is it?” asks John. I hear music in the background. That 
awful prog rock he still listens to. His patience with my endless 
paranoia and irrational hope always amazes me. 

“Sorry to bother you.” 
“Well seeing as I’ve now BEEN bothered you might as well tell 

me what it is. Is it about Ludwig?” 
“No. Well, maybe, in a way. I’m heading out.” 
“That’s nice,” he says. “I’m staying in.” 
“I’m meeting someone.” 
“I’m not.” 
“I think I am anyway. I made contact with someone online.” 
“Oh great.” 
“They want to talk to me about Agnieszka.” 
“At 10 o’clock? In person?” 
“Yeah. I’m not sure about it. I can’t not go.” 
“You CAN not go,” he interjects. 
“If I leave my mobile on, you can track it right? You can tell 

where and when it was last on?” 
“I know a man in IT who can do that, sure.” 
“Look, can I call you in the morning? Say 9?” 
“Call me at 1,” he says, and hangs up. 
I stop at the bottom of the stairs. The flaking paint reveal five 

shades of the same beige. The cheap carpet gapes through to pitted 
lino. I press my feet against the floor, my hands against the walls, 
pushing hard until my skin is numb and my wrists and ankles ache. 
The shabbiness is nothing more than surface scabs on a solid shell. 
Its grubby strength is a source of comfort, and I feel as though I 
am sucking it through more pores and into myself.  

I put my hand to the wooden panel of the door, and draw back 
at once. It’s cold. Unnaturally cold, even for a damp, unheated 
corridor in winter, like there’s not a street on the other side, but a 
vast, frozen nothing. 
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I turn the handle and open the door, taking in a lungful of 
reassuringly damp, polluted air. The streetlamps give off their usual 
dirty glow, adding their tiny part to the grey-orange cloud that 
hangs over the city. A few cars puff exhaust fumes into tiny clouds 
that hover for a moment over the pitted tarmac. On the other side, 
downstairs lights go off and bedroom lights go on like bars on a 
graphic equaliser. There are no people. 

I look, first one way, then the other. It’s only as I relax my 
shoulders and exhale I realise I’ve been holding onto that first 
lungful of breath. I turn, already reaching my left hand into my 
pocket to phone John and tell him it’s a false alarm. 

“A’right?” 
I spin round. A few feet away a haze of condensed breath and 

the shadow from a hood hides the details of a face. 
“So you’re Edge, then, Mr Edgeofdarkness, like The Edge but 

not quite so…edgy.” 
“Yeah.” He steps out of the mist. At least I think it’s a he. The 

voice is high, like a falsetto, like a teenager’s voice that’s split but 
not broken. The hoodie’s dark. There are markings but it doesn’t 
look like a pattern. It looks more like spilt paint or blood spatter.  

“Nice coat. So what do I call you, Mr Edge? Or do I just call 
you Mr Edge. No, I can’t call you Mr Edge. That makes you sound 
like a fucking talking horse, only you don’t look like a fucking 
horse, and you don’t talk much either.” 

“I talk plenty. You can call me Dan.” He almost certainly knows 
already. This is probably a game of trust. “What do I call you? I 
can’t call you fraudfuck, can I?” 

He shoves his hands in the pockets of a pair of dark skinnies 
and starts walking. I guess I’m supposed to follow. 

“Skag,” he says as I catch him up. “Skag’s my tag.” He turns and 
walks backwards. For the first time I get a glimpse of his face. It’s 
clean-shaven – rather it’s smooth like he hasn’t started shaving. His 
nose is flat, and his eyes are small and pale and seem to be 
squinting under tiny, fair eyebrows. He looks about 14.  

“Like graffiti?” 
“Yeah, like graffiti.” His thin lips turn up in a smile and lines 

seem to swallow up his eyes. Smiling, he’s almost beautiful. 
Androgynous and innocent. I feel the start of a tear and I’m glad 
when he turns back round. “I’ll show you some on the way. You 
like art, Dan, nah, sorry, it just don’t scan right. I’ll keep calling you 
Mr Edge, Dan, if that’s all right with you, it can’t be helped. So if 
you’re into art I’d like to know what you think.” 

“On the way?” 
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“Yeah, on the way. You know, the shit you do before you get 
there, the life you live before you die, the wanks you wank before 
you fuck.”  

“On the way to where?” 
“Don’t worry, Mr Edge, you’re not gonna die and you’re not 

gonna fuck. Least I don’t think so, not unless you wanna, I mean I 
know plenty of places where we’re headed you can do either.” 

“And where are we headed?” 
“There. Where else? You know how there’s some things you 

know are true and you tell people what they are and they say ‘yeah, 
bollocks, if that’s the case then tell me why the fuck’ and you can’t 
tell them why because what makes it true only exists in here.”  

There’s a noise like cracking bones. I walk faster and see he’s 
thumping a leather glove into his chest. From the sound he must 
have something hard under his jacket. A can of spray paint, maybe. 
God, is he going to take me graffitiing under a railway bridge 
somewhere? He’s moving so fast we’re already half a mile away 
from home and we keep turning and turning down roads I barely 
know in the daylight. 

“So is that why the graffiti?” I ask. “You can say things with 
paint you can’t say in words.” 

He turns and flashes another smile. The light from a streetlamp 
reflects in his eye. I miss a breath, coughing from exertion as I 
recover it. 

“Maybe you get it after all, Mr Edge. Maybe you don’t need me 
to explain anything and we should just turn round.” He stops and 
goes quiet. Then he laughs. A high pitch, girlish laugh. “Nah, don’t 
worry, there’s plenty of stuff you don’t know, plenty of stuff you 
have to see.” 

“Like your graffiti?” 
“Don’t be fucking soft. You don’t need to see that. I mean like I 

said, I’d be interested to know what you think, and who knows you 
may be interested too, but what’s that going to explain, eh? 
Graffiti’s just an image, just a picture like any other picture, like a 
sculpture like the stuff that guy Ludwig knocks out. Now if I’m 
right it’s a picture you want explaining so why show you a picture 
to explain a picture? A picture of Agnieszka’s shoes, you wanna 
know why her, why her shoes, as in why her and not you daughter. 
Sorry, Mr Edge, I don’t know if it bothers you me talking about 
your daughter, but we don’t have much time and if you want to 
understand you’ll just have to accept it and cope with the fucked up 
pain stuff later. I mean, it hurts, but it doesn’t hurt because of me. 
It hurts because of some fucked up shit that happened years ago, 
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and if you bear with the extra bit of pain now maybe it’ll be gone 
sooner in the long run, eh?” 

I wonder, if he doesn’t like to express his feelings with words, 
what’s his art like? 

“It’s OK, Mr Edge, we’re nearly there now, you don’t have to 
keep up much longer and you’ve time to catch your breath.” 

“Nearly where?” 
“So at Nuremburg they said they were just following orders. 

They reckoned that’s why they took children and injected them 
with fuck knows what kind of disease and watched the different 
ways they died, took women and stripped them and shaved them 
and fucked them and smacked them around and fucked them some 
more and stood around and watched while they got their breath 
and their mates fucked them and smacked them and passed them 
down the line, yeah? That’s bollocks.” 

“That’s pretty much what the judges decided,” I say, trying to 
follow the tangents in his head at the same time I’m trying to keep 
up with his twisting, turning route at a pace that’s just too fast. 

“Yeah.” He giggles. “So it’s bollocks,” he continues like he’s 
back into some rehearsed patter. “They knew it was bollocks, and 
they weren’t lying but what were they meant to say? They couldn’t. 
You can’t say it, that’s the point. They weren’t following orders like 
robots, and they weren’t sick fucks – no, they WERE sick fucks, 
but that’s not WHY they did it, that’s BECAUSE they did it, right? 
They did it because they were into it, simple as, and how do you 
put that in words, I mean it makes no fucking sense at all. Anyway, 
we’re here.” 

It’s a normal street just like mine. The streetlamps emit the same 
dirty glow and the cars are parked at the same rakish angles. We’ve 
stopped outside a brick and pebble dash house just like the one 
where I live on the top floor, only the garden’s paved over and not 
full of junk so I guess this is a street where people own rather than 
renting.  

“So you know who lives here?” asks Skag. He takes a tin out of 
his pocket, opens it, rifles around and removes a roll-up. “I’d offer 
you one,” he says, lighting up, “only your lungs would pop before 
you got back home. Take a guess.” 

“I’ve no idea.” 
“Barry Bragg,” he says. “Mean anything?” 
“No. Should it?” 
“Guess not. Anyway, he’s an artist. Come on.” He takes what’s 

only the fifth or sixth draw and the roll-up’s finished.  
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So he hasn’t brought me to see his pictures, he’s brought me to 
see someone else’s. I follow him down the path. Something’s 
making me nervous about going into a strange house, as though 
while I’m out on a deserted street with this kid, whoever he is, and 
whatever he’s off his face on, I’m safe as houses and only when I 
go inside is there a problem. I clutch the mobile in my pocket. He 
presses the buzzer, turning as he does so, and giving me another 
smile. The light comes on in the porch and for a second his face is 
as luminous as Emma’s and I imagine it’s her looking over her 
shoulder at me. I follow him as the door opens. 

“Barry Bragg?” asks Skag of a middle-aged man in a short-
sleeved check shirt and chinos, as he walks inside. 

They don’t know each other. Something’s wrong, but the scene 
plays out before I have time to think of anything. 

“Yeah,” the man answers. “Who are you?” 
“I’m the founder member of Agnieszka Anonymous. You 

probably haven’t heard of us.” 
“Eh? What the fuck?” 
“What the fuck is I only exist to protect the memory of 

Agnieszka Iwanowa.” 
“Jesus fuck.” 
“Yeah.” The voice is blank. Lower. “Jesus fuck.”  
Skag reaches in his pocket and in a split second takes his hand 

out and delivers a blow to the man’s stomach. The man holds his 
midriff with both hands. He takes one hand away and looks at it, 
confused. What he can see is blood.  

Skag draws his right foot back and kicks at Barry’s left shin. 
Then at the right. Barry crumples to the floor. Skag has stopped 
talking. The freneticism and the fidgeting of the teenage boy I’ve 
walked with have gone and been replaced by a methodical calm, as 
though Skag has gone and someone older, more careful, practiced, 
has taken his place.  

He bends over the man. As he lifts a hand I see the knife for the 
first time. In two blows he severs first the man’s right and then his 
left Achilles tendon, before lifting the helpless legs and repeating 
the action on the back of the knees.  

“I’m going to peel the skin from your forehead,” says a low 
voice coming from Skag’s mouth, “and then I’m going to remove 
your lips. After that I’ll split the pads of each of your fingers and 
pull the skin back before I snap every tendon in the back of your 
hands like piano strings. Then I’m going to stamp on your forearms 
several hundred times. Yeah?” 

And he does.  



57 

 

 
 
 



58 

 

 

18 
 
Maybe it’s only the glow of semi-transparency, but Emma is 
suddenly luminous. It is almost possible to imagine eyes instead of 
the screens that fill the empty sockets in her face; if they were there 
they would be full with a thousand points of dancing light. 

She lifts a hand in front of her in anticipation. Her head moves. 
Not quite in time with her hand. She is now fully blind and not yet 
attuned to the new forms of coordination this requires of her.  

“Dad!” she cries as she reaches out towards us. 
“No,” we say, almost under our breaths, and half hoping she 

won’t hear. 
“But I,” she begins. She appears to shrink as she lets out a long 

breath. As she does so the light leaves her body, leaving her dull 
like a shed skin. “I felt you,” she continues, but she has so little 
breath inside her it’s little more than a mouthed whisper.  

“It was like.” She makes exaggerated movements of her head. It 
occurs to us she looks like a lizard tasting the air with her tongue, 
and we wonder if she’s already found new ways to see. “It was like 
there was this wind. Only it was too short to be a wind. It was more 
a pulse of air, a breath. It started.” 

She moves again, sweeping the whole length of her arm until it’s 
by her side. The way her hand flicks elegantly into position, fingers 
perfectly extended, just a moment later, we think, maybe she was a 
dancer; ballet, maybe. As we think this, it hits us, physically, a blow 
to the front of the chest, this was, this is, Emma; a girl: frightened, 
lonely, changing all too quickly into something barely recognisable 
as human – save these few gestures. But a girl nonetheless; Dan’s 
daughter. 

“It started.” She stops. She’s struggling for the right words and 
we sense exactly the nature of her struggle. Wherever she is, 
movement and direction have no meaning. Maybe she has already 
begun to lose the words to describe them, like an underground 
creature evolving away its eyes.  

She flexes her hand. “And it moved across me, through me. It 
felt like you.” She checks herself. “It felt like dad’s arms around me. 
Then it was gone.” 

She holds her iPhone to her chest, clutching it like a hot water 
bottle in the frozen nothing that traps her. Her head hangs limp like 
there’s no strength left in the muscles of her neck.  

An idea flashes across our minds and makes us start. “Emma?”  
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She lifts her head slightly. We sense the effort it takes. Two 
white play arrows stare out at us like tears waiting to fall. 

“Emma, can you work your iPhone?” 
“Without seeing?” 
“Yes. Without seeing.” 
“It’s touch sensitive,” she says, as though the answer makes 

sense. 
“Have you got any films on there?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“Can you look.” We wince at the word. “You were playing 

something. A short while ago. Can you find it? Please.” 
“Was I?” she asks, absent-mindedly. 
“Yes.” Should we ask her again? We daren’t say too much, as 

though the air from our words might break her. 
Her fingers begin to move. They flick over the tiny screen, as 

dextrously as any teenager we know in our own world.  
“Is anything there?” she asks. 
Her head points straight through us. The arrows are still there. 

For a moment they appear to take on a white solidity, and then they 
disappear.  

“Yes,” we say, as two identical images appear.  
The images remain still, and it would be impossible to tell if they 

are pictures or film were it not for the slick patterns of light moving 
on the reflective surface, filling the sockets of her eyes. Eventually 
we see the shining darkness isn’t black. As our eyes accustom, a 
deep, deep colour slowly emerges. Beneath the glistening red-
brown, shapes slowly form. Abstract shapes that, without a context, 
have no meaning. We are seeing only detail. As if taking a cue from 
us the image begins to recede, smoothly panning out. 

“Hello,” says Emma. “Are you there? Did you see what you 
wanted to see?” 

But we can’t speak. How can we possibly tell her what we see?  
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Finally we stop running, and I fall to the floor.  
I press my hands against my face, my body, my legs, but I feel 

nothing.  
“Yeah you do,” says a voice, and I realise I’ve been talking out 

loud. 
I turn my head but my eyes have nowhere to look in the 

darkness. I blink. The nothing I see is different and it takes me a 
moment to realise my surroundings have gone negative, and I’m 
wrapped in brightness. I hold my hand in front of me, watching a 
figure slowly form between my fingers. Skag’s pulled his hood 
down and I can see buzz-cut blonde hair, soft like kittens’ ears. 
He’s smiling, thin lips steady now.  

He comes a few steps closer and I flinch. He stops, and squats, 
resting his forearms on his thighs. “Yeah you do,” he says quietly. 
The light hides in a thousand corners of his eyes.  “Up here.” He 
puts his finger to his temple. “Drip, drip, drip. You feel it – sticky 
down your throat. Drip, drip, drip, till it hits you here.” He screws 
his hand into a fist. His knuckles go white and I hear the thump of 
crushed polyester as he punches his chest. 

 
“But you?” 
“Yeah,” he says. There’s a sigh of fabric as he eases himself 

onto the floor so he’s sitting cross-legged, on a level with me. 
“Yeah, I did.” 

“I.” His head’s bent. His fingers slowly uncurl and I see blood 
in his palm. I think it’s his. “I.” 

“What?” 
He turns his head, pointing it over his shoulder. “Look.” 
I follow his eyes to the wall behind him and feel air scrape my 

throat. 
“Look at her,” he says. 
“She’s…” 
“Yeah.” 
We’re in a disused warehouse. It’s huge and cold, and damp, and 

as my senses slowly return I hear wings shuffling far above me. An 
arc lamp shines at the wall behind Skag. It’s twenty feet high, and 
three times wider. A giant portrait fills the pool of light. It has 
neither the jagged, exaggerated edges and shapes of underpass 
graffiti, nor the over-smooth kitsch of an airbrushed mural The 



61 

 

manga lines and chiaroscuro softness make the style impossible to 
place, like it was drawn from life in another world, where the laws 
of perspective and shade have been imperceptibly curved. It’s a 
face, Agnieszka’s face. Only… 

“There’s something wrong about her.” 
“There’s nothing wrong about her,” he says. My body goes stiff. 

I picture Bragg on his knees and the glaze on Skag’s eyes; I think of 
his posts on Agneiszka Anonymous. I don’t move. “She’s perfect.” 
It’s like he’s forgotten I’m here. My muscles relax and I feel the 
lactic ebbing back into my blood. 

“Something,” I say. There IS something 
“Her eyes,” he says. His voice is faint, tailing off as though the 

picture’s sucking him in. As it dims I’m sure the picture starts to 
glow. “They’re not wrong,” he says. It’s little more than air floating 
from his lips. 

I stare at her eyes. I can’t believe I didn’t notice it before. She 
doesn’t have eyes. In her hollow sockets she has giant play arrows. 

“Every night.” His voice is barely a whisper, as though he 
doesn’t want to disturb her. “I come here every night. I watch her 
for hours, waiting for a film to play, but it never does. That’s what 
people do. They sit and they watch and they do nothing.” 

We sit, for minutes, without speaking. We sit and watch. 
“Nothing,” He turns back, his voice now returned. His pupils 

are no more than tiny dots, concentrated on me. “Do you know 
who Barry Bragg was, Mr Edge?”  

“You said he was an artist.” 
“An artist? He wasn’t an artist. He made pictures. Ugly pictures; 

and he put them on posters.” 
I see the posters in my head, pasted on streetlamps and 

billboards, corroding pockets of acid hate around them. 
“That’s right,” he says. I see the tiny dilation that tells me he 

knows I’ve twigged. His lips begin to curl, like he senses we’ve 
shared something that didn’t need saying. 

We sit in silence for several more minutes. I feel my body 
become limp, as though it would be so easy to stay here with him 
and never get up. 

“I’m tired,” he says. “Go ahead.” He nods at my thigh. I look 
down and realise my hand’s in my pocket. I can feel the slick plastic 
of my phone on the pads of my fingers. “I’ll be long gone.”  

He stands up slowly, turns, and looks straight at me. For a 
second I’m staring straight into his eyes and I hear my breath catch. 
“The other woman?” he says, and starts walking away from me. 
“The other one you lost?” 
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Before I can process the comment, there’s a noise and I jump. 
It’s music. Nirvana. I see my mobile winking and twitching on the 
floor. “John,” says the display. 

“Fran,” I call out before I realise what I’ve said. 
“Is it time for me to check in already?” I say into the handset, 

trying to sound calm as Skag turns out the arc lamp and the 
warehouse goes dark. 

“Dan, listen, whatever’s happened it’s OK. But you have to 
come to my place. Now. Be here within half an hour or I won’t be 
able to do anything. Do you understand?”  
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For a moment the room’s lit by the faint glow from my mobile, 
then that goes out and I’m floating. I can’t even feel the ground 
underneath me, and I don’t know if I’m standing or falling in a 
bottomless well. I slide my mobile open again and in what little 
light it offers I find the lamp and switch it on.  

I sit. The picture’s as hypnotic as the video, and I find myself 
projecting questions into Agnieszka’s eyes, as though I believe 
they’ll spark to life and play out the answer.  

What now? I should be asking, but I don’t. I have to leave now, 
but it’s so much easier just to sit; to sit and watch and ask. 

Where’s Fran? I mouth. Show me. Just once; just for a moment; 
just a picture, a still. Let me see her face. 

But the eyes remain blank, and even my subconscious refuses to 
throw images on the wall.  

With what energy I can summon, I reach out my hand and turn 
off the light, sending myself back into darkness. I walk slowly, 
pressing my feet hard into the ground in tiny, shuffling steps until 
they meet the wall. I feel my way to the door, which I push aside to 
emerge into the ever-present orange grey glow of the city. 

The nearest streetlamps are twenty metres or more. The 
shadows they throw are dark and indistinct but I can still make out 
the texture of broken concrete, pocked and cracked with gaping 
sores from the frost, where weeds will erupt in spring. I have no 
idea where I am. It’s an industrial estate, but the signs on the units 
are cracked or defaced. Cage-wire gates hang loose and I make for a 
triangle of air, tall and wide enough to walk through without 
turning or stooping. I must have run through on the way in but I’ve 
no recollection at all. Disused roads head off in three directions, 
but the sound of distant cars comes at me the same from every 
side. I slide against the splintered fencing to the pavement. My 
hand touches something smooth; a sign. 

I reach for my mobile, find my call log and press return call. 
“Dan?” 
“John, come and get me. Please.” 
“Where are you?” 
I wipe my sleeve over the shiny plastic and black lettering in a 

jaunty font appears. “Dunbar Place,” I say. “I think I’m at Dunbar 
Place, but I’ve no idea where it is.” 

“Jesus, Dan.” 
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“Yeah.” 
 
 
“I could do with something stronger,” I say, warming my hands on 
the outside of the mug. 

“No way. Not until you tell me exactly what you were doing at 
Dunbar Place.” 

“I’ve no idea.” 
“Let me put it another way, Dan. Half an hour from now, a 

Detective Chief Inspector and his chippy DS are going to knock on 
your door. That’s the length of time you have to walk through the 
station door and tell the desk sergeant you’d like to make a 
statement.” 

“Oh God, John.” I feel heat on my thighs and look down to see 
coffee spilling from the sides of the mug. I watch my hands 
shaking, powerless to stop them. “Oh God.” I stare at the deep 
brown liquid, but all I can see is blood. “I…” 

“I don’t want to know. I’ll drop you at the end of Duke Street. 
The rest is up to you.” 

I nod, drain the coffee from the mug, and follow him to the 
door.  

 
 
It feels like a game of second guess, sitting on a hard chair, waiting 
for someone to come and take my statement. They must have seen 
me with Skag, but where? On my way to Brag’s house, or on my 
way from it? Say too little and they’ll know I’m lying. They’ll put 
tabs on me everywhere I go and I’ll never find Emma. Say too 
much and they’ll find the warehouse. Why do I care? Why do I feel 
the slightest desire to keep Skag’s sanctuary safe?  

Is it that picture? Icons capture part of the essence of their 
subject, bring the smallest part of the Divine down from heaven 
and make it real in the midst of the congregation. That’s what the 
Orthodox Church believes. Have I fallen for their juju? Do I 
believe Skag’s taken a piece of Emma – maybe the only piece - 
from wherever she is, and given her back some kind of fragile 
existence?  

No, that’s not it. It’s him. It’s Skag himself, that smile and those 
eyes. But what about them? There’s not a trace of innocence left, or 
untouched childhood purity; there’s no part of him free from 
original sin that needs my protection. It’s just…him. I sound like 
Ashenbach.  
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Everyone’s so polite it makes me nervous. “Would you like a 
cup of tea, sir?” they ask as they nudge the door aside and push 
their head into the room. Nothing rough, no abruptness, no 
impatience. Like they’re scared of me, or they’ve come to gawp. 
They all know who I am; rather, they all know why I’m here before 
I’ve said a word.  

I wonder if Skag’s already in the room next door. Is that why no 
one’s come for me? Are they busy letting him talk himself out – if 
they are, I’m in for a long wait – before they come and check his 
story with me? 

What’ll the forum be like without him? I think. How long will 
everyone be on best behaviour, just in case, before they realise he’s 
gone? What will happen then? 

“Coffee?” asks another voice from the door. 
“No, thanks,” I say, without looking up. 
“OK, in that case we’ll get started, Mr Griffiths.” 
“OK.”  
She’s already taken a seat opposite, and she’s reaching into her 

pocket for a pen. She takes out a Parker Jotter. I notice the arrow 
clip in her jet black fingers. Her nails are sleek and red, and make 
me think of blood. I think I’m going to be sick and put my hand to 
my mouth; but I’m not. I look at her apologetically, and she smiles. 
Her lipstick’s purple. Like bruises. I look at the table.  

“Everyone’s been offering me coffee,” I say, finishing a 
conversation that’s long since over. 

“That’s OK,” she says. She has a calm intelligence, and I’m 
almost sure she’s clocked every one of my thoughts since she 
entered the room. “I’m Detective Sergeant Conway. I understand 
you’d like to make a statement.” 

“Yes” There’s no more time to decide what to say. 
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The temperature in Shuji’s room is a constant 19 degrees. 
Sometimes a sheen of sweat will appear on his face; sometimes a 
patina of gooseflesh will cover his arm; but they are only 
occasioned by mood and memory. For Shuji there is no longer any 
summer or winter; the rhythms of nature have meaning only in the 
conversations he follows on the web. Day and night, light and dark, 
exist only in the changing patterns and players of the Agnieszka 
Anonymous forums.  

The heat and darkness he feels now come entirely from within. 
The clock in the corner of his laptop reminds him it is mid 
morning; but Shuji knows it is the heart of night. 

Heat and darkness. For Shuji they are inseparable from his 
father’s stare. Is it horror? Disbelief? Fear? It’s not a feeling at all. 
It’s beyond labels, just a stare, a collection of features, assembled 
for a split second before falling back into the familiar proportions 
of his father’s face. What else is there in the burning blackness? 
Moisture. Liquid coming from every pore of Shuji’s skin; and more, 
water pouring onto him from above, scalding water.  

He no longer tries to untangle cause and effect. This is a parcel 
of space and time outside of rationalisation. His father’s distorted 
stare; darkness; heat. The three always come together, and all Shuji 
can do is wait for them to melt back into the tepid grey in which he 
preserves himself. 

Splinters of that day have lodged themselves in various parts of 
Shuji’s conscious and unconscious mind. He imagines them as 
physical shards, working their way deeper into his brain until they 
kill him. Before they do, he wonders if there will be a moment 
when they come together and he sees a whole, running from start 
to finish, surrounding him in an unbroken sphere with him in the 
middle.  

If that happens, he thinks to himself, will he die content, or in 
agony? 

His mother’s face, smiling; his father’s voice, raised; the sound 
of tears, but not knowing whose; dust, so much dust; a sky that was 
grey like day and night had lost their meaning; silence; screaming. 
Fragments. Sometimes if he looks hard he can take one of them 
and tease out tiny details, like a piece of slightly warmed plastic that 
will stretch a little in one direction before it snaps.  

He knows the moment itself as well as the texture of his finger 
pads where the computer keys have worn them hard and smooth. 
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Noise. A noise like someone had detonated a bomb inside his head 
and it ripped through the city from in his brain, blowing his 
eardrums, his eyes, his skull outwards. But the moment floats inside 
him, quarantined off from other events. Before and after are 
dimensions in which his memories of the day of the quake simply 
do not move. Part of the gyroscope holding his place in the 
universe came loose.  

Sometimes he thinks the only purpose of the quake was to 
rupture him, to set him adrift in a world whose rules are ever so 
slightly different from those that hold elsewhere. He believes this is 
why he understands the full implication of the Byfield Effect. The 
Professor knows – knew – just as he does, Shuji is sure. What 
happened to him? What was his earthquake, the moment Professor 
Byfield’s universe shifted imperceptibly out of phase? Maybe it will 
be in the diary. 

In the first weeks after the quake the only difference Shuji 
noticed in his world was his father, Taichi’s, behaviour. Afterwards, 
Taichi was always there, in the house, and in the place of the silent 
father Shuji remembered from before, was a man who wouldn’t 
stop talking, as though it were his duty to utter every word the 
thousands of dead would never say. Sometimes the bus would drop 
Shuji home from work and he’d hear the sound of conversation 
and be curious who was visiting. Slowly he’d squeeze a gap in the 
door, and there would be Taichi, sitting on the floor with a glass in 
his hand, alone but talking like he was in a room full of friends. 
Talking, except no matter how intently Shuji listened at the door, 
he never heard real words, formed into real sentences. It was like 
his father had slipped without knowing into a language with a 
perfectly constructed syntax, and the cadence and rhythm of 
Japanese. Or maybe it was he, Shuji, who had slipped into a 
different world, whilst his father continued as before. 

At mealtimes his father would return to lucidity – or rather his 
father’s world and that of the rest of Shuji’s family would move 
back into phase. Taichi would talk and the family would listen. He 
talked about banking, while Yuichi looked bored and played with 
noodles and fried cabbage, and Junko smiled and nodded and 
placed her hands beneath her chin in a way designed to make her 
seem attentive.  

To Shuji, banking was an almost magical subject, full of 
numbers and complex patterns and theories. Night after night he 
listened as Taichi explained new forms of mathematics, convinced 
his father was a genius. Taichi talked about hedge funds and 
butterfly effects and fractals and non-linear equations and golden 
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ratios. It seemed to Shuji as though his father could transfigure 
every mundane thing he encountered with some equation or 
formula into something higher and harmonious. It was nothing 
short of alchemy. 

“Everything can be distilled into and explained by mathematics 
and the flow of money,” Taichi said one night. The words slipped 
from the side of the mouth as he ate. He didn’t stop talking to take 
in food, but spoke with his mouth open, dripping sauce onto his 
chin. All the time Junko smiled with her head on the bridge of her 
knuckles, and from where he sat, Shuji watched the palm of her 
hand go white as she dug her nails into her soft, lotus-scented skin. 
“Take these bamboo chopsticks.” He waved them in the air. “And 
these udon noodles.” He stirred the chopsticks around his bowl 
and held two noodles aloft. Junko’s eyes fixed on Taichi’s and 
refused to follow the sauce that flew over the table. 

“The president of the bank is planning buy the biggest 
manufacturer of udon noodles. Consider this. An increase of two 
millimetres in the diameter of udon noodles and these chopsticks 
would be useless, the noodles wouldn’t hang; they would bow – we 
have a research division and they are carrying out experiments on 
noodle mix and thickness and its correlation with chopstick 
diameter. The whole country would need thicker chopsticks, but to 
have thicker chopsticks we would need thicker bamboo, which 
means older bamboo, which would take more space than we have. 
We would need to cut down forests to make space, forests that are 
the habitat of a rare and beautiful form of butterfly. This butterfly 
would become so rare that anyone who obtained its eggs would 
earn greater riches than from caviar or black pearls or iridium 
gleaned from meteorites. Our president will create a future to trade 
in the price of the eggs of this particular butterfly, and so we will 
make new flows of money between udon noodles and butterflies’ 
eggs. You see, numbers, proportions, money, these are the 
harmonics of all living and inanimate things. As bankers we find 
new pathways and harmonies.” 

Shuji lies on his mat picturing udon noodles dripping with 
butterfly eggs. Only they aren’t eggs or noodles at all, they are 
infinitely dense strings of numbers, dancing and vibrating to form 
the illusion of objects. He watches them make patterns and 
connections, become solid and collapse into nothing, and come 
together again, and he hears his father’s voice, inseparable from the 
numbers. “Everything is mathematics,” he says. Everything. His 
father’s voice, his father’s death, the quake, Agnieszka, the 
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Englishman’s daughter. Even Shuji. All numbers. Waves, particles, 
solidity, space. Numbers.  

The room is grey and tepid. The sweat has disappeared from 
Shuji’s brow, and his breathing is steady and even and able to be 
expressed as a sinus wave in a simple linear equation. 
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22 
 

It’s already light by the time I leave the station. Traffic has built to a 
slow drone, and people weave, heads down, avoiding each other 
like they’re on wires. A guy holds out a copy of Metro and I take it 
to avoid a winding. The headline comes as no surprise. 

It’s early days in the investigation. At the moment no one has 
any idea what passed between DS Conway and me, but that can’t 
last. A few days, probably less, and someone will mention 
Agnieszka Anonymous to someone else; people will remember 
Bragg’s posters, Agnieszka’s shoes turned in hate against her; waves 
of gossip will break across the internet. Online identities will be 
expunged and created; communities will come together and drift 
apart, rolling like pebbles on a riverbed, hurrying towards the vast 
open sea where the truth about Agnieszka is lost in the endless 
brine of rumour.  

I wonder what I’ve set in motion, how soon it will be before the 
effects are felt through cyberspace and beyond. I think of Skag, 
sitting in front of his giant painting, unable to look away, waiting 
for the arrows to fade, waiting to see cars pull up outside in the 
sockets of Agneiszka’s eyes; watching his own arrest on the image 
he’s created. 

Shoulders twist as I make my way down the streets. I stop and 
watch the tide of people turning to bend around me, and I see 
doors closing. Everywhere I look possibilities are shutting 
themselves off. Time. Time is brushing past me as I stand, 
consuming itself while I do nothing. The claustrophobia is almost 
unbearable. I have nothing – art, beauty, an inspiration to a 
madman and an artist who isn’t there; a community that grows on 
dissent. Nothing real about Agnieszka. Nothing at all about Emma. 

Except the belief it’s not too late.  
I close my eyes to avoid the dizzying rush, and lower my head. I 

open my eyes to the blur of moving feet.  
Shoes. 
Someone said it in Agnieszka Anonymous and I thought they 

were joking. What did she have? Shoes. That’s it. That’s what the 
images are about. Maybe Agnieszka’s secondary to it. Maybe the 
whole point is that pathetic pair of feet pointing skyward in their 
silver and greens.  

Only the Dead Live Here; Footprint, at their heart were shoes. The 
V signs on students’ T-shirts, the stamping soles of Bragg’s EFP 
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posters, the mischievous grin of Agnieszka Kitty. Agnieszka herself 
isn’t in a single one of those images.  

I begin to run. 
I don’t bother taking my coat off as I hurry upstairs. I run to the 

study, turn on the laptop, and only then head to the kitchen to start 
some coffee going. I reach in my inside pocket for my Moleskine 
and Cross biro. There’s no point saving anything I find to disk. In a 
few hours, minutes probably, Conway’s boss will have sent people 
round for my laptop so they can begin to follow the gingerbread 
crumbs to Skag’s computer. All I can do is scrawl a few notes and 
take them to an internet café. 

I find a blank page, and place the bookmark down the spine. I 
twist the barrel of the pen, feeling the smooth enamel cold against 
my fingers, and stare at the google homepage. There’s a pair of red 
balloons in place of Os, one of them beginning to float away, 
dragging a tail of string.  

This is wrong. I fetch her card from my wallet and dial.  
“Conway,” she says. I stop for a moment. Her voice is 

reassuring. I’ve spent more time talking to her than any other 
human being in the past year except Sarah. It somehow feels like 
I’m talking to an old friend, only I’m not. 

“Hello?” 
“Sorry.” 
“This is DS Conway. Can I help?” 
“Yes, sorry, it’s Dan. Dan Griffiths.” 
“What can I do for you, Mr Griffiths?” 
“Dan, please. You need to look at my laptop, right?” 
“Yes, we’ll need our IT people to see what they can find.” 
“I have to go into town,” I say. “I’m working on an assignment 

and I’m behind. Would it be OK if I brought it to the station?” 
“You can leave it at the desk, yes.” 
“Thank you.” 
“Thank you, Mr Griffiths.” 
“Dan.” 
The line’s already dead. I shut the laptop down and put it in its 

case. Why? No conscious reason at all. Maybe just sweat and a 
feeling in the stomach at the wrong time. Both of which have 
nothing to do with instinct, and just mean last night’s finally 
pinning me in a corner I can’t run from much longer. But it feels 
like reason enough. For the next few days I’ll stick to internet cafes 
and notebooks.  

I throw my clothes on the floor, spend just long enough in the 
shower to scrape away a surface layer of grime, take a swig of 
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Listerine; and put on some clean CK jeans, a thin black cashmere 
sweater, and faded denim jacket. The rich coffee smell has started 
to turn burnt caramel. I line up three mugs and empty the contents 
of the jug before necking them in turn, swilling the drink, trying to 
push it into the sores on my gums to get it into my blood quicker. 
My mouth tastes like a powdery After Eight that’s been left in the 
sun. 

Outside, there’s ice in the wind. The sun’s got the washed-out 
wateriness of winter that makes the world seem thin.  

As I step out of the Tube station, I play the film of Emma yet 
again. I watch her turn, wave, and head down the street as usual. 
Long before she’s out of sight I’m back cleaning the dishes, 
carrying on as though it were any other day. I make the camera in 
my mind change position, pulling my head upwards so I can see 
her. I watch her disappearing, the hedges swallowing up first her 
bag, then her shoulder, her head, and finally the last wisps of her 
hair. She doesn’t look back once.  

There’s a difference, I think, if you’re really looking for 
differences. Emma fades like a ship over the horizon, her hair 
disappearing at the end like trails of smoke slipping over the 
horizon. The last we see of Agnieszka are her shoes. Nonsense. 
Absolute bloody nonsense. But what else do I have? Maybe in a 
world where nothing makes sense any more, the most ridiculous 
ideas can take on a logic every bit as valid as the one that’s been 
abandoned. 

“Hello, Sir,” says the desk sergeant. The skin around his eyes is 
puffy, and little pools of moisture glint in the corners.  

“I need to leave something for DS Conway,” I say. 
“Right you are.” 
“I suppose I need to fill out a bunch of paperwork.”  
“’Fraid so, Sir.” I can almost see the spaces between the frames 

as he turns and looks through the files on a shelf behind him. My 
eyes drift away down the corridor. It was little more than an hour 
ago I was here, but it feels like I’m seeing it for the first time. 
There’s a faceless familiarity, though. I wonder what proportion of 
my life I spent sitting on hard plastic chairs in blue-vinyled offices. 
I think of the hours I waited every time I found a new diary, a 
ticket, an e-mail, a letter or card, something that might help them 
find Emma. Waiting. There was no waiting last night when I came 
to told them about a dead fascist. 

I blink and realise I’ve been looking at two people standing at 
the far end of the corridor. A man and a woman. Their heads are 
close, closer than their bodies. She looks familiar, there’s something 
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about her posture, but I can’t place her. She’s too far away for me 
to see the details of her face. The man turns. Even at this distance I 
feel his eyes reach inside me, and I turn back to the desk sergeant. 
A second late I look through my peripheral vision, and the 
corridor’s empty.  

“Thank you, Sir,” says the sergeant as I sign the final form. He 
turns the paper slowly like it’s glued to the desk. Colour rises in his 
cheeks as he pulls off the top copy and hands it to me. 

“Thank you.”  
I emerge back into the transparent sun, and stop as my eyes 

adjust to daylight. A cold gust hits me as I blink and I feel a tear 
form.  

Something hits me from behind. I start. It’s a hand. A hand on 
my shoulder. I turn and I’m staring at a woman. Another hand 
claps me on the other shoulder.  

“Mr Griffiths,” she says in a deep voice.  
It’s the woman who was in the corridor. She takes her right 

hand off my shoulder, and before my brain fires up, it’s squeezing 
my own right hand.  

I know why she looks so familiar. I know exactly where I’ve 
seen her. Blood falls through my body, and my face goes cold. 
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“Mr Griffiths?” she repeats. The man-made fibres of her suit shine 
in the early morning light. “Do you have a moment?” 

I look around me like I’m hoping for the cavalry to come over 
the hill, but it’s like I’m in an invisible bubble. The people coming 
and going set their faces forward and shimmy past without a glance.  

“I don’t think so,” I say. I’d always thought of her as short and 
rather squat, but in the flesh Susan Palfreyman is tall. And with her 
straight back and broad shoulders she’s physically imposing in a 
more immediate way than her reputation, or what she stands for. 

“Mind if I walk with you?” she asks quietly, using her body to 
turn me as she starts moving.  

I find myself slipping into step with her. Every time we pass 
someone I catch myself avoiding their eyes, hoping not to see the 
looks of disapprobation I imagine them throwing in my direction. 

“I can guess what you think of me,” she says. I’m not going to 
run through a conversation of clichés with her. We continue in 
silence for a hundred yards and two more turns. I don’t want her 
walking me to my front door. I don’t want her knowing where I 
live. But if she’s got contacts in the police it’s way too late for that. 

“I don’t think anything, Mrs Palfreyman. I haven’t slept for 
more than twenty four hours. I’m exhausted.” 

“Susan,” she says. 
“Mrs Palfreyman, what do you want from me? I told the police 

everything I know.” And I’m sure you know it all by now. 
“Barry was a friend.” We stop at traffic lights. She turns, and I 

imagine her staring up with large, black eyes, oiled with tears, but 
she’s on a level with me. Her back’s straight and her head’s still, and 
if I look any longer the word she’ll make me think is “dignified.” 

I say nothing and glare at the lights, which are stuck on green.  
“I just want to know what happened. Were you there when it 

happened?” 
“I’m tired.” It’s all I can do to repeat it. I feel like a suitcase 

packed too tight that’s about to split at the sides.  
“Let me get you a coffee.” 
“OK.” I give in, and the moment I do I regret it, but I’m too 

exhausted to change my mind. My legs barely have the strength to 
get me to Starbuck’s. I walk past the leather sofas and sit on a hard 
wooden chair. There’s just enough time to fold my arms in front of 
me before my head falls onto them. 
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A gentle rocking wakes me, followed by an intense hit of coffee 
on my nose. I go to lift my head but it’s too heavy. 

“Drink it,” says a soft voice. “Here. Drink.”  
Am I in Wonderland? 
“That’s it,” says the voice. A concentrated burnt bitter warmth 

slides down my throat and I start. I shake my head and my eyes are 
open. 

“Better?” Her face is no more than a few inches from me, and 
in the intense flush of new caffeine I take in its details. Thin, 
cracked skin, swollen flesh around her eyes, liver spots forming 
crusts over her cheekbones, fine smokers’ lines around her lips. 
Pieces of a face failing to coalesce. I want to be sick, but I don’t 
have the strength. 

She comes closer still and stoops her head. “Barry was my 
friend, Dan. My oldest friend in the world. We were in the same 
class at school. When my first cat was run over, he was there when 
we buried her. He was there at my wedding and looked after me 
when my husband left me. He was godfather to my daughter, and 
he stood next to me when I buried her.” She stops, blinks once, 
and looks into my eyes. The effects of the caffeine are beginning to 
wear off already and the clear lines of her features have blurred into 
a single, fuzzy image of her face. I see a woman trying to hold 
herself together, and almost succeeding. 

“I just want to know if you were there.” She waits, and says, 
more quietly. “I want to know if he thought of me at the end.” 

“I was there,” I say. “But…” 
She puts her hand on my arm before I can say I don’t remember 

a thing, before I can say there’s a huge gaping pit where minutes of 
my life should be.  

“It’s OK,” she says. “That’s all I wanted to know. There’s plenty 
of time.” 

I feel something move across the back of my neck, ruffling the 
base of my hair. I breathe in, and it’s gone. There’s plenty of time. No, 
I want to say. No. This is it. This is all the time you’ll ever get from 
me, but exhaustion’s weakened me too much to say it. There’s a 
dull ache at the base of my spine. I shift in my chair but it won’t go. 

There’s air around me. She’s slipped out of my space and 
leaning against the back of her chair. I listen to the sound of my 
breathing. It’s sharp, like skin sliding over bark, a raw whistle 
drawing out the end of each breath even after the next one’s begun.  

Eventually there’s a second sound. Her voice. “Thank you,” 
she’s saying.  
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I look up and feel at once as though that movement has drawn 
her back into my space. 

“People don’t listen to me, Dan. Not like that. You didn’t want 
to listen either, but you did.” 

“Yeah well.” I hardly had a choice, did I?  
“It’s OK. I know why you were prepared to listen.” 
You do? 
“You know what it’s like to lose someone.” 
My back straightens and my eyelids draw back. I can feel the 

physical stretch as my pupils dilate. 
“You know how it feels. No matter what the differences 

between people, that pain, that feeling of loss transcends them. 
People talk about love, the connection we have to our children, our 
parents, but the strongest bond any people have is loss.” 

“Loss?” 
“Dispossession, powerlessness. The feeling that something’s 

gone, and the desperate need to go after it. The absolute certainty 
that the best time is in the past.” 

She stands up and puts her bag on her shoulder. Tall, she seems 
so very tall. “Thank you,” she says again and, as she tucks her chair 
under the table. “I know how hard it’s been since you lost Emma.”  
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24 
 

The first thing I notice is the heat. I can feel it crawling down the 
collar of my shirt, worming its way into every crack, pressing 
against pores desperate to open and release cooling sweat. But they 
can’t. The heat is too wet. I’m pushing it aside with my hands as I 
walk, like I’m pulling my way through a forest of bamboo. It’s so 
damp I can hear the water hiss in the air like white noise. 

It’s dark, a blue-black inky darkness. I can’t see the ground 
beneath me, or where I’m heading, but I know I have to keep 
moving. In the distance silver streaks flash through the darkness. 
They wink with an irregular rhythm, like mobiles turning in a fitful 
sea breeze. Only there is no breeze, just the sodden heat bearing in 
on me with equal pressure from every side.  

As I get closer the metallic slits appear and disappear, 
haemorrhaging and healing like someone’s slicing at space from the 
other side. The noise of steam, jetting unseen all around me, 
increases all the time.  

Now the cuts in the night are everywhere like thousands of giant 
silverfish. I’m inside a fragile, cloth bag that’s being slashed from 
every side.  

The sound isn’t water, nor steam. It IS white noise, a giant 
atmospheric disturbance. I’m inside an electrical storm, the metallic 
streaks surrounding me the glancing blows of lightning against a 
fragile Faraday cage. 

No, that’s not what they are. They’re spinning more slowly now, 
grinding to a standstill, coming into focus, the luminous magnesium 
white of a thousand arrows.  

Arrows. They stop. Everything is silent; and click. I’m inside a 
giant screen. Glass on every side of me, curving to a dome above 
my head; flat beneath my feet, like I’m the figure in a kid’s 
snowstorm. White LED light slowly fades as though someone’s 
pulled a plug and but the last vestiges of electric life are taking time 
to flush through the system. No, it’s not fading, not going to black, 
it’s turning red. Deep, coagulated, glossy, gelatinous crimson. 

“Hhhaaaa.” The sound of wind, or a breath, and something 
wipes the drying blood clear to reveal a pair of eyes, hazel and so 
translucent I feel I should be able to see right through them. 

“Dad.” The voice echoes in my electric cell. “Dad, is that you?” 
“Emma?” 
“Dad.” 
“Emma, it’s me. Where are you?” 
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“Dad!” The voice is quieter, and the echo has gone, like 
someone’s pressed the damper pedal on an organ. 

“I’m here!” I shout, but she keeps crying “Dad!” Her eyes are 
going grey, the fading pupils scouring the chamber; sometimes 
stopping, sometimes moving, sometimes alighting on me but seeing 
nothing.  

Everything’s going dark. The burnt earth brown of crusting 
blood. 

“Dad! Dad, please find me,” I think I hear before it tails into a 
whisper. 

My eyes spring open to the orange grey glow of my room. I sit 
up and hear the scrape of drenched cotton peeling away from my 
back. I have an overwhelming sense of disorientation. It should be 
daytime but it’s not. Where am I? Have I woken to find myself 
inside another dream? In an instant, I see my life as dreams 
unpeeling like an onion. I’m sure that in the semi-light I see Bragg 
convulsing on the floor, a hand reaching out, his mouth open to 
beg but the air cut out of his lungs. 

I run to the bathroom, throw up, and when I come to, bowed 
over the bowl, I realise the dream has ended. I’m back at home, and 
it’s my real life that unravelling. 

I clean myself up, put on a T-shirt and track suit bottoms, and 
log on my new laptop to the sound of The White Stripes and coffee 
bubbling through the filter. 

I go straight to Agnieszka Anonymous. I need to know whether 
Skag made it home, whether he made it somewhere before he was 
picked up. If he was picked up. A circle whirs round on the tab as 
the site loads, and as I follow it I wonder if I should be scared he’ll 
come after me, and why I’m not; but I don’t have an answer, and as 
soon as the site’s up, I’m lost in flow. 

I trawl through the list of users on line in the last 24 hours. 
fraudf**k’s there. I click his profile and search for his recent posts. 
A new thread appears on my screen.  

Images of Agnieszka 
Posted at 23.24 GMT. I check the clock in the corner of the 

screen. Only four hours ago. 
 

[fraudf**k] Seems like Whitecube’s running an exhibition about Ludwig. Not 
OF Ludwig. ABOUT him. It’s called “Circle in a Spiral” I’m guessing that’s 
a reference to the song from the original Thomas Crown Affair – like it’s a 
joke about the fact they can’t get Ludwig’s work, so it’s secondhand 
secondhand. Anyway it starts tomorrow. Edgeofdarkness seems to like 
Ludwig’s art. Might be of interest. Sure to be a high Agnieszka quota if 
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Whitecube’s involved – always were slow to jump on a bandwagon then make a 
noise about it when they did. 

 
I swallow down a whole cup of hot Columbian as I read my name, 
and feel my throat burn.  

 
[DonnaDonut] Derivative cubed then? 

 
[Weegee] I’ll check it out. I always wondered if Ludwig might be Joplin, decided 
to do some art of his own. That would be kinda referential cool. 

 
[Pickled in aspic] Fuckin A! Where do you get your info, ff? How come I don’t 
know that? 

 
[Weegee] maybe he’s Ludwig. 

 
My fingers hover over the keyboard. Should I say something? Is 
Skag sitting in an all night internet café somewhere, waiting for me 
to make contact? If he is, he already knows I’ve logged on. I didn’t 
hide my status. Not that there’d be any point. I have a feeling he’s 
got a big enough backdoor to find me the moment I hit login. I feel 
like I’m playing a game of dare, as though the moment I make 
contact I’m crossing a threshold. Palfreyman’s puffy eyes flash 
through my head and I realise I couldn’t feel dirtier than I do 
already.  

It’s not that kind of threshold. It’s not moral; it’s purely 
practical. The moment I make contact I hit the police’s radar. I can 
picture a tall, lank IT guy in the basement of the station, lurking on 
the forum. He knows I’m there now as well. And he knows Skag’s 
still online. The real game of chicken doesn’t involve me at all. 

My index finger smacks down on the return key and the site 
closes. 

I go to close the browser but as I move the cursor the screen 
goes black. I wave the mouse. Nothing. The screen dissolves slowly 
into a pale green, and purple copperplate writing starts to scroll. 
 
The artist Ludwig would like to make you aware that there is an exhibition at 
Whitecube concerning Ludwig’s work. The exhibition will open this morning, 
and will run for two weeks. Ludwig believes that you may find this interesting, 
and suggests your attendance. This is an invitation on behalf of Ludwig. It is 
not a part of Ludwig’s website, and you will find no links to Ludwig’s website. 
Ludwig hopes that you find the exhibition informative. 
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My eyes go to read for a second time but the writing has gone, and 
the screen tells me my browser has successfully disconnected. 
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25 
 

It’s a cliché that angry young men and women, if their angriness 
doesn’t kill them, become cushions on the establishment sofa in 
middle age. Tracey Emin is a Royal Academician; Germaine Greer 
cosies up on culture shows and Jeanette Winterson’s as happy 
discussing restaurants as radical lesbianism; and Johnny Rotten can 
be seen marching in his tweeds through the English countryside in 
pursuit of butter. 

Maybe Fran never became a cliché because she was never really 
that angry. She cared. Her care spilt over into everything she did, 
including me.  

“You know what makes me fucking mad,” she’d say, drawing 
on her cigarette.  

“The world makes you angry.” 
“Fucking right,” and the words would pour out with the smoke, 

until she stubbed out her cigarette, folded her arms on the table, 
rested her chin on them and said, “is it just me?” 

“Yeah it’s just you.” 
“Yeah well fuck you if you don’t think so too.” 
“That’s why I love you.” 
“Fucking teenage idiot.” She’d turn her chin and lay her cheek 

flat on her bare arm, the threaded pink of the one dark against the 
clay white of the other. She looked straight at me but from that 
angle her eyes always looked slightly skewed, like a stick refracted 
under water. “I don’t wanna change the whole fucking lot, you 
know.” 

“Yeah you do.” 
“Yeah I do.” She smiled, and then she laughed, and I cooked 

pasta with clams and garlic, and we drank cheap German wine and 
left the pans on the side and went out when everyone else had gone 
to bed and pretended we were the only people in the world. 

I open the drawer and take out the crinkled copy of Late Harvest. 
I hold the covers lightly, one in the palm of each hand, and let the 
book flop open. There’s no mark on the spine, no place where the 
pages always fall. I’ve read it all too many times. I start reading 
again. 

 
 
I knocked and knocked in the darkness. I heard the sound of her shoes on the 
hollow wood long before I saw her in the dim light of the foyer. She waited 
behind the glass, and in the porch-light I saw my own eyes staring back as I 
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signalled to her I had a heavy case and a reservation.  
 
Eventually she opened the door and walked to the desk without waiting to ask 
if I needed help. There was a damp chill in place of furniture or drapes and I 
couldn’t imagine any other guests but me. 

 
“You have a reservation,” she said in a slow, Hungarian voice. 

 
“I do.” 

 
“Yes,” she said, nodding her head. I looked down the corridor into the stone 
bowels of the hotel, but all was dark, and I imagined the two of us were floating 
on an island in a half-formed dream. 

 
“Marta. Marta Iwanowa.” 

 
He’s asleep? I wanted to ask. In the silent space before she answered I heard the 
answer. He was asleep. This whole world was asleep. Maybe the universe itself, 
except for the two of us. 

 
I saw her eyes look up as I thought it, and then they returned, as though they’d 
never left the screen. She swiped a plastic card through a machine I couldn’t see 
and handed it to me, and as I reached my hand out to take it I saw.  

 
 
I saw it behind the counter, on top of the empty pigeonholes. My face. Thirty 
years younger and half-hidden under the hair the photographer had arranged 
across my cheeks, but unmistakably the photo I had sent him all those years 
ago.  

 
I breathed in the grey-black silence of the corridors and hidden rooms and 
breathed it back out in joy. He was asleep. Fast asleep. 

 
But in the morning he would wake. 

 
 
 
I close the book, and then my eyes, and imagine Fran arriving late 
at night, climbing the stairs, and battering on the door. I picture her 
turning the handle. I’m out but the door’s open, and it gives, a 
wedge of light throwing itself inside and giving her a first glimpse 
of the world I now inhabit.  
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She drops her things on the floor, and takes in her 
surroundings. What would she see to tell her I’d been waiting?  

I open my eyes, stand up, and try to find an answer. I place the 
copy of Late Harvest back in my drawer, and look around me. 
Nothing. Not even a distant echo in the layout of the furniture or 
the pattern of the curtains. Nothing. No piece of her remains 
anywhere except inside me.  

In my head, she has seen enough. She picks up her things, and 
without disturbing a thing, she leaves. Outside the door to the flat 
she stops. She turns, opens the door a little, and reaches her hand 
round to slip the catch so the place is secure. She stares for a 
moment, like she’s trying to reach back, through the wood, but it’s 
opaque. She’s on the outside in the most absolute sense. 

I walk around my flat, running my fingers over the shelves and 
walls like they’re the waxy surface of her skin. I vary the pressure, 
from the lightest touch that barely registers on the ridges of my 
fingers to deep, desperate pressure like I’m pushing against a 
membrane that refuses to burst. I do this with my head slightly to 
one side, my ear tipped towards my hand as though she might 
touch me through faint pulses of sound, echoes of tears she shed 
years ago.  

Nothing. Nothing but a dead, flaking skin of metal and wood, 
plastic and paint, without resonance or memory.  

I open a browser tab and type in her url. The words “fuck the 
future” appear on the pink clockface hub of her homepage. I hover 
the mouse over 12 until the cursor responds, and then I click.  

Fran’s face is straight on to the camera, adding an extra stone to 
her appearance, and her straight-at-you eyes shout a mix of “so 
what?” and “you know you want to.” They seem to be gazing out 
of the screen at me, and I wonder if everyone who clicks through 
feels the same frisson of welcome violation. But I can never see her 
through someone else’s eyes. 

In the photograph, her wrinkled, ruddy face rests on hands that 
share its texture. The contrast now is with the metallic white of her 
hair. I place my fingers on the screen and trace the untouched lines 
and liver spots. The plastic screen gives slightly under my touch, 
sending starbursts of pixilation over her skin. 

I click the hotspot over her lips, and thick black writing appears 
on a bubble-gum background: 

“The father who abuses his son perpetuates his monstrosity. 
The father who sacrifices his happiness for his son is a selfless 
hero. GO FIGURE” 
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I click back to her picture and lay my arms flat on the desk, 
pressing my cheek against the bone of my forearm. I feel my eyes 
begin to swim, and wonder if this is how she saw me all those years. 
We are two axes that crossed only at a single point, which, 
mathematically speaking, occupied neither time nor space.  

“Still want to change the world, huh?” 
“Nah,” I hear her say. “I want to stop the world. Before it stops 

me.” 
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26 
 

Shuji feels the cold surface of his door slowly warm against his ear 
as it follows his mother’s footsteps along the corridor and down 
the stairs. Something is different today. The sound of his tray 
hitting the floor lacked its usual light, resonant note. As soon as he 
reaches out for the tray he realises what is different. 

He forgets his meal the moment he pushes it flush against the 
locked door. He turns the parcel over and over in his hands, 
wondering how it can have arrived so swiftly. Perhaps the 
mysterious vendor lives in Japan. There is no clue from the plain 
packaging. It has come through a forwarding agent chosen to cut all 
connective tissue from the sender. 

Shuji finds himself on the far side of his room, away from the 
smell of fried tofu, and places the parcel under his nose. Jasmine 
and rose water; the scent of his mother’s hands. He flares his 
nostrils over every inch of every side, taking in the contours of 
concentration, the pools of scent from his mother’s fingers. He 
presses one of these to his cheek and closes his eyes. Did she hold 
the parcel close to her face? Shuji wonders. Did she push it against 
her skin, trying to feel through the wrapping what her son had 
ordered, leaving behind a few dead particles of skin and scent for 
him to touch? 

A line of hot pain clamps his forehead like a branding iron, and 
Shuji lies on his mat with his eyes closed until his breathing is 
steady, his mind is clear, and his mother is no more than the sounds 
of footsteps and voices that punctuate the background of his day.  

Shuji rises and holds the envelope. In the stillness he imagines it 
beating in his hands. He slows his breathing, opens a drawer in his 
desk, and pulls a pair of latex gloves from their box. He holds his 
hands out and watches the ends of his fingers vibrate like the 
feathers at the end of a heron’s wing as it glides through the air. 
The motion decreases until it is so slight he can no longer be sure 
it’s not the fibrillation of an eyelid.  

Soon, a brown paper rectangle fills his desk like a window. The 
book nestles in the middle. It looks unimpressive. An exercise book 
bound in thin, glossy red paper. There’s a yellow post-it note 
slapped off-centre on the front. Shuji lowers his head so his eyes 
are almost level with his desk. He turns slightly, watching the 
reflected light transform the note from almost white to nearly 
black. He places a finger above the paper and traces the letters 
above the valleys where the sender pressed his pen against the page. 
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The pressure is even, calm. Shuji wonders what meditation 
exercises were required to achieve such evenness.  

He reads the words to himself in a whisper. 
To pay that much money, I think you are looking for something that cannot 

be bought. I hope I am wrong. 
“I am looking for confirmation,” Shuji says under his breath. 

That is all he seeks. Confirmation that his intuition is right, that the 
Professor extrapolated the same conclusion from the Byfield effect 
as he has.  

If Shuji is right, it will explain the Professor’s disappearance; 
Agnieszka will be attainable. But…he doesn’t let himself think what 
this means. Instead, he opens the cover of the book.  

It falls open easily. The flimsy cover has become compliant 
from frequent use. A line of yellow-brown runs parallel to the 
spine. Shuji follows it through the membrane of his glove, feeling 
the Professor’s excitement opening the glands on his fingers as he 
presses them down on the paper. Shuji mimics the action, feeling 
the talc inside the glove expand as it absorbs his sweat. 

His fingers start to twitch, nerves dancing inside his skin, 
clawing out of him to turn the pages. Shuji places them palms 
down on his desk, either side of the paper window, and pushes 
them hard into the wood to keep them still. He allows his eyes time 
to accustom themselves to the shapes of the Professor’s writing. 
It’s larger than he imagined, cursive, without the elisions or 
shorthand Shuji associates with eccentric academics.  

As he stares, Shuji feels suddenly nauseous, the letters circling 
around the paper in front of him. What if this is a fake? The letters 
circle faster, swirl in spirals, and vanish into a point at the centre of 
the page. He blinks, and the words reappear. No. The writing is 
strange, unexpected, but the journal is real. From the single line the 
vendor made public, Shuji is sure of that. 

He begins. As he does so, his hand moves, forming the large, 
looping shapes of the letters in the air. A voice in his head sounds 
out the words. An English voice, even and dignified. Professor 
Byfield’s voice. Only it’s slightly cracked, like he’s listening to a 
recording of the Professor, or half of a conversation on a mobile 
that’s at the edge of reception. Shuji’s mouth falls open. Tiny 
particles of fried tofu, perfumed with jasmine and rose water, hit 
his tongue. He feels his jaw moving in time with the Professor’s 
voice. 

 
June 1, 1992. 
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I had to drive Petra to the doctor’s. She made porridge for breakfast – a strange 
start to the day for June, but with ice-cold plum jam and candied mint on top, 
quite delicious. She said she would take the bus, but she was looking too 
intently at the butter and fiddling with the label of the jam when she said it so I 
called Maurice to have him give my lecture, and I drove her. 
 
I sat with her in the waiting room. I wanted to hold her hand but when I 
looked at her I saw how straight she held her back, how she’d put her chin 
forward and neatly tucked her legs together. She looked so fragile I thought if I 
touched her she’d fall apart, so I did nothing and we waited in silence, or as 
near to silence as it’s possible to get in a doctor’s waiting room full of crying 
babies and sniffling, hacking adults. But Petra was immune to it all. She sat 
there with such dignity it was all I could do not to cry. 
 
June 8 
Petra has a scan scheduled for tomorrow. It’s all happened so quickly. Is that a 
good thing? There are no good outcomes in a situation like this. We knew, of 
course. We knew the moment she dropped her pen and shrieked in pain. That 
was the moment she died. The mechanics will work themselves out over many 
years (not enough, my dear, not enough). What difference will a week or so 
make in giving a diagnosis we already know? 
 
June 9 
Now we wait for the end to this phoney war. War? What’s the point of fighting 
a war one can only lose? And yet I feel as though we have to fight. I have to 
fight. I feel like I understand those pathetic acts of resistance we celebrate in 
story and film and secretly deride. Those last stands, those exits in a blaze of 
glory. We will go down, but we will go down fighting. 
 
June 12 
We have known it for weeks. But to hear it. To hear the words. I can neither 
describe nor understand the pain. And the guilt. The awful, unspeakable guilt 
as Petra held my shivering, blubbing body in her arms and comforted me. “It 
will be OK, my love,” she said over and over again, knowing that it never 
would be. “It will be OK.” Words I can never say to her. 
 
June 13 
Night. The pain. Like I feel the pain of the whole world in my one tiny body. 
Why won’t it break? Why won’t every drop of pain press out against my skin 
until I burst? Already I feel it dissipating. Crawling out of me like a worm. 
Returning. Returning to my Petra. No. No. NO. You will not leave me. You 
will NOT!  



88 

 

 
Later. I saw. I saw it! The answer. You won’t leave me, Petra. You won’t! 
Not ever, my love. 
 
 
Shuji closes the diary, moves its paper tray to the floor, and finds 
the bookmarked page. The arrow fades and Agnieszka appears. He 
waits for her to turn and presses pause. His eyes fill with tears and 
his body shakes uncontrollably as they drip from him like melting 
wax. “You won’t leave me,” he mouths through trembling lips. 
“Not ever, my love.” 
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27 
 

When I was three, my father didn’t come home from work one day. 
Two policemen knocked at the front door and told my mother he’d 
run his car into a tree on the way to work. She crumpled on the 
step and one of the policemen had to catch her to stop her cracking 
her head on the doorjamb and leaving me without either parent.  

I remember nothing of it, but that’s how a neighbour told me it 
happened years later when I wanted to know and my mother 
refused to speak about it. 

I remember my grandparents’ deaths only as occasions for their 
funerals, when I learned that death made grown ups cry and fight 
and say things they didn’t mean and tell children to keep out of the 
way because the adults weren’t their usual selves. I knew they were 
dead, and understood this meant I wouldn’t see them again. I even 
saw the dead body of my grandmother on my mother’s side, and 
understood from the slack skin around her jaw that granny was no 
longer there.  

For me death has never meant loss, absence, longing for 
something that can never be again. I feel those things every day 
when I think of Emma, and Fran, and I can only imagine that in 
some strange way if I ever learned of their deaths it would bring an 
end to those feelings. It would take the hollow shells I store inside, 
where they should live, and cut them out forever, leaving me 
shrivelled, diminished, but no longer empty. 

Perhaps that’s why I don’t know how to feel about Barry Bragg. 
I have no compass to look to for direction. I can comprehend the 
violence – know it’s something to fear, to feel repulsed by; and I 
can comprehend Skag’s bitterness and anger. But I have no way of 
relating at all to the fact I’ve witnessed a man’s death.  

It’s the same disconnection I felt from Agnieszka, that left me 
groping for avenues to reach her.  

I put more coffee on, take a pair of espresso glasses to my desk 
and, for want of any other avenues, I open a new tab and google 
Barry Bragg. 

I look at the images at the top of the page, and wipe my hands 
on my trousers. My fingers hover over the mouse but I can’t bring 
them down onto the plastic. It’s like the computer’s pouring out a 
fine stream of soot that’s finding its way into every crack and 
corner.  

The outline of Agnieszka’s Shoes is unmistakable on each of the 
posters, lined up like a row of targets at a shooting range. I open a 
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new browser window, reduce it, and play the video through. As it 
ends I click pause. There are her shoes, pointing skyward, as 
inanimate as the woman who was running in them only seconds 
before.  

“I’m sorry,” I say to the screen, dragging the paused video so it’s 
centred direct underneath the posters. The edge of the browser 
window seems a pale grey, as though even now he’s dead, Bragg’s 
trying to violate her. I close the window to protect her, holding the 
image of her shoes in my head.  

I enlarge the first poster, with its poisonous pseudo-clever 
slogan “Another Lying Pole.” There are Agnieszka’s shoes, sitting 
on top of a fist coloured like a union flag, making them look like a 
V-sign. I close my eyes, the video frame sharp on the backs of my 
eyelids. I open them again, the shape still burning a pale red on my 
pupils. It hovers like a ghost over the screen, falling exactly in place 
over Bragg’s poster.  

I wonder if he sat in front of the screen as he drew, freezing the 
image, printing it out and tracing the lines. I close the tab, open 
another, and click back to YouTube. 257,346,712 views. How many 
of those were his? I imagine him sitting with the video looping over 
and over, laughing to himself every time she turns and trips. 
“Another one bites the dust!” he shouts, and chuckles at his own 
irresistible humour. I feel the hate stirring in him as he watches 
again and again, making the same sick joke every time like a lab rat 
pressing a lever for a peanut. 

How many others saw the poster, and went straight to 
YouTube? A brief search tells me 17,635 people voted for the EFP 
in Hartshill. Did they all sit in front of their screens, sneering and 
laughing and congratulating themselves again and again and again 
as she died?  

I feel heat against my skin and look down at my left hand. A 
thin, dark liquid smears the surface, and wells of darker, thicker 
fluid are beginning to form between my fingers. I turn the hand 
palm up, trying to figure out what’s wrong. Suddenly the heat goes 
cold. 

I open my eyes again, blink, and take in the row on row of 
random characters scrolling on the screen. Strange, I think, and lift 
my head. As I do so the scrolling stops, and I realise I’ve passed out 
on the keyboard. It’s only when I’ve removed the inch-long splinter 
of glass from the palm of my hand, and I feel the pressure of cold 
water pummelling the skin as it flaps loose at the edge of the 
wound, that I begin to feel pain. Stinging, searing pain shooting up 



91 

 

the nerves in my arm and across my shoulder, collecting in a pool 
of intense nausea at the base of my neck. 

I impregnate a wad of tissue with Savlon, press it into my hand, 
and wrap it with gaffer tape. It’ll do for now. 

My head feels like it’s become porous and half my thoughts are 
floating away through my skull. I sit on the sofa, but even then it’s 
too hard to balance, so I lie and stare at the ceiling.  

Pain, loss, anger, fear, and a concentrated, physical sense of 
emptiness. I’ve experienced more feelings in the last few days than 
the years before them. The same feelings that cycled through me 
like an IV drip when Emma went missing. Watching the light from 
my screensaver form ghosts on the ceiling I wonder, how long is it 
since I had any feelings but these? Since I felt joy, love, surprise, 
delight? Have I experienced any one of them since the day Emma 
was born? Or have I spent my life since then knowing only peaks 
of greyed-out numbness and troughs of the deepest blood-red 
black? 

I look at my hand, in its black tape casing, and think maybe 
that’s wrong? Maybe it’s just the numbness that’s my enemy after 
all. How can I find Emma if I withdraw myself from the world 
altogether? And if anger and pain are the only ways I can 
experience the world, then maybe they’re the price I have to pay to 
find her.  

I sit up, reach for my phone, and trawl through the call log. 
Finding the number, I press dial and wait. 

And wait, until the ring cuts out and the line goes live. I wait.  
“Hello, timewaster,” says the voice, eventually. 
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28 
 

“Twenty minutes,” she says as the line goes dead. 
As I open the door a torrent of freezing rain hits me. I turn up 

the corner of my jacket and run to the car.  
The water beneath my tyres is sticky and slick at the same time, 

like pools of powdery sand. The muscles in my right calf hover in a 
state of readiness. My eyes count the beats of an imaginary time, 
anticipating every set of lights, while the fast thud thud of the 
wipers coaxes my heartbeat quicker, quicker. Water splits the lights 
into a thousand pieces that move across my screen like Spanish 
heels dancing a tarantella. Around and around and up and down 
and up and down they go, until my car is a bubble trapped inside a 
storm on a strange world where lightning stamps out rhythms and 
raindrops fling their million-coloured skirts. 

Soon London has disappeared altogether. I am aware of a hum I 
know in my head must be the distant blend of engines and rain, but 
it sounds like the steady running of taps. The wheel becomes 
crockery in my hands, which make the ritual movements of 
washing. The motion, the noise, the life are automatic. Another 
iteration of daily meaninglessness. I raise my head as though 
someone else has tugged a string and it seems too hard to resist. 

Figures are moving outside. They seem familiar and I wonder if 
maybe they’re cut outs and someone pulls them along rails each 
morning to give the impression of a world existing outside me. 
They have the familiarity of the everyday. Maybe it’s something 
more than that, I start to think, as I notice one of the figures 
turning. The clothes? No, the hair, the face. It’s someone I know, 
who does more than glance a tangent across my daily routine. Or 
do they? They’re speaking. What’s that she says?  

“See you, Dad!” 
Dad? 
Dad. Me.  
Emma.  
I feel my hand raise and my lips open. “See you, love,” they say, 

but the figure has turned away and is nearly out of sight. 
Beat. Beat. Beats marking time in my head. Why?  
Red. I slam on the brake. Wheels slide over water like they’re 

floating on drops of glass. A woman’s face staring in the window, 
her face pale like a ghost, eyes wide and black. Her mouth moving, 
shouting, but I can’t hear through the rain. I turn the wipers off and 
see her face turn grey, shatter and distort until it’s no longer 
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recognisable as human. The lights turn orange and green. The 
wipers go on, brushing the windscreen clear, and I hurry on. 

The door opens onto the same empty hallway. Is the familiarity 
a trick? I stop. The relentless drumming on the top of my head is 
quiet, but the chill’s still there. I wrap my arms around myself, but it 
makes no difference. The cold is coming from inside me and I 
could be lying on the burning sands of the Atacama and it would 
make no difference at all. I feel as though the movement, the 
friction of particles rubbing against one another that sustains the 
world has stopped inside me, that I’ve been freezing, slowly, from 
my core since the day Fran left, and I’ve only noticed now the ice 
has reached my skin, but it’s ten years too late. 

“Those puny arms won’t keep you warm,” says a deep, slow 
voice. It’s coming from the end of the corridor. I look at the 
ceiling. I wonder how many cameras are watching me. 

“You think I can thaw you out? Is that it? You think I can melt 
the ice that’s eaten you away and blown every cell inside you? Do 
you know what frostbitten flesh looks like, timewaster? It’s not just 
black. It glows and shines with seams of yellow and purple, bruises 
and pus. Do you know what your frostbitten heart will smell like 
when the ice melts, timewaster? The first fringe of flabby tissue and 
you’ll retch. Why not just leave it in the freezer?” 

“Don’t you fucking answer me!” Her voice snaps a shockwave 
through the air, closing my lips before I can open them. My heels 
dig into the carpet ready to turn and run, but the weight transfers to 
the balls of my feet and I walk down the corridor, away from the 
front door. 

The door under the stairs opens and I begin to make my way 
down. I half expect the stairs to change into I don’t know what, but 
they remain hard and even underneath me. 

I take two level steps. I’m at the bottom. There’s a blue glow on 
the floor several metres away. It must be coming from a control 
room of some kind where she keeps her CCTV. The light begins to 
change, like a dimmer switch is turning.  

Instinctively I throw my left hand behind my back. Too late. A 
steel grip around my wrist, a ripping sound and… 

God, the pain. My knees hit the floor and I throw up. 
“Heat!” she says. Calm, almost gentle. 
Something solid hits the back of my head, pushing my face to 

the ground where I’ve been sick. “You smell it now, do you?” 
One breath of the foul stench is all I manage before the pain in 

my hand takes my mind away from everything else. 
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The spongy car seat cradles me, seeming to flex as my body 
throbs and pulses, as welts swell and bruises build beneath my skin. 
Rain thrums on the windscreen and I open the window, reaching 
out my right hand, palm up. Water crawls under my cuff and down 
my arm and I trace the path of each droplet until eventually it finds 
cloth and disperses. 

The night Emma was born I drove to the hospital in the rain. 
The air smelled of tree bark and the sea but I didn’t notice. It’s as 
though the smells have been locked away somewhere, stoppered up 
remains in a spent perfume bottle. The hospital was darker than I 
thought it would be – but again, I only notice that now as I recall 
the deadened sound of rubber souls on hard vinyl floors – and I 
struggled to follow the signs. When I arrived the nurses looked at 
me and then each other – “why wasn’t he there for the birth?” 
asked the glance that flashed between them. Why wasn’t I at the 
birth? I was at a meeting with Sarah. It was late and we were 
discussing Live Aid and the way it had fired the public imagination, 
and whether it would have made such an impact if Bob Geldof had 
been dressed in a sharp suit and hadn’t said “fuck” on afternoon 
TV. For some reason I’d assumed Emma wouldn’t come till I was 
ready. Had I really thought that? No. It was just there, 
unconsciously, an axiom, the world would pivot on a point around 
me.  

I held Kerry and she felt like – I have no idea what she felt like. 
The memory’s fled the bottle long since. If it was ever there. I held 
her and pressed my hands between her shoulders, and said I’m so 
sorry and I’m so proud of you, and after an hour she began to hold 
me back. I laid her down gently on the bed and said can I hold 
Emma now, and the nurse said I think she’s asleep, and I looked at 
her, out of somewhere deep inside she couldn’t refuse, and she 
fetched her from the cot and handed her to me, and Emma smelled 
of milk and grape skins and fresh picked cotton and paraffin and 
my tears in her hair, and I stared at her for any sign of Fran. 
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29 
 

She lifts her head and sucks in air simultaneously through her 
nostrils and her slightly open mouth. She lowers it again, and lids 
close over the screens where her eyes should be. Her skin darkens 
as the blue translucent glow fades. The return to twilight gives her 
the appearance of solidity, but we know it’s only a shadow. 

Her shoulders twitch. Is she crying, we wonder, leaning in closer 
to hear for her sobs? But there’s nothing. Our eyes move to her 
hands, to the pads of her fingers sliding over the screen of her 
phone.  

She goes still. Hair flops lankly over her face.  
He head shoots up. She’s looking right at us through those 

things, those pits, those blacked-out hollows. Her mouth opens 
wide and she bends forward. She screams so loud we can almost 
feel the wave of air passing through us. 

So loud, only, there isn’t a sound. Nothing. Emma is still again, 
her eyes open. The strobing white noise has returned, casting its 
blue uneasy patina over her skin until it glows. Arrows appear, and 
dissolve as images play on her eyes. Grass, its newly-cut ends 
bleeding sap into thick summer air. We can almost, if we come 
close enough, almost smell the warm, burnt vanilla scent of 
summer grass. We smile as we remember our own childhood’s lazy 
afternoons in the sun, the brush of our mother’s floating dress as 
she walks beside us, the sandalwood smell of father’s aftershave as 
he carries us on his shoulders, the sticky feel of resin on our fingers 
as we reach overhead and grab the buds from the trees. 

Dew oozes from the grass, and trails its way down Emma’s 
cheeks. The camera behind the picture on her screen pans up. We 
shiver. For a moment it feels as though our eyes ARE the camera, 
as though our eyes are looking straight inside her. A young girl lies 
on the grass. Something about the way she holds her shoulders tells 
us it’s Emma. We’re looking directly into her memories. No, not 
looking. Filming. As our eyes track to the young girl’s arms, noting 
the way they curl protectively to her side like Emma’s, the POV 
shifts with them.  

Are we directing her memory, guiding her through herself to, 
where? A place where she can find the answers she needs? Can find 
Dan? Herself?  

Maybe it’s something else. We close our eyes at the thought. 
Maybe we’re filming in real time. Rewriting the hard disk of her 
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memories, recording over her childhood. With what? We tighten 
our eyelids till we feel the tension across our foreheads but the 
pictures are still there, playing out as clear as before on the insides 
of our eyes.  

There she is, lying on her back, her arms tight beside her. She’s 
looking up, her forehead lined like ours as she stares into the sun. It 
gives her eyes the look of a frown but her lips are curled up into a 
smile. She’s looking beyond the grass and the feel and the summer’s 
day. Beyond even the sun, to somewhere still and calm and 
soothing. Where? Is she looking into space with the same wonder 
as the first ancients to draw the stars and the planets on the walls of 
their caves? Or is she looking beyond even there? Through space 
itself to…here, maybe? 

Her face changes. It’s darker, as though the sun has gone in, but 
it’s not cloud dampening the glow of her skin. It’s shadow. The 
image pans out. Something’s there with her. Over her. 

We clap our hands to our ears but the sound beats its way 
through them. A scream, peeling the air like a knife slicing skin 
from a fruit. It’s Emma, it’s her scream from minutes ago, and it’s 
no longer there, with her; it’s made its way through whatever 
boundary separates us and it’s all around, pressing, pummelling, 
beating us. It pushes so hard it bursts our eyelids open, and we 
stare at the screens in her eyes. There she is, lying in the grass, his 
shadow cutting her in two. 
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30 
 

I plug the postcode into the sat nav and let technology do the rest. 
My hands turn the wheel and my feet shuffle on the pedals in 
response to the deep, metallic voice, and it feels like the car’s being 
driven from elsewhere. The glowing, moving map on the 
dashboard hovers against the greyed out windscreen like a strange 
intelligence, carrying me somewhere against my will. Only it’s not 
against my will. It’s the weirdest feeling, of being reeled in, of 
having to drive to keep the tension in the line from pulling me 
apart.  

All the time the world carries on, somewhere else, behind a 
curtain of rain, and I’m locked in the car, haunted by the smell of 
Emma, poking and prodding me with guilt. I reach into the glove 
box, fumble at the back and take out a cigarette, which I light with 
the windows closed, coughing and gasping for air. The smoke 
smothers every other smell, and I bask in the relief. 

The engine goes quiet, the headlights fade, and layers of water 
build up like lacquer on the windows. Broken streetlamps stand like 
charred bones grinning blackly from the pavement. The only light 
is the orange polluted cloud that hangs over the city on every side 
but skirts around this dark clearing.  

The moment I step outside the rain plasters my hair to my scalp, 
funnelling water down my face, hitting my lips like a storm drain. A 
million million raindrop lenses distort everything around me. I stuff 
my left hand into my pocket and ball my right into a fist, holding it 
knuckles out to protect the soft flesh of my palm, and feel for the 
gap.  

I look around me but see nothing through the wall of rain. If 
there are cameras I’ll never know. Maybe they’ve picked up my 
numberplate already, and the police are on their way, but I doubt it. 
The years I’ve spent with John have taught me how little the myriad 
electric eyes actually see.  

I step out of the darkness into a black that’s altogether more 
absolute; that could make you believe the world outside was never 
anything but a story someone told. I blink, close my eyes. It makes 
no difference. I think about turning my mobile on, about returning 
to the car and running back with the glowing lighter to spark the oil 
lamp. But I decide not to see. Not to know if the wall’s been 
whitewashed over, smeared in fingerprint powder, repainted by 
Skag – or someone else.  
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I choose to sit and let the arrows play in my head, and paint my 
own picture in the stillness. 

There’s my study, with its burgundy walls and Barcelona chairs. 
The Ispahan lies snug to the skirtings, hiding the snags and 
splinters of the floorboards. There, with her legs stretched out on 
the blue and red and cream and gold, is Emma. It’s the gap at the 
lazy end of the afternoon once I’ve picked her up from school and 
before Kerry gets home. 

I look up from my desk and watch her. She must be what, 
seven? She has her head in a book. It’s almost as big as she is. She 
was always reading. I tip my head to try and see the cover through 
the shadow, but I know what it’ll be about. I’m right. Carl Sagan’s 
Cosmos. It’s a book she went back to again and again. When she was 
five or six she used to flip through it like it was one of those 
animation books, skimming through the galaxies. 

She hasn’t turned the page for a minute, and she hasn’t noticed 
me watching her. She’s not reading. Her eyes are still. She must be 
staring at a picture, into the heart of the universe. She could spend 
hours looking, like she was looking through the world itself, like 
she was trying to see what was beyond it, like she could stare 
through the stars and the galaxies, and catch a glimpse of God. Or 
something else. 

Of course, that was all in my head. She was a young kid who 
loved space, and what kid doesn’t? 

I keep my eyes fixed on her. What do I see? What am I looking 
for? Am I trying to look through her, through her snub nose and 
the haircut that never lay flat but refused to curl, through the 
curiosity and the wonder in the hope that somewhere I can see 
Fran? 

She puts her finger in her mouth and turns the page with an 
exaggerated movement she’s copied off an adult. The thick, shiny 
paper give a satisfying scrape, and a crack. After a couple of 
minutes she smacks the book shut, puts it on the floor, steeples her 
hands, rests her chin on them and shuts her eyes. Her forehead 
scrunches and she sighs. 

Two minutes later she opens her eyes and declares, not to me, 
or to anyone in particular – if anything, to the book – “That’s just 
silly.” 

“What’s silly?” I ask. 
“What he says in the book’s silly.” 
“What does he say?” 
“He says the square root of two is an imaginary number. Well I 

can’t imagine it.” 
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I laugh, and she shoots me a look that tells me I should take her 
seriously and stop acting like the one who’s the kid. She harrumphs, 
shakes her head, picks the book up and slides the pages till she 
finds her place. 

No, I think, as I follow her eyes, now tracking the words 
impatiently across the page. No. I haven’t a clue what’s through or 
beyond her. It’s just Emma, and I love her so much my heart feels 
like paper-thin porcelain.  

I hear myself breathe out in relief.  
Then another noise. Through the rain. No. Inside the rain.  
“You know I can help you, don’t you?” 
The rain goes silent and the only noise is the pulse of blood 

inside my head.  
“I can make people listen. Make them look. Make them care.” 
“Go away.” I feel my hands, patting against me, like they’re 

swatting away ants that have started crawling under my clothes, 
across my skin, inside me. 

“I’m going,” she says. “I just wanted to make sure you knew I 
can only help you find her while she’s still somewhere to be 
found.” 

“What?” 
I hear music. Smells Like Teen Spirit. I reach for my mobile, 

and remember it’s switched off. Ten metres away there’s a faint 
blue flare and the sound of a cell phone sliding open. For a 
moment, Susan Palfreyman’s face appears in the dark. Behind her I 
see the wall. The picture’s still there. No. It’s not the same picture. 
It’s Emma.  

Palfreyman nods. The darkness returns. And with it silence. 
The shower washes over me, merging with the rainwater and 

sliding away. The heat begins to scald, and I feel my skin go thin 
and raw and red. When I’m through I towel and towel, closing my 
eyes in pain. Opening them, I remove the bandaging from my 
hand, turn on the tap, and watch the blood swirling in the sink, pale 
pink splash-back staining the bowl. Its movement has a hypnotic, 
analgaesic effect, and I close my eyes again, letting the pain return 
to comfort me, to tell me it wasn’t a dream. 

As I close the wound away behind another layer of cloth, I 
wonder for a moment if Palfreyman’s right. Can she help me find 
Emma? Does she really have the power to make people listen? 
Does that mean someone knows – that Palfreyman knows who 
knows where Emma is? Would it be so bad to ask her for help if it 
meant seeing Emma again? 
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My hand throbs. I shake my head. Dizziness makes me unsteady 
on my feet and I stumble to the desk, where I slump into the chair, 
rest my arm flat, and put my head against it, filaments of cloth 
abrading the tight red skin on my cheek. I cry, the only way to fight 
back the nausea that floods up from my gut as I hear her voice, 
hear the music of her ringtone – Emma’s ringtone – and see her 
face flare in the darkness.  

No, I say to myself. Never. If time is running out, Palfreyman’s 
not the answer. The answer is to make my own search more urgent.  

I log on to Agnieszka Anonymous. My brain floats in and out of 
focus, struggling for air from the loss of blood. I go to the kitchen 
and empty a half-full packet of rich roast Columbian into the 
machine. Caffeine’s the next best thing to oxygen. Or maybe it’s the 
other way round.  

I start typing in the thread title box:  
 

Friends and Family 
 

[Edgeofdarkness] Hi everyone.  
 

 
Good start. What now? What now, more to the point, without 
raising suspicion? Or anger. Or, worst of all, silence. Then again, 
maybe fraudf**k was gone for good. Who else would take offence? 
Maybe Weegee would think I was up to something. Then again, 
maybe the thought of a conspiracy would send him running to PM 
me.  

 
Have any of you met someone who knew her? I mean in real life. A friend, 
someone from her family, someone who worked with her. Do you know anyone 
who has? 

 
No, I have to do this myself. I have to start leaving the chatrooms, 
and the membranes and pictures and posters and the glossy 
surfaces that brushed past Agnieszka, behind.  

I open another tab and press play. I set it on a loop, watching 
her run, seeing her turn to look at me over her shoulder. I want to 
reach my hand inside the screen and pull her out and say, “Hey, 
give me five minutes. Give me five minutes and a drink and let me 
get to know you,” as though that would be enough to see inside 
her, to capture the part of her that speaks to every one of us. The 
part of her that speaks to me.  
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But I can’t. So I have to find the people who did spend time 
with her.  

At some stage I’ll need to go to Poland, to meet her family. I 
remember her parents’ faces from a few television clips. I 
recognised the same shallowness in their eyes as I saw in the faces 
in my counselling groups. They’re like the eggs I used to prick tiny 
holes in and blow the middle out of when I was a kid before I 
coated the outside with gaudy paint and varnish.  

They were interviewed in their sitting room in Gdansk. Piotr 
and Marta. They own an amber gallery, a palace of light, glorious, 
glowing buds of resin perfectly preserving the occasional form of a 
life long gone. The light had left their house altogether. Even their 
faces, seen side by side with photos from the family album, seemed 
suddenly old, like someone had come in the night and excised the 
collagen beneath their skin, leaving them with the slack expressions 
of the dead.  

They sat together because they had always sat together, and 
didn’t have the energy to pull apart. As the picture plays in my 
mind I want to tell them not to let the light go out, not to sink 
slowly under the weight of gravity until they join their daughter in 
the ground. I want to take their hands, gently separate them, and 
say “together you are so heavy you will drag each other to the 
bottom of a lightless sea. Apart, one of you at least may float.”  

I fought and Kerry floated. Apart, we both, somehow survived. 
Together we would have destroyed each other. We would have fed 
on the anger and the unspoken guilt and the unarticulated grief 
until our gaze never moved beyond the horizon of our self-
contained tomb of mutual destruction. And Emma, if she was – if 
she is – alive, somewhere, would have been condemned to shout 
forever into silence whilst her voice faded a little more each day. 

Only Agnieszka is gone. What do Marta and Piotr have to fight 
for? What reason do they have to float on life’s surface? Wouldn’t it 
be so much easier to close their eyes, tighten their hands together, 
and take the final lungful of air that would send them to the 
bottom? 

Is that what I’ll say when I go to see them, I wonder? Will I ask 
them my questions, thank them for giving me the smallest chance 
of seeing my own daughter again, and say “It’s OK, you can stop 
now”? 

I open my eyes and force them to focus on the screen. I don’t 
know if what hope I have could survive seeing them. I imagine 
knocking at the door, and Piotr opening. I stare into his face, and 
it’s like a mirror and a bright light showing me my own grey skin, 
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my true, callow, slumped complexion. I feel the life leave me, 
sucking me down through the balls of my feet into the concrete 
ground, whilst Piotr closes the door, and carries on his own hollow 
routine. 

There’s one reply. 
 

[DonnaDonut] Have you tried Tally? I think she still lives in London. She 
shouldn’t be hard to find. I guess money and a reputation like that leave a 
pretty hefty footprint. 

 
Tally? I open a new tab and google “Agnieszka Iwanowa Tally.”  

 
Of course! Tally Hancock, Agnieszka’s colleague who posted the 
clip of her supposed best friend to YouTube the day after she died, 
the day London Lite ran a sidebar story on the strange death and 
Tally – according to mythology – saw her chance to get famous. 

That’s got to be the place to start, I think, trying to pretend it’s 
the glint of possibility I feel, and not relief I can put off the trip to 
Poland just a little longer. 
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32 
 
It’s warm. Unspeakably warm. So warm his shoulder sticks to the 
skeleton of the monorail through his shirt, and his brains feel like 
they’re melting and pouring out of his ears and his eyes and the 
pores of his skin. He’s left his MP3 player at home and there’s 
nothing to block out the noise of the monorail and the hum of 
other people’s music heard through the wrong side of their 
earpieces, and the whole cacophony merges with the heat and the 
sensation of sticky, tearing skin, until Shuji can no longer 
distinguish one sense from another. 

“Hey, Nomoto-san,” says a voice, clear above the background 
noise. 

“Hey, what’s up?” 
Shuji looks around but no one is looking back. 
“Over here,” says the voice. “Hey, dreamy, what’s the matter 

with you?” 
“I can’t see you, OK?” 
“What do you mean you can’t see me? I’m here. I can see you 

with your shirt stuck to your skin and all that sweat sticking your 
hair to your head. It’s really not attractive you know, even when it’s 
hot like it is today. So if I were you I’d START seeing me or I 
might go find someone else to talk to.” 

“You’re freaking me out, you know?” says Shuji, turning his 
head one way then the other and seeing nothing. 

Other people turn their heads and Shuji looks to see if they’re 
pointing at the girl. Yes, it’s a girl’s voice! He follows the path of 
their eyes, and they’re all aimed at him.  

“They think you’re rude,” says the girl. “It’s all right. I know 
you’re not rude. In fact, with that helpless look you’re kind of 
cute.” She laughs. A high, fast-repeating giggle of a laugh and Shuji 
imagines her eyes narrowed and her mouth behind her hand and he 
smiles. “You’re kind of cute”, she says.  

“You’re kind of cute yourself,” he says.  
The same laugh, longer and louder. “Yeah, well how would you 

know, Nomoto-san? You can’t even see me. Anyway, I can’t hang 
around here all day talking to someone who doesn’t think I’m 
there. Remember, Nomoto-san, you should never tell a girl she isn’t 
there, or she might end up believing it, and what would happen 
then, eh? See you around, huh?” 

There’s a breeze. It blows under the collar of Shuji’s shirt, across 
his back and down his sleeves. His skin comes free from the metal 
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and fabric, and he stands upright in the crowded carriage not 
touching a single person, or a single thing except the monorail floor 
through the soles of his shoes. He closes his eyes, and opens them 
again. There’s a whoosh as the door of the monorail closes and the 
air goes instantly still. 

 
Shuji closes the journal. In his head, numbers are dancing wildly, a 
wild dance like something he’d imagine seeing on a documentary 
about a tribe somewhere, and their shamans and juju men. He can 
feel the breeze inside him from their whirring arms and legs, and he 
thinks, “You’re wrong. All of you who say mathematics is science. 
And those of you who say it’s an art. You’re wrong. It’s spiritual. 
It’s the thing that connects us to the Cosmos.” 

He holds the journal to his cheek. It’s so cool it makes him 
think of grass and water, and places far away from his room, from 
his mother, and from Yuichi, and the noise of the city. It makes 
him think of the girl’s voice on his back, cooling him so much it 
gave him gooseflesh on the hottest day of his life.  

“I can see you now,” he says. “Will you stay and talk?”  
Shuji opens his eyes. For a second it feels as though nothing’s 

wrong. His room’s the same as it always is. Agnieszka Anonymous is 
on the top tab of his browser, and the Englishman’s responding to 
a post about the Hancock bitch.  

Then he realises the room shouldn’t feel normal. Not that bit of 
it anyway, the bit against his cheek. A moment ago it was cool. 
Then he remembers. He remembers the diary and the dancing 
figures. He holds his hands in front of them; turns them over; 
blinks; looks around the room – up, down, on a level.  

The diary has gone.  
A scream fills the room. A scream so loud and so high Shuji 

curls himself into a ball like he’s trying to protect himself from its 
impact. He clamps his hands to his mouth.  

But the scream’s not coming from there. 
He claps his hands to his ears but the scream’s still there, as high 

and loud as before. 
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33 
 
The arrow fades again. I wonder, when someone builds the design 
museum of the Noughties, whether they won’t have anything from 
YouTube at all. Not Lonely Girl 15, not Susan Boyle, not even 
Agnieszka Iwanowa, just the shrink to zero of an arrow at the start 
of yet-another-clip. Side by side with thick line surging its way 
across the screen as yet-another-stream completes. 

It’s like I’m seeing the video for the first time. A light is 
reflecting on the screen. It’s the first time I’ve noticed the glass 
separating me from Agnieszka. My mind easily transforms the glass 
of my monitor into the glass of a lens, and I try to imagine she is 
my friend and we’ve gone to the gym like we do what, once or 
twice a week. It’s as familiar a scene as can be, only for some reason 
today I’ve decided to film my friend. Why, I wonder, as I watch her 
run? 

The fall of her feet on the treadmill, the slight jolt and ripple of 
flesh through lycra. Why does it interest me today? Do I know 
something, somehow, without knowing what it is? I try to imagine 
how that would feel, and can’t. The day Emma disappeared I didn’t 
have any prescient twinge in my stomach, any sense I should do 
things differently from usual; neither conscious nor unconscious. I 
did the dishes as normal. But Emma…she looked over her 
shoulder and waved and said goodbye. Had she…? 

I put the thought from my mind and continue to observe. Why 
hold the camera like this? Why focus this way and for this long? I’m 
clearly not exercising myself, so why not move, try to get some cool 
angles, some different perspectives? Am I waiting? 

Agnieszka turns. Is she thinking the same thing? Come on, for 
God’s sake, turn that thing off already. Move, Goddammit, and get 
that lens off my butt, freakshow! In my head she sounds like 
something from an American TV show. Ugly Betty or 90210, and I 
wonder if it’s because she’s blonde and toned.  

Is she mad at me? Is she just having a joke? Egging me on, 
even? Am I confused, I think? Maybe that’s it. Maybe that’s why 
the camera carries on while my friend trips and falls. And dies. I’m 
trying to figure out what she said and I haven’t noticed what 
happened till it’s too late and all that’s left are her shoes. It’s not the 
Net, or poor camerawork, or the grainy quality of the footage at all. 
Maybe what Agnieszka’s saying really does only make sense to her. 



106 

 

The clip ends. Not with a jerk or wobble, or a sudden “Oh my 
God” of recognition. No, it ends as it does because it’s been edited. 
My shoulders jump involuntarily at the thought. I rub my eyes and 
swig cold coffee and get up and walk around, shaking my limbs like 
I’m shaking Tally out of myself because I don’t like her inside.  

The premeditation that chills me. 
I go to the kitchen and feel the glass side of the jug but the 

coffee’s cold. I rinse everything out and make some new, taking 
slightly longer than I should to make sure my mind’s well and truly 
clear before I sit back down, which I eventually do with a steaming 
mug that makes my palms tingle in the few metres from kitchen 
side to desk. 

I google Tally Hancock and nothing else to start with. There’s a 
wikipedia article, and I click on it to see what someone’s bothered 
to make up about her. As the page loads I figure if she put a video 
of her best friend on YouTube, probably she wrote it herself. 

It’s short. There’s no date of birth. Just a brief statement that 
“Tally Hancock met Agnieszka Iwanowa at a meeting of the 
Hartshill Brunch Babes (there’s no link). The pair became friends, 
and gym partners. At one of their visits to Hot Sauce Health Club, 
Hancock filmed Iwanowa’s death in a freak accident. Hancock 
attained notoriety when she posted the video to the Internet site 
YouTube (there’s a link to this). After giving a small number of 
interviews (there’s a footnote at the bottom with links to these), 
Hancock withdrew from public life. It is unclear what she does 
now.” 

I open a tab and Google Hartshill Brunch Babes. There’s the 
same wikipedia article at the top, and pages of blogs and forums. 
Nothing about the group. 

I open another tab and type out of curiosity, “Tally Hancock 
Ludwig”, and hit return. 

There’s a string of results. I scroll through a few pages of hits. 
All have the giveaway ellipses telling me these are just general pages 
of Agnieszka-ography. I’m on page seven when something leaps 
out at me. It’s from a .ie website with a URL that looks like junk, 
and I guess that’s why it’s listed behind all the blogger accounts that 
don’t match as well and probably no one’s read. Or maybe a low 
optimisation’s a strategy I think, caffeine starting to pump as I click 
through. I wonder if is this the way [weegee] spends his day. 

“Hancock’s Half Hour”, the single page of text begins. 
“That’s twice as many fifteen minutes as anyone’s entitled to 

and two lots more than most will get. Which may be apt for 
YouTube ghoul and woman’s worst friend, Tally Hancock. Tally 
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Hancock’s fame came from our obsession with YouTube. Not 
because she’s in a video – in fact, no one seems to know what she 
looks like – but because she posted a video. The infamous video of 
Agnieszka Iwanowa’s death. Which makes her a YouTube Simon 
Cowell. Only more disturbed. 

“Why do we know so little about the woman behind the video? 
And why should we care? After all, who really knows the details of 
Abraham Zapruder’s life? Then again, Zapruder happened to be in 
the “right” place at the “right” time to catch the death of the most 
famous man on the planet. Hancock set out to film her supposed 
best friend (can anyone really verify that?). She kept filming while, 
and even after, that friend died. Then she edited” 

 
Someone else spotted that cynical cut. I make a note to check the 
archives of Agnieszka Anonymous to see if anyone there has ever 
commented. 
 
“it and posted it on the net. She hung around for long enough to 
give a series of “exclusive” interviews for undisclosed sums, and 
then she disappeared. Is that the action of a best friend?  

“But if she wasn’t Agnieszka Iwanowa’s best friend, who was 
Tally Hancock? Well, think about this. Who else shot to fame on 
the back of Iwanowa’s death? Who else puts Iwanowa in the public 
eye and runs a mile from it “him”self? Hancock’s half hour is twice 
as much fame as any one artist deserves, but if Tally Hancock isn’t 
one artist but two, it all makes sense. Maybe it’s not so much 
Hancock’s half hour as half Hancock, half Ludwig.” 

The middle and forefingers of both hands tap double-speed on 
the space key. I stare at the screen and think. What made me search 
on those words? It’s nonsense. It has to be nonsense. Whose 
nonsense? I wonder.  

I jump and cough as a sharp intake of breath hits my dry throat. 
I reach for the phone, fumbling with the handset as I lift it to my 
ear. 

The voice pours like honey, coating my throat as I swallow.  
“Ludwig would like you to know there will be an installation of 

Ludwig’s work for one hour, tomorrow, between 2 and 3 pm, at the 
Poussin Gallery. Ludwig hopes that you will attend.” 
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34 

 
I stare at the telephone. The holes in the earpiece are contorting 
themselves into strange shapes, like the ends of vast tendrils feeling 
into the ether, searching for something – for me? and sending their 
results back deep into an intelligence I can’t see. I slam it on the 
desk and slap my palms against my cheeks to restart my blood.  

Whoever Ludwig is, “he” is some kind of computer genius. 
More to the point, this confirms I was right about Tally Hancock. 
She has something to do with Ludwig. Maybe even Agnieszka is 
connected to Ludwig, or was connected to him before the accident. 
I can feel the adrenalin, but for the first time it’s the rush of a 
hunter closing on its prey rather and not a victim dragging the 
strength to run. 

I make my breaths shallow. I mustn’t let excitement overtake 
me and switch off my warning systems. I need to stay calm, and I 
need to keep looking, scanning the horizon for Palfreyman. Does 
she know Emma the way Ludwig knows Agnieszka? 

And then there’s Skag. 
I drain the coffee and go back to Agnieszka Anonymous. 

There’s no point trying to be canny with my searches. One person 
at least seems to know where I’ll leave my footprints on the web 
before I click the mouse. I search fraudf**k and check his activity. 
Last online, ten minutes ago. I scroll through his posts. No more or 
fewer than before he murdered Barry Bragg. If the police haven’t 
found him through his IP address, I needn’t worry about them 
keeping tabs on me.  

I wonder where he’s hanging out. Where does he go when he 
needs to slow down and straighten himself out? Has he drawn 
another giant Agnieszka somewhere? Or does he carry the old one 
in his head? 

I click “send fraudf**k a private message” and begin. 
 
How Are You, I type in the title box. 
 
 
I can’t get the other night out of my head. Not Bragg, but your picture. I can’t 
stop seeing those eyes, and wondering, when are they going to begin to play, and 
what? It feels like I crossed a line in my head. It’s as though I’ve always 
thought I was basically one kind of a person, and now I can’t pretend to myself 
that’s true. Only I’m not sure what’s there in its place. But I’m glad you’re still 
there. Somewhere. It matters. Anyway, I wanted to say thank you, because you 
cleared something up in my mind. About me. I always thought, about Emma, I 
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have to do this right. But that’s not true. I have to do what works. For her. 
Whatever that is. I’m not sure I like the kind of person that makes me. But 
there are more important things than that, aren’t there? 
 

Stay Safe. 
 

I read quickly through. Bragg’s name jumps off the screen and I see 
his body. I hear Palfreyman’s calm, mournful voice, and then I hear 
her in the darkness. I must do anything that works, I say under my 
breath. And hope to God something else works before I have to do 
it. 

My finger hovers over return. Then I shake my head, grip the 
mouse and click the back button quickly. I can’t. Just in case.  

I shut the computer down and lie on the sofa. I need to sleep. I 
feel the hairs dancing on my skin, my ligaments twitching from too 
much caffeine. I lie there with my eyes open, pupils occasionally 
dilating with a jolt before shrinking slowly to their normal size. 
Fluid builds in my joints, and my limbs move involuntarily.  

I need to sleep. 
Maybe I’ll never sleep again. Maybe my brain is on permanent 

play and it will just keep running and running. I try closing my eyes, 
but pulses of blood bang against my eyelids, stretching them like 
the skin of a drum.  

In the grey, shapes form and unform with a slow, regular 
rhythm. They come to life, mobius strips slithering on the ceiling, 
thinning and thickening, twisting and sliding and never settling. But 
they always begin and end in the same place, with those pale, 
almost transparent arrows. 

Eventually the grey turns to beige. I notice I need the bathroom, 
and on my way I check my watch. It says 9 and for a moment I 
wonder why the light looks strange. I look outside and see people 
and cars moving along the street in white-skied daylight. It’s 9 in 
the morning.  

Breakfast is coffee and more coffee. I wash, but my skin still 
feels waxy and clammy. I have to sleep. I have to eat. But I know I 
can’t. Not now. I tell myself maybe this afternoon; maybe after the 
exhibition; maybe then I’ll have answers; enough answers to let me 
rest for a moment.   

I’m in one of those hinterlands, those big, fat holes the mind 
seems to punch through the timeline of our lives, those yawning 
spaces where we physically ache for answers or rest, but there’s 
nothing we can do to get either. There’s nothing our minds will let 
our bodies do except twitch and scratch and pace and keep 
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smacking our hands against the skin because if the body hurts 
enough maybe it’ll stop us crying.   
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35 

 
I catch the Tube as far as Notting Hill, and walk the rest of the way 
to kill time.  

It’s three minutes after two when I reach the Poussin Gallery. 
Outside, people shimmy and buzz like a single being. At its edges, 
cameras seem to float in the air, circling and swooping, trying to 
catch a glimpse of something. Ludwig’s not here, I think. They 
must know it too. They must be waiting for her. Bitch Zero. She’s 
become almost as much an installation as Ludwig’s art. 

I feel something on my shoulder. It feels like it’s driving me into 
the pavement. There’s something warm on my ear, and I realise it’s 
the exhalation of someone’s voice. “Sir,” is all I pick up.  

The pressure begins to propel me forward instead of down, into 
the back of the seething beast. I’m about to hit a human wall, but I 
can’t stop. The pressure’s too strong.  

“Coming through,” booms a voice in my ear. A deep, basso 
profundo, Willard White of a voice. The crowd opens in front of 
me. 

“I don’t understand.” 
“Instructions to let you in, Sir.” I turn. I’m looking into a 

woollen-coated barrel chest. I tilt my head, and a calm, 
expressionless face looks back. “The owner said to let you in.” 

“OK,” I say, feeling the crowd move around me like I’m cutting 
through resistance in a wind tunnel. “Thank you,” I say as the man 
opens the door, barring it behind me without a word once I’m in 
side.  

When did I stop being surprised? 
I enter the gallery still asking the question when I look up and 

see a neon sign on the opposite wall. It’s as though Ludwig were 
conversing with me. 

“It only hurts the first time,” says the sign.  
“It only hurts the first time,” says a man’s voice, echoing the 

voice in my head, and the voice from the wall. 
“Eh?” 
“The exhibition.” I turn to see a skinny man, forty-something, 

in a Specials T-Shirt and skinnies, holding out a brochure. “It’s 
called ‘It only hurts the first time.’” 

“Thanks,” I say, taking the stapled A4 and curling it up without 
reading. 

I enter the room, wondering where to turn first.  
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Something’s wrong, but I can’t tell what it is. I lift the hand 
that’s holding the curled-up programme and run it through my hair. 
What is it? 

“After that, most times you’re just kinda numb.” There’s 
someone beside me, even smaller than her voice. She can’t be more 
than five foot, and with her blonde bob she looks about seventeen, 
but in the damped light she could be anything the right side of 
forty. 

Her head’s leant back so she can see my face and it makes her 
look even younger.  

I realise what’s wrong. Apart from the man in the T-shirt and 
skinnies, we’re the only people in the gallery. 

She looks sad, I think. Heavy, like something’s pulling her 
through the floor and she’s staring up at me hoping I’ll keep her 
above ground. 

Words suddenly come into my head and before I can think 
about them I know I’ve spoken. “Are you part of the installation?” 

“I’m Tally,” she says, as though it’s all the answer I need. 
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36 
 
“Do you get it?” she asks, staring at a screen.  

There’s a video playing over and over. The clip itself can’t be 
longer than ten seconds. It’s a close up on what looks like skin. 
Metal enters the shot from the side. A blade. In one movement it 
pierces the skin, slides underneath and pulls back a flap of skin that 
must be a foot long. It sits there, the inside of the skin resting on 
the outside as the blade presses down hard, and harder, on the 
exposed flesh. Suddenly it’s as though the skin’s repaired and the 
process repeats. 

“Do you get it?” she asks again. 
“Yes,” I reply. “I think I get it.” 
“Oh.” She moves to the next as though she’s satisfied with the 

answer. “The exhibition finishes at three,” she says. 
“I heard. What happens at three? I mean, what will we see if 

we’re still here when it’s over?” 
She smiles. Her eyes are huge, round, too big for her. No, she’s 

too small for them. She’s looking at me like there’s something 
obvious I don’t understand. “The exhibition finishes at three,” she 
repeats. 

“So how come they let us in and no one else?” 
“Guess we were on the guest list,” she says. 
“So you were invited as well?” 
“I suppose.” 
“Is there somewhere to sit down?” I ask, looking around the 

stark gallery. 
“Yeah, there’s a seat in the other room.” 
I try to see where the door might be, but I can only see where 

we came in.  
“I already found it,” she says, walking towards a blank white 

wall. She throws me a glance over her shoulder. “The exhibition 
started at two.” 

I follow. It doesn’t look like a door, a flap, strings of beads, 
anything, even as she passes through it. For a second I’m standing 
in the room on my own, and Tally’s disappeared. So this is what it 
feels like to be in Ludwig’s mind, I think. There are great chunks of 
it that feel like a schoolboy prankster. And yet the programme 
behind it is so clearly worked into every piece. “The way people do, 
and don’t make a mark upon the world.” I wonder if I’d see it so 
clearly were it not for Bitch Zero’s commentary, and find myself 
laughing. It’s the same debate that’s been rehashed a hundred 
times. 
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I reach out my hand and touch it to the wall, staring as my 
fingers disappear. A second or so later I feel a suction run up my 
arm, dragging me in. I wonder what material it is. Some kind of 
responsive foam, maybe. I try to analyse the sensation as I pass 
through the wall. Are those ballbearings? No, not quite. It’s more 
like a muscle, a pulsing, swallowing muscle. I’m trying to figure out 
what powers it, how it moulds so closely to me, when there’s a 
scream so loud, so physical, it feels like it’s coating my body. I go to 
put my hands to my ears but I can’t – they’re still somewhere in the 
middle of this wall.  

A split second later I’m through. My hands reach to the side of 
my head, but the noise has gone, replaced by something gentler. 
Breathing? Yes, but something more. Tiny, almost inaudible sobs. 
My skin still feels the motion of the doorway that pulled me in, but 
now they’re the soft convulsions of a body crying in near silence.  

“It’s OK,” says a voice. It sounds like Tally but it’s not. She’s 
standing in front of me, arms by her side, head slightly tilted as 
though she’s trying to figure something out. Lips closed. “It only 
hurts the first time.” 

This room’s dark. Not without light. If anything it’s better lit 
than the first room, but the walls are black. At first I can’t see any 
exhibits. Then I realise the black cloth surrounding me isn’t wall-
draping, it’s a series of shapeless veils, casually thrown over objects 
I can’t see. Like so many black raincoats tossed aside by travellers 
coming in from a giant storm. 

“There’s a seat here,” she says, kneeling down where she stands 
and leaning back into what I guess is a huge black bean bag. I take a 
few steps forward. 

“Nothing to be scared of.” She must have sensed my hesitancy. 
“It doesn’t hurt the first time?” I say, trying to sound like it’s a 

joke. 
“It’s a chair!” 
I ease myself down, and feel something warm begin to support 

my weight, to surround me, until I stop moving and I feel like I’m 
in some kind of cradle or hammock. It’s a feeling of weightlessness 
so pleasant I wonder if, at last, I’m going to fall asleep. 

“So I guess you wanna talk about Agnieszka, huh?” 
“I suppose that’s what everyone says.” 
“Pretty much.” 
“Does it get to you?” 
She shrugs her shoulders. Sitting down, somehow she looks 

even smaller, like she’s hiding her head in her hunched-up 
shoulders. I think she’d look right drinking a milkshake from a 
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straw, she’s got that school kid kind of look. I feel the urge to take 
her out of here, and buy her some coffee and speak to her like a 
grown-up, like Agneiszka never existed. Btu I don’t, because I have 
this overwhelming feeling that I have to speak to her now, because 
I may never get another chance. The exhibition finishes at three. 

“You knew her well?” 
“I guess.”  
“What kind of things did you get up to together?” 
“Get up to? Oh right, like hanging out.” 
“Yeah, like hanging out.” 
“That’s it really. We hung out at the gym, had lunch sometimes, 

stuff like that.” 
We sit in silence for what must be five minutes. She makes no 

effort to speak, or move. She just looks at me. Her eyes and her 
hands are absolutely still. My eyes keep darting around the room, 
wondering what’s under the drapes, and my fingers keep trying to 
find things to fidget with. Her stillness is disconcerting. 

Eventually she says, “Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but it must 
be nearly half past two by now.” 

“And the exhibition finishes at three.” 
“Yeah,” she says, and I wonder if a flash of something rushes 

behind her eyes, if we’ve made a small connection. “Only,” she 
continues, “I’ve got this feeling there’s something you have to ask 
me, and if it’s that important and there’s only half an hour, you’re 
not really saying much, are you?” 

“Something I have to ask you?” 
“Yeah. Look, I don’t know what it is. And I’m really not trying 

to be rude. Believe me, if I knew what it was I’d answer before you 
asked. But I don’t. So you’ve gotta help me out.” 

“So is that why we’re here? So I can ask you something.” 
“I guess.” 
“So Ludwig knows something about us. And instead of telling 

us what it is, he brings us here and makes us play stupid games.” 
She steeples her hands, rests her chin on them, and screws up 

her forehead. “Hmm. Well if you put it like that, I guess so.” 
“So how do we figure it out?” 
“Beats me. Perhaps we should check out what’s behind the 

curtains.” 
“OK,” I say, standing up. “What do you think we do?” 
She stands there, puts her hands in her pockets, and shrugs her 

shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to anything like this 
before.” 

She starts laughing. “I’m as new to this as you are.” 
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“I thought…” 
“Yeah, well don’t think. Not everything’s about what you think, 

you know. Hmm,” she says, and sucks on her bottom lip. “I’ve got 
a feeling that’s important. Like maybe that’s what he’s saying with 
all this stuff. That it’s not about what you think, it’s about what you 
feel. You know, like when something bad happens it hurts, so we 
think about it, and then it doesn’t hurt any more, and we tell 
ourselves that’s a good thing. Maybe he’s saying we shouldn’t think 
so much, we should let it go on hurting. What do you reckon?” 

“No idea,” I say. Only maybe I have. Not an idea, but a feeling. 
Maybe there’s a feeling, somewhere, trying to crawl its way out into 
the light, that says she right. Maybe I have to stop thinking and let 
it go on hurting.  

Suddenly, her head straightens, and she looks right at me, and 
says, in a voice that’s ever so slightly deeper than before. “Look, I 
don’t mean to be funny, but I think we should go.” 

“But we haven’t seen what’s under the drapes.” 
“We should go.” 
“Right,” I say. “The exhibition finishes at three.  
“Yeah. The exhibition finishes at three.” 
She puts her lips close together and her shoulders seem to 

tighten. She starts to sway. From her hips. Deep, whole body 
movements to one side then the other. I get the impression she’s 
somewhere else and she’s not coming back. Is this what I came for? 
Is that it? Or should I just pull the curtains off everything? And 
what? Emma will be there, alive and well under one of them? 

Tally starts swaying more ferociously than before. Now the side-
to-side motion’s been joined by a rise and fall on the balls of her 
feet. 

Stop thinking and start feeling. 
“OK,” I say. “Let’s go.” 
She stops, and smiles. I turn, wondering how I’ll find the door 

from this side, but as soon as I’m facing the other way I see a crack, 
as clear as anything, just over six feet high. I put my hand on it and 
it gives straightaway. There’s no sucking, no constrictor action. Just 
a crack in the wall that lets me through with no effort.  

I find myself back in the first room, staring at the video of a 
blade slicing skin. It feels different, and I realise the room’s full. 
Like a normal London gallery. People are standing around pointing 
and chatting. Occasionally laughing, occasionally shaking their 
heads and sighing for the way things used to be done. I wait for 
Tally to join me, and when I’ve seen the flap of sin pulled back for 
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the sixth time I wonder why she hasn’t joined me, and look around 
the room. I can’t see her.  

I go back to the wall, swallow hard, and press my hand against 
the spot where I emerged. It’s solid plaster. I pat my hand in 
increasing circles around the spot, but it’s all solid. 

There’s a tap on my shoulder. “Can I help?” asks the man in the 
skinnies.  

“I was trying to find the entrance to the other room.” 
“The other room?” 
“Yes. The one through this wall.” 
“There’s nothing through that wall except a loo and a box room 

with a kettle and a few bottles of Scotch.” 
“But we were in there a moment ago.” 
“We.” 
“Me and the young woman I was with. We went through some 

kind of mechanism in the wall into another part of the exhibition.” 
“I doubt that,” he says. 
“Sorry?” 
“I doubt you were anywhere a few minutes ago except pressing 

the flesh with the paps outside.” 
“Sorry?” 
“The exhibition didn’t open till three,” he says, tapping his 

watch. 
I look at mine. It’s 3.03. 
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37 

 
Shuji lies on the mat and fixes his eyes at a point on the ceiling, but 
the paint’s too even and they find nowhere to rest. They dance and 
spin but to Shuji it’s as though he’s still and everything around him 
is moving.  

Eventually he gives up and closes his eyes, squeezing the lids 
down on a tear that snakes over his cheek. His body goes limp, 
starting with the skin on his forehead, falling down the side of his 
face, and his neck sinking without resistance into the thin fabric 
beneath. It continues down his chest, rippling across his stomach 
and down his legs, until he is lying, the shallow rise and fall of his 
breath the only movement. 

A moment later and he forgets that he is on his mat, in his 
room, and that the diary is missing. It seems not to matter. Nothing 
matters except that he is drifting, and there is nothing around him.  

Skin, he thinks to himself. The concept of skin suddenly seems 
ridiculous. Skin is the boundary between him and the world, 
between the sticky, pumping, throbbing, glutinous substance that is 
Shuji, and the airy, ordered space of the cosmos. But there is no 
boundary, he thinks. There is just an endlessly shifting, 
interconnected world that moves so quickly if you reached out a 
hand it would pass straight through.  

The thought comforts him. A whole universe moving so 
quickly, what does it matter if Shuji jumps off? The world will 
simply carry him with it, wherever it happens to be going.  

His eyes open, and he feels moisture. It’s not a tear. It’s a 
droplet of sweat that stings and makes him blink. He reaches up a 
hand. His skin is damp and cold. He sits upright and has to lower 
his head to keep the giddiness at bay.  

He’s done it.  
He’s figured it out.  
So why is he breathing so fast? Why is sweat etching lines on his 

body? This should be a moment of celebration.  
The moment he cracked the Nomoto-Byfield conjecture. 
So why is he terrified? 
He closes his eyes. “Father,” he says, the words coiling from his 

lips and dying before they reach his ears. “Father, I’ve done it! You 
were right. Father, you were right. Everything is maths!” 

He waits for his father to reply. For the familiar voice telling 
him “You see, son, I told you!” For the look of pride.  
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But he sees nothing. He tries harder to see his father. But there 
is just the red-black of the backs of his eyes. He screws his forehead 
so tight it feels as though it will peel away from his skull.  

And then he sees him. His father looks straight towards him. 
Shuji looks for approval, for delight, for excitement. There is 
nothing. It is as though someone has painted his father’s picture on 
an empty casket.  

“Father?” he asks, but there is no reply. 
“Father?” another voice asks. It sounds distant. “Father?” it 

repeats.  
It is his own voice, his own voice from somewhere far away, 

only each time he hears the question it gets closer, until he feels it 
moving in time with his lips. 

There is another sound. A low, barely audible, animal moan, 
coming from somewhere to his left. He turns. What he sees seems 
to appear one thin line at a time, like an image on an old-fashioned 
printer; as though his brain can only process it in tiny chunks. 

His mother’s lips, half open. Her eyes, rolling towards him, only 
they do not see him. They are fixed on a point far away, another 
place altogether. His father, looking not towards, but through, him. 

The word repeats again and again. “Father,” says Shuji, but 
neither his father nor his mother sees him. 

His father moves. He raises a hand, and brings it down. His 
mother’s lips open further, her eyes close, and open, and her pupils 
are dilated. Another sigh leaves her lips.  

Slowly he sees more of the scene, parts coming together. His 
father’s hand, raised from his side and brought down, fingers 
closed in a tight fist. A thud. The quivering of his mother’s body. A 
sigh from her lips. His father raising his hand, bringing it down into 
his mother’s side, onto her bare, glistening, porcelain-coloured skin. 
She recoils, her mouth opening and closing into a crimson-lipped 
smile.  

Her face, Shuji thinks, is the most beautiful thing in the world. 
At that moment, the moment his father’s fist smashes into her, her 
face is more beautiful than life itself. Its beauty is beyond anything 
the world can offer. It transcends space and time. It is the beauty at 
the heart of the universe. 

Shuji feels the heat on his face, the scratch of salt on his cheeks. 
“Mother!” he cries out. “Mother!”  

The tears come so fast they spill into his mouth and form pools 
of foam at the corners of his lips as he calls out.  

Everything is not mathematics!  
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The Nomoto-Byfield conjecture has nothing to do with 
mathematics. Byfield saw it, and Shuji sees it too. Mathematics is 
just a surface painted on a shell. Painted so thick and in so 
convincing a trompe l’oeuil fewever see past it. But a surface 
nonetheless. 

“Mother!” he cries out. 
“Shuji!” a voice calls back. One last time he sees his mother’s 

lips, half-opening to omit their sigh. “Shuji,” she cries, but not from 
the lips receding from view. 

“Mother!” 
“Shuji!” she cries, falling through the door as he opens it, into 

his arms.  
She feels as light as air itself. Lighter than his laptop, or his mat, 

or any of the inanimate things that have been his companions for 
the past three years. He looks down into her glistening eyes, black 
as blood sheening in the moonlight, and her crimson lips. 

“Shuji!” 
“Beauty and pain, mother,” says Shuji through his tears. “Beauty 

and pain.” 
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38 

 
“Looks like you’re late, timewaster.” 

Her voice reaches inside me, squeezing on my spinal chord.  
“You want to turn around, don’t you?” 
“Yes.” 
“No one’s stopping you.” 
I try to turn my shoulders, but there’s a dead weight keeping 

them where they are.  
I feel a sudden jab on one of my vertebrae, a stick, or a knuckle, 

drilling into me. 
“It’s right there, isn’t it?” 
I swallow. 
“The force, the weight, the tension holding you there like a 

statue. It’s inside your spine, just there, pulling you down into the 
ground so hard you think you couldn’t move if a wrecking ball 
came and smacked into you.” 

Heat radiates out from the point in my back. I’m almost 
melting, only the molten wax of my body is held by the same 
paralysis as the rest of me. 

Suddenly, after what seems like minutes, the pressure 
disappears, and I hear her deep, controlled laughter close to my ear, 
brushing past the sensitive skin on my ear and making me catch my 
breath. 

“You won’t turn to stone if you look. Not here, anyway.” 
I turn, visualising the grainy YouTube footage as I do so, but 

when I look behind me into the room, there’s only the crowd, 
eagerly pointing and discussing, and shaking their heads.  

A noise comes from outside. It sounds like a branch snapping in 
a lightning strike. Everyone turns, and begins rushing to the gallery 
door. There’s the noise again. This time I see what’s caused it. Bitch 
Zero is standing on a platform, cracking a black leather whip. 
London is silent. Even the cars seem to have disappeared. The 
whole city is cupping its ears to hear her speak. 

I can see only her back from here. She’s wearing a patent leather 
catsuit, white stitching and metal studs running in lines down the 
back. Around her neck stainless steel spikes glisten in the already-
fading sun. There’s nothing on her head except a covering of 
cropped black hair, twisted with gel into inch-long points. The 
overwhelming impression I get as I look is of care, attention to 
detail. 
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Finally her deep voice breaks the silence. I can almost see its 
waves rippling through the still air. The sound is unencumbered. I 
wonder if she’s not wearing a mask, and feel an overwhelming urge 
to leap over the crowd and look into her eyes. 

“Ludwig thanks you all for attending this exhibition. ‘It only 
hurts the first time’ is a meditation upon the way in which the 
world does or does not make an impression on us. Ludwig invites 
you to consider the passivity of your lives, and hopes you find the 
exhibition rewarding.” 

She disappears from sight, hidden behind the crowd. I wonder 
if she’s coming back, or leaving for good. The crowd makes its way 
back into the gallery. I push through the spaces that appear as 
people disperse, and as soon as I’m outside I realise I’m too late. 

I take the Tube all the way home, and I’m back in the flat by 
five. I make and pour myself a caffetiere full of Columbian, and log 
on to YouTube. I search on Ludwig Bitch Zero, and as I click 
through to a clip of her speech feel the heat rising in my back, just 
at the point where she pressed her knuckle into me. 

I hover for a moment and click down hard. The arrow 
disappears, and reveals her face. My eyes flick over her as though 
they’re reaching into the screen and tasting the contours of her 
skin. She is ageless, I think, trying to discern lines or blemishes in 
her complexion. Her black hair must be died. It looks stark against 
her skin, which is as white as coral sands. Stark, but not harsh, not 
vicious or violent. Her whole appearance is like a landscape, once 
alive and now hollowed out by wind and rain. Her lips open and 
close, painted thick with black lipstick that glistens like her patent 
leather clothes. The lips take on their own existence, floating inside 
the area cordoned by her cheekbones, her hair, and her necklace. 
It’s a space devoid of content or texture save for the black lips and 
black eyes, and I begin to find it hard to focus, like I’m becoming 
snowblind staring at her skin. 

I continue to stare, and her eyes bore straight into me and seem 
to hook up with the nodule of heat in my spine, pulling it to the 
surface of my skin until my whole body is hot. I close the browser, 
and my temperature returns to normal . The only residue of 
warmth comes from the caffeine beginning to squeeze itself into 
the recesses of my insides. 

I open another browser window and set the video of Agnieszka 
playing.  

“It only hurts the first time,” I say to myself. 
I watch as she trips and falls. I tell myself, as the belt pulls her 

under, “She is dying. Agnieszka is dying. There she is, alive. And 
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there she is, dead.” I try to think what it means. For her, for her 
family, her friends. But I can’t. I’m an outsider. Looking in. 
Watching. Analysing. 

It only hurts the first time.  
I click through to Agnieszka Anonymous, and type “It only 

hurts the first time” in the subject box. 
 
[edgeofdarkness] When was the first time you experienced something terrible? 
What did you feel? Do you think you will ever feel that way again? 

 
I think I’ve refined the very first question I came to you with, guys. I wanted to 
know what it was that made her special, but the question wasn’t the right one. 
What I mean is this. If we live in a world where we are immune to the feeling of 
pain, what feeling is it that makes us come back again and again to 
Agnieszka’s death? 

  
 



124 

 

39 

 
The Emma on the film in her eyes raises a hand to her brow, 
shielding her from the sun. Something passes across – no, not 
across, behind. Something passes behind those eyes within eyes, 
swift and dark like a raven’s wing beating behind the pupils. 
Recognition. 

Our teeth clamp on our bottom lip and our breathing stops. We 
want to look away but we don’t. We want the film to stop rolling 
but we know it won’t.  

The girl’s lips turn up, pushing her cheeks out and creating a 
dimple either side of her mouth. She takes her hand from her brow, 
placing it palm down on the summer grass. The tips of her fingers 
gleam white in the sun. The rest of her hand is grey in the shadow 
of the figure we cannot see. Her elbow flexes, and she levers herself 
up. The shadow recedes slowly from the screens, and Emma 
follows.  

The grass glows green and blue and yellow in the sun. The 
sparkle of dew gives way to the slithering sheen of wind running its 
fingers through the meadow. Gradually the picture blurs. The sharp 
lines of each blade fuzz and merge into impressionist brushstrokes. 
Soon the brushstrokes bleed and blur into watery pools of colour, 
sliding across the screen. 

Movement stops. The arrows return to the hollows of her eyes, 
and the droplets of grey-green liquid fall in tears out of the 
emptiness. They trace outlines seemingly through the air, following 
the contours where Emma’s cheeks should be. But her skin is just a 
thin haze, fragile atmosphere surrounding her, so the tears appear 
to hover on a cushion of air above her. 

Her head begins to move, begins to sway like a pendulum. Then 
her shoulders start to rock. She puts her hands over her face, but 
her fingers are so faint they barely conceal the tears that stream 
from: where?  

Again we want to look away, as though to protect a modesty her 
increasing transparency is unable to. But we don’t. We sit and stare, 
waiting for her hands to drop and the film to begin again. 

There is a sound that isn’t sobbing. It’s muffled and we lean 
closer. It is the same sound, repeating again and again.  

“We can’t hear you,” we say gently. 
Emma’s hands drop, her head jerks up, her body goes still, and 

for a moment it would be possible to believe they were real human 
eyes looking back at us.  

But they are not.  
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Her lips move, and a moment later we hear her voice. It’s flat, 
the higher and lower registers cut off and replaced with the sound 
of static. “Wrong,” she says. 

“Wrong?” 
“Wrong.” 
Her brow creases, not into clear, crisp lines but broad, 

airbrushed contours. They deepen and darken, and she repeats. 
“Wrong.” 

She opens her mouth, and our breathing stops once again. We 
half expect her teeth and her tongue to have vanished to be 
replaced by a screen. But inside there is only darkness. Darkness 
and a scream that forces its way out. By the time it reaches us it’s 
little more than a sigh. 

She raises her hands to the side of her head, balling them into 
fists, and brings them down on her thighs. Again and again they 
rain down, seeming to stop shy of their mark each time, where the 
edges of her body have begun to disappear. Again and again and 
again she beats her legs, which remain tucked beneath her, not 
flinching, as though they are no longer part of her.  

It seems to take minutes to happen, but it must be as swift as 
every other blow. The fist hits the insubstantial space where we 
guess her leg begins. The invisible outline fails to slow it. It 
continues. We see it, its arc uninterrupted. We are certain of this 
much. At no point does her fist leave our sight. And now we see it, 
below her legs, as though it has passed straight through her. 

Her forehead straightens out and she turns her head towards us. 
“He was wrong,” she says, in what is barely a whisper. “You 

must tell Dad he was wrong. You’ll do that, won’t you?” 
“Who was wrong?” 
“He was wrong. You will tell Dad, won’t you?” 
“We…” we don’t know what to say. “We can’t.” The words are 

out of our mouth before we can think. 
We wait. She doesn’t move. Finally, her mouth opens. “Oh,” 

she says. Her chin drops, and the arrows in her eyes melt. 
Our eyes swim. We feel dizzy, and want to seek out some 

stationary spot to steady ourselves. Then we see what’s wrong. Our 
eyes flick back and forth. The images seem so similar, but they 
aren’t. Lips. Two pairs of lips, open, but we hear no sound. 
Emma’s lips open, and we realise that one of the pairs of lips is 
hers. 

“Pain,” she says, closing her mouth. No sound comes from the 
lips in her eyes, but in our ears a note begins to play, and split, and 
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we pick out the keening pitch of a scream, and the low moan of a 
sigh. 

And a whisper. “Pain.” 
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40 

 
The question hangs there for a moment. I want to add, “And why 
does no one still come back to my Emma?” but I don’t, and hit 
return instead. 

I pick up my coffee and go to drink it, but instead of the 
familiar action of putting it to my lips, I just hold the cup in front 
of me. It’s moving, ever so slightly, as though there’s a tremor 
hundreds of miles away, and the waves are too weak to move 
anything but this cup. My biceps feels unsteady, and I look at the 
cup, and feel my arm, and, for the first time I can remember, I 
realise how much I’ve let myself go since I lost Emma.  

A few seconds later, the feeling has gone.  
I reach for the phone and dial. 
“Hello.” 
“John, I need to talk.” 
“I don’t think we’ve got anything to say to each other.” His 

voice is flat, the words staccato. I imagine him looking around the 
room for anyone watching him, and then it occurs to me that’s just 
what he IS doing. My calls are being traced – or maybe his calls are 
being traced. 

“Whatever,” I say, as flippantly as I can, hoping he’ll sense the 
tone. “Ah look, bugger it. I won’t call again. God,” I say, cradling 
the phone against my neck and peering out of the window to make 
it sound more authentic. “Will it ever stop raining? I don’t know 
that I can take more than an hour or so more of this.” 

“Fuck off.” The line’s dead.  
I go to fetch a coat when the phone goes. 
“Yeah.”  
“Hi Dan.” 
“Hey, Sarah!” Damn. I need to get her off the phone. It’ll take 

at least 45 minutes to get to the warehouse.  
“So, any news?” 
“News?” 
“Yeah, news. On the picture you need to have in my inbox in, 

ooh, 60 hours’ time.” 
“Of course.” Like I’d forget. “I’ve got an angle I’m working 

on.” 
“An angle?” 
I can hear her exasperation down the line. “As a matter of fact, 

yes,” I say, confidently. And I do. “Want me to tell you about it?” 
“Oh.” Silence. She was expecting the usual flannel. More of the 

ritual banter. The desperate editor with deadlines to meet for going 
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to press, her life ruined by the devil-may-care freelancer who 
somehow always manages to get in under the wire and doesn’t 
realise how much it would mean if he’d be just half a day earlier. 
Some of the time.  

“Shock.” 
“Not shocked, just…” 
“No. The picture. The shock of the new. You’ll have it in time.” 
“I don’t doubt it. How are you?” 
“How am I?” 
“Yes. How are you?” What’s she heard? I ask myself. And from 

whom? I think of Palfreyman, huddling with the detective at the 
end of a corridor. I think of the moderators of Agnieszka 
Anonymous, spreading themselves like invisible shrouds across the 
web. I think of Ludwig. 

“I’m fine, but I have to go. I have a deadline to meet.” 
“Goodnight,” she says. Her voice is softer, doing the personal 

thing now she’s made it clear she doesn’t quite trust me. For 
whatever reason. 

“Goodnight.” 
I take the coat and shut the door behind me before the phone 

can go again. Relief as no one gets on the bus with me. I sit at the 
back, looking out of the damp, distorted windows at the headlights 
behind, wondering if anyone is looking back at me. 

I get off the bus several hundred metres from the warehouse 
and step into the rain. It’s not like the torrents we have in the 
summer that drag the pollen and the dust from the air and beat 
them into the ground before they disappear. It’s an unending damp 
grey drizzle that seeps into every corner of the city and your soul. It 
makes you walk with your shoulders hunched and your head bent, 
and your feet slow and methodical to avoid the filthy brown splash 
on your already freezing legs. 

The street is empty except for the rain. Did John figured out I 
wanted him to meet me here in an hour? Did he figured it out and 
want me to go to hell? I slow further as I approach the fence. What 
if someone’s waiting? Someone other than John. I slow further still 
but make myself carry on. 

Over the rain I don’t hear the car until I feel ice on my legs, 
turn, and see the wheel that sent a wave of water my way. The door 
opens a metre in front of me and I stop. 

Door still open, the car reverses towards me, and brakes in time 
to leave the door corralling me.  

“Get in,” says John, and I feel the tension disappear. 
I shut the door behind me and lean my head back on the rest. 
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The noise subsides, and I wonder if the rain is easing, until I 
notice it’s darker. The rain’s the same but the engine’s dead. 

“What is it?” asks John. 
“Good to see you too!” 
“What is it?” 
“I’m sorry. Thanks for coming to meet me.” 
“What is it?” 
“What’s got into you?” I try to read his face but it’s too dark, 

and all I see are the deep shadows thrown by the streetlamps down 
the road. I think, suddenly, supposing he’s wearing a wire, and 
catch myself looking down at his shirt. He must have seen because 
he puts a hand to his chest and nimbly undoes two buttons, pulling 
the fabric apart enough for me to see the untampered hair 
underneath. 

“I can’t be seen with you.” 
“I know.” 
“So?” 
“I need to leave the country,” I say. “And I need to know if 

that’s going to be a problem.” 
“Leave the country?” 
“Only for a day. Maybe two. It’s for the piece I’m working on.” 
“So why do I need to know this?” 
“I thought you.” I pause, swallow, taking in a mouthful of cold 

rain. “I thought you might have an idea if there are tabs on me. I 
can’t get stopped at the airport.” 

“Why on earth would you think that?” 
“Christ, John, look at you. You can hardly look me in the eye. 

You can’t speak on the phone so we have to meet up here like 
something out of Smiley’s People.” 

“Look, Dan. Do what you have to do. But I don’t need to 
know. I don’t want to know. OK?” 

The lights come back on the dashboard and the hum of the 
engine joins the grey noise of the rain. John reaches over, opens my 
door, and turns his head to the steering wheel. I get out of the car 
and stand in the rain, watching his lights disappear down the street 
and merge with the night. 

What’s he so scared of? Or who? 
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41 
 
There’s a long, wide road into Gdansk. Either side of the 
carriageway is a ribbon of space, weeded over and going grey in the 
fading light. I get the feeling of a place rebuilt but not to last, as 
though the city planners wanted to leave a chink open in the door; 
as though they expected the old, bombed-out city to grow back one 
day when it had spent long enough building its strength in the 
ground. 

On my right I pass an estate. There are giant billboards with 
pictures of packaged meat and biscuits, and mobile phones. A giant 
MediaMarkt stretches out, long and flat, and then the road narrows, 
and I pull into the city.  

There’s a tiny portion of the old city left, narrow roads and wide 
pavements piled with cars. I pull onto the pavement between a new 
Fiat 500 and an old Beetle, and turn off the engine. It’s barely light 
enough to check directions to the gallery where Agnieszka’s parents 
live and work. I try to trace the path I’ve taken on the paper in 
front of me. I can only be a hundred metres or so north of Ulica 
Piwna at most. 

When I look up from the paper it’s as though someone’s 
thrown a sheet over the city while my eyes were turned, wrapped it 
up, removed it from the world, and placed it on the edge of the 
abyss. Mist hovers a foot or so off the floor, stretching its limbs 
upwards, resting them on the walls and round the lampposts, easing 
them up and around the lamps that wink faintly behind them.  

I open the door, hold my breath for a few seconds, and take in a 
huge, damp lungful of air. It has the universal wet, smoky taste of 
the city, and I start walking. After a few minutes, there’s an opening 
on my left. I stop, turn, and stare as though I’m gazing through the 
frame of a picture. Dark, disorienting shapes loom but cast no 
shadow in the fog. The balls of yellow light hover, illuminating 
nothing but the tiny clouds around them. Each one is a different 
world, segregated from every other by a cotton-wool prison. But 
there are more rows of lights. Deep, golden, orange lights. Running 
low, where I imagine the road should be, and more still set back 
inside the glowering shapes. 

I enter Ulica Piwna and air rushes past my ears. There are noises 
around me, laughter, talking, stray sounds from different stereos, 
but everything I can see is utterly still. I walk down one side of the 
road, as far as an archway that takes me out onto a riverbank where 
the mist hangs thicker and flatter over the water, and back up the 
other side. The lights are coming from a row of backlit cabinets 
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filled with amber. Raw amber, carved and crafted amber, necklaces 
and sculptures built like coral colonies from thousands of tiny 
pieces of amber; amber holding suspended lives prisoner. 

At first it seems these cabinets are hovering in their own world, 
until I hear noises coming from beneath me and look down to see 
rows of winding stairways that take you down into tiny showroom 
cellars stuffed like caskets of golden treasure. 

Set back from the pavement are boutiques, where amber 
sculptures and prize pieces each have their own carefully chosen 
spaces; where windows stretch from floor to ceiling. Inside, ladies 
in fur and men in pliant leather talk to staff in shining heels and 
beautifully-tailored dresses. 

I hold the paper to my eyes, and stop by the entrance to Ulica 
Piwna. Ana Iwanowa’s gallery. Through the windows, light cuts 
through suspended amber, throwing a chestnut glow over the 
wooden floor. A woman sits at a desk wearing a black, ribbed polo 
neck. She’s reading a book. I watch for several minutes and she 
never looks up, just flicks the pages over every now and again and 
carries on. Her hair is cut in a neat black bob like Juliette Binoche. I 
try to judge her age from the texture of her skin, but the lights are 
too strong, and flatten out the definition.  

I wait a little longer, hoping the fur-coated ladies will migrate 
this way and give me a reason not to go in, but they don’t. I’m 
vaguely aware of the sound of feet behind me, but I see no one, 
and eventually go in. 

There’s an electronic buzz as the door opens. The woman 
doesn’t look up. I walk up and down the display cabinets, but the 
high-end pieces are so thinned out there’s little to see that I haven’t 
already taken in from outside.  

Then, as if she senses something, the woman looks up. She 
places the open book on the counter in front of her, pages down, 
runs a hand through her hair, and looks at me. She smiles, nods, 
and a huge tear falls down her cheek. Silently, she walks past me. 
She turns the handle of the door and walks back, taking my hand as 
smoothly as if it’s a movement she’s made a hundred times, and 
says, “follow me.” 
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42 
 
She leads me through a door at the back of the gallery. It shuts 
behind me with a slow, hydraulic noise, like it’s on an automatic 
closer. It makes me feel like I’m entering some kind of machine, 
instead of a house. We’re heading down a corridor with no 
windows, and no decoration. Just white paint that’s a faint blue-
grey because the only light is coming from out of a doorway at the 
end.  

For a moment I get the disorienting feeling I had when I first 
visited Bitch Zero, and then I realise there’s no staircase but we’re 
in a house that must be four storeys tall. 

“Here,” says the woman, when we reach the corridor. Her 
English has only the slightest trace of an accent. 

Her eyes are looking right at me, and she’s standing totally still. 
Her skin is pale and the black polo neck clings to her slender body, 
hanging just above her knees. She looks even more like Juliette 
Binoche than before. 

“I’m looking for Ana Iwanowa,” I manage to say. 
“I know.” 
“May I speak to her?” 
“I’m Ana.” 
Her face is totally blank, without line or movement, and I can 

begin to imagine the two are connected; that she is a woman who 
has never aged because she’s never laughed or smiled in her life. 

“It’s here,” she says, indicating the door. 
“What?” 
“Her room. You want to see her room. Everyone wants to see 

her room.” 
I can’t tell if she’s taken a pace back, but she seems smaller, her 

outline blurred in the corridor’s twilight. 
“I want to speak with you. And your husband, if I may.” 
“Here’s her room,” she says, and the door opens even though I 

can’t see a hand pushing it.  
There’s silence, and stillness, and in the windowless corridor it 

feels as though time itself has stopped, and the only thing I can do 
to restart it is enter Agnieszka’s room. 

The door closes behind me and I turn around. All I can see is a 
crimson silk dressing gown, embroidered with gold and blue 
butterflies in an oriental design. Ana is still on the other side.  

Is this what she does all day? Use the gallery as a front for 
Agnieszka stalkers? I suddenly feel my skin, as a layer of cold 
moisture squeezes its way through the pores, and I think, for a 
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moment, perhaps I’ll never leave. Perhaps I’ll be here forever, and 
in the world outside time will never pass, and no one will know I’m 
gone.  

Is Emma in a room like this, I think, and then my skin goes dry 
and my senses damp down, and I take in my surroundings. It’s a 
normal room. Absolutely normal. There’s a glass by the bed, turned 
over, waiting for bedtime; a bureau with pink stationery, and a 
poster of Kurt Cobain hanging over it. Opposite is a wardrobe, 
with a row of shoes in front of it, kitten heels, mules, and stilettos. 
Where are the Mercury 500s? I wonder.  

This is wrong. This room isn’t… it isn’t real. I put my hand on 
the wardrobe and expect to feel a cloth gather in my hands. I get 
ready to pull it down and expose the real room underneath. But it’s 
solid. I face the wall, and start to work my way around the room, 
patting my hands on the paint and the posters, feeling for the 
hollowness, the hidden door, for something that’s real.  

There’s nothing. I sit down on the bed and feel a scream 
building inside me, and think I have to get out. I find myself 
looking at the walls for claw marks where people have tried to 
scratch their way out. I run my hands over my face, pushing a wave 
of sweat, and lean them back on the pink bedspread. There’s a 
lump under my right palm. 

I stand up, pull the bedspread aside, and freeze. I try to figure 
out what I’m looking at, but all I see is sharp, twisted metal, caked 
in giant gobs of blood. 

There’s a rushing noise. I turn, and the door’s open. I reach 
behind me to straighten the bed, but it’s immaculate.  

“There’s tea,” says Ana. “It will be ready now. Or you can leave 
through the gallery.” She has a bag in her hand, which she holds 
out to me. “Your amber,” she says. 

I feel my eyes narrow and my brow curl.  
“Your amber,” she repeats. I take the bag because it seems like 

the only way out. 
“Thank you. Tea, please.” 
Ana holds out her hand. I give her mine, and she turns, pulling 

me down the corridor. The door closes behind us with, and I can 
barely see. By the time I’ve readjusted, we’re in a sitting room, and 
Ana points me to a sofa with a small table by the side. It has barley-
sugar legs, and there’s a plain porcelain mug with tea. 

We sit in silence. Ana looks at me, but makes no effort to speak. 
Her face retains its absolute stillness. 

“Where is your husband?” I ask. 
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“My husband’s ill,” she says, and I realise I’m staring at the way 
the muscles in her face move as she speaks. 

“I’m sorry.” 
I wonder if that’s a shrug, but it feels more like the room itself 

has, I don’t know how else to describe it but, settled; fallen back 
into place; come into focus. 

“You want to speak about Agneiszka?” asks Ana. She smiles 
and takes a sip of her tea. 

“No,” I say. “Not really. I want to speak to you.” 
“To me,” she repeats. 
“I lost my daughter.” 
“Lost?” 
“Ten years ago. She went to school and she never came home.” 
“I’m sorry,” she says, and finishes her tea. I do the same, replace 

the cup on the table, and for a minute or more we look at each 
other. In this light the lines on her face are clear, and I can see she 
is easily old enough to be Agneiszka’s mother. 

“Come back tomorrow morning,” she says, and picks up a book 
from beside her, which she begins to read.  

Within seconds she is lost in the world of the story and I get up. 
I open the door and find myself in the gallery. A middle-aged lady 
in fine sable is pointing at the cases and talking to a teenage girl 
who seems to be a sales assistant.  

Outside, the mist has become fog and the streetlamps are barely 
visible at all. I leave Ulica Piwna, turn right towards the pavement 
where my car is parked, and in half an hour I’m in the hotel, sitting 
on the bed with my laptop open. 

I hold the bag in my hand. It’s small, made of thick brown 
paper with string handles. It feels so light I can’t believe there’s 
anything inside it at all. I open the top, hold it close to the bed, and 
tip it slowly. Nothing. I tilt it further and further, and finally, when 
it’s upright, a single shoe lace falls onto the duvet. 
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43 
 
I pick up the lace and feel it run between my fingers. It makes a 
slight noise, like the rasp of a cat’s tongue, as it slides on my skin. I 
scrunch it into a knot, squeeze it, and open my palm, expecting to 
see it turned back into a block of amber.  

It feels as though I was in two places, in two different worlds, 
that were utterly distinct, yet so alike the only flaw was the tiny 
judder of Ana’s shoulder’s. I wonder which of them was real, and 
whether the question makes any sense at all. Then I wonder which 
of them the lace is from, and whether it’s the one I’m in now. And 
I wonder if there’s another world where Emma has gone, and 
whether Ana has the key to getting there. 

I get out my travel kettle and melamine mug, and make a small, 
thick cup of coffee that feels acrid on my throat. 

I turn on my laptop, open the browser, and head to Agnieszka 
Anonymous. Why do we keep coming back to her? What do we 
feel when we see that video that never diminishes with time? I can’t 
remember the first time I saw the clip. Whether I felt pain or 
exhilaration or sorrow is an answer my memory is no longer able to 
give up. All I remember is the endless repeating numbness as I tried 
to understand what I was watching. Do I keep watching because I 
hope one day the numbness would end?  

I log on and see there are 4 replies to my question. 
 

 
[weegee] subliminal messages in the clip? I mean, who the fuck is this Tally 
woman, right?  
 
[Donnadonut] I think it’s hope. It’s like watching a movie or a race and you 
think this time maybe it’ll work out different. And every time it doesn’t you 
think maybe next time 
 
[Popemobile] Schadenfreude, dude. We get off on it. Endorphins or whatever 
shit. We watch and we think yeah, well we’re still here. 
 
[fraudf**k] Edgeoffuckingwhatever, I have to take issue with you here. Again. 
Agnieszka is the pain we feel in a world where, as you rightly say, we are 
immune to pain. She reminds us of loss, of everything we once had, of everything 
we wanted and will never had. She is the thorn in our side, the bullet in our 
spine, the pain in our everyday. She is the reminder we have that we are human.  
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[edgeofdarkness] why? Why do we feel her pain? No, why do YOU feel her 
pain? 
 
I think of him staring at the wall, waiting for the picture to come to 
life, transfixed while time moves on around him. She is the 
numbness that covers his pain like a blanket, I think. The screen 
flickers, and the reply counter clocks one more. 
 
[fraudf**k] When she leans over her shoulder and opens her mouth I hear every 
one of my mother’s screams, piled up one on another, and they split my head 
open and remind me there’s a world outside with other people and I’m not 
completely alone wallowing in this shit, and it makes me decide not to die for 
one more day 
. 
I open a new tab and go to the bookmarked page. I imagine the 
corner of the tab is yellowed with wear. With the tip of my index 
finger I flick the laptop and the arrow plays.  

Again and again I watch the clip run through, letting the images 
float in front of my eyes, taking nothing in but my own thoughts. I 
listen for the workings of my brain, trying to hear the mechanism 
turn, to hear the slide and sluice of adrenalin through my system. 
But I hear nothing but the occasional car hurrying by outside.  

Back I go. Play, play, play. I slap the side of my head with my 
hand, I squeeze my fingers into a fist to make me concentrate, and 
nothing.  

I wrap the lace around my hand, and heat begins to shoot from 
my knuckles, crawling up my arm and into my shoulder, throbbing 
up the side of my neck, pushing at the base of my skull, and I open 
my eyes wide to take in every pixel on the screen, and listen, listen. 
Listen to the wavelength of the pain; and there’s nothing. 

The screen begins to fade on Agnieszka’s feet. My eyes track to 
the sides of the soles of her shoes. A lace dangles, fluttering slightly 
in the path of a giant fan somewhere out of shot. 

I look down at the band of white skin around my fingers, and 
the lace flapping from my hand. I think of Agnieszka’s room, the 
line of shoes in front of her wardrobe, and not a single pair of 
trainers. I look at the lace, and close my eyes. Agnieszka’s trainers, 
laces dangling in the breeze. Agnieszka’s shoes without laces.  

Emma’s shoes, lined up by the wall the day she left. Spare 
school shoes, her best pair of heels, pumps and court shoes, 
trainers – her favourite Nikes, neatly lined up for the evening. My 
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eyes stop there, hover like a cursor waiting for a hidden link to 
appear on the screen. 

Emma’s trainers. I open my eyes, look down at the lace, close 
them again and see her Nikes. I stare at the trainer on the left, stare. 
Stare.  

The pain that built and dispersed at the bottom of my skull 
announces itself with a tiny blip and fires, tearing over the top of 
my head. Screaming, screeching, burning my eyelids as it clips them 
on its path. My eyes jerk open and I see the lace, dangling limply 
from my hand. The lace missing from Emma’s trainer. 

I jump off the bed, grab my keycard, and open the door. I run, 
down the corridor, down the stairs, through reception and out in to 
the night towards Ulica Piwna. 
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44 
 
Shuji sits with his elbows on the table and gazes at his brother. He 
starts with his hair, which is slightly shorter than it used to be but 
pretty much the same straight cut with small spikes on top like a 
half-hearted effort to look a rebel. He supposes in some lights, 
maybe at a club when he’s sitting with a cold beer, it might make 
him look kind of mysterious. But the truth is clear to anyone who 
could see him sitting there waiting for their mother to finish dishing 
ramen noodles in chicken broth. He is just a plain teenager whose 
face lacks any original marks or contours, looks unworn by 
experience.  

“Stop staring, freak,” says Yuichi. 
“Yuichi!” says their mother, sharply. 
“It’s unnatural. Has he forgotten how to talk?” 
Shuji shrugs his shoulders and continues appraising his brother, 

every inch he takes in confirming the impression of his absolute 
normality. It is as though he has been touched by nothing. As 
though he is made of some substance impervious to life. 

“Thank you,” says Shuji, as his mother places the bowl in front 
of him.  

He watches Yuichi as he says, “So he does talk,” watches his lips 
pinch, his head tilt like the petulant teenager he is. 

So what do we talk about, he thinks. About Agnieszka, or 
mathematics, or beauty, or the pain of being slapped again and 
again until a droplet of the blood pushed up from the kidneys 
trickles from the corner of your mouth? Or about what lipstick the 
girls are wearing in school, and whether the chicken broth needs 
more cornstarch?  

“Thank you,” he repeats. His mother smiles at him, and he tries 
to move the corners of his mouth, fails, and hunches over the 
bowl. 

Yuichi clatters his chopsticks against the sides of his bowl as he 
eats, and Shuji senses his mother calming herself.  

Is this the rhythm of life into which they have fallen whilst I was 
away, he wonders. Or is this a perturbation caused by my presence? 
Should I slide myself into this round of uncertain normality, or 
allow myself to be drawn somewhere else, somewhere of their 
choosing?  

He feels the last noodles slide down his throat, and thinks about 
Agnieszka. Instead of his brother, he imagines her sitting across the 
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table from him, her face following the flow of their conversation. 
He imagines the lines around her eyes, the shapes her mouth makes 
as she laughs, and then he imagines his own face reflecting her 
movements, until they are lost together inside a private 
conversation far away from Yuichi and his mother. 

Shuji stares at the ceiling, letting his eyes get used to the way it 
looks in the different light. His door is ajar enough for a slither of 
light to creep in like a tight lotus bud that blossoms once inside, 
casting a pale blue across the ceiling and the walls. Shadows form 
from angles Shuji hasn’t seen for years, and occasionally he has to 
close his eyes; and when he opens them again it seems as though he 
has woken in a new world, like the old one in every way, but lit by a 
different sun. 

He hears footsteps in the corridor, and goes to his door. He 
runs his hand over the handle, and the mechanism, feels the cold 
metal, smooth on his palm, unoiled, and feels the movement of air 
as he opens and closes it again and again. The breeze creates 
gooseflesh on his skin and he shivers.  

His door open, Shuji watches the corridor. Occasionally he 
hears footsteps, a tap running, the rustle of clothes being folded, 
but he sees nothing. He lifts his foot, lifts it forwards, and hesitates, 
holding it in mid air for a moment, before his body becomes fluid 
and he enters the corridor. He notices every texture and contour 
beneath his bare feet as he makes his way towards hi mother’s 
room. 

Her door is open the same fraction his has been. Shuji stops, 
listens to the speed of his heartbeat, and wonders if she has heard 
him. He stands motionless for a minute, listening, trying to discern 
the traces of her life coming from inside.  

When he hears nothing, he presses his cheek flat to the door. 
The wood is cold, and he swallows. He squeezes his eye as close to 
the door as he can without moving it, and tries to adjust to the 
light. He feels his breath bounce off the doorjamb and form 
droplets on his face.  

There is still light inside, but Shuji can make little out. Slowly, 
the greys crystallise into shapes, but he can see so little of each it is 
hard for him to decipher them. He does see one surface different 
from the others, glinting, slick – maybe even moving. He looks 
harder, and concentrates, trying to piece the fragments together 
with his memories of his parents’ room, but he hasn’t seen inside 
since his father died. 

What he sees, he realises, is light glinting off a mirror. He slides 
his head down, finding the point where the glare is least. He feels 
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the tops of his thighs stretch, and the joints of his ankles begin to 
ache.  

Slowly the colours in the mirror become familiar. The red is the 
silk of his mother’s kimono, cutting across the smooth porcelain 
colour of skin. There is something else, darker; and a strange quality 
to the colours. Even with his head still and the light stationary, 
there is movement.  

Shuji swallows. He hears his breath and the blood throbbing in 
his head, and he is sure his mother can hear him as well. There is 
no other sound, nothing from within.  

When it comes the sound is more like a shot than a name. A 
loud, sharp, sudden noise from inside his mother’s room. “Shuji!” 
and an aftershock of slow, languid, sliding cloth. 

Shuji runs down the corridor to his room, the floor barely 
touching his feet as he moves. He closes the door behind him and 
throws himself onto his mat. His skin is sticky, and he winces as a 
trickle of sweat runs into his eye. 

Images of his mother and brother rotate faster and faster in his 
head until he imagines them banging at his ears and his nose and 
his eyes to come out. He pulls his mat around his head, but he can’t 
pull it tight enough. He closes his mouth, and his eyes, and tries to 
stop breathing, but now he can feel a thick, flesh-coloured ooze 
escaping from every cavity in his head, melding with the sweat and 
coating his face. He feels it slowly choking him, until he is unable to 
breathe, and he opens his eyes in fear, jumps off his mat, and 
reaches for his laptop. He moves his finger frantically on the 
mousepad to bring it to life, opens a tab and finds the bookmarked 
page on YouTube.  

The arrow dissolves. Shuji imagines the slow whir of the 
treadmill, and watches the rhythmic motion of Agnieszka’s limbs. 
His breathing slows to its normal rate, and his skin begins to dry. 
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45 
 

The mist is so thick I rely on my feet remembering the route, and 
they never falter, even on the cobbles I feel rippling beneath my 
shoes. 

I raise my hand to knock when a light comes on inside. Ana 
makes her way from the back of the gallery, her long, blue robe 
sweeping the floor. 

She opens the door and stands aside to let me in. there’s no fear 
or surprise on her face. 

“Vodka?” she asks. 
“Yes,” I say. “Vodka.” 
I follow her through the gallery where she holds the door open. 

I see a corridor lit with the yellow light of regular bulbs, the 
occasional picture dotting the walls.  

She leads me into the sitting room, and ushers me onto a deep 
sofa that sinks so I’m almost on the floor. I watch Ana as she 
stands at a dark wooden dresser pouring two vodkas. Her back is 
straight and her hand is steady, and I wonder how long and how 
hard she has worked to create the impression of strength. 

She sits opposite me and places the glasses on a table between 
us. Her seat doesn’t give, so she’s above me, her eyes looking 
down, surveying me. She’s put me here for a reason. The same 
reason she gave me the lace. To show that she is in control, 
although I have no idea of what. The same control she exerts over 
her body, perhaps over this house that flits between two realities, 
between two Anas, one weak and helpless, the other strong and, 
and what? I can’t think of a word except terrifying. 

“Where did you get it?” I say, when it becomes clear she’s not 
going to start the conversation. 

“The vodka? No, you mean the amber. It came from the 
Latvian coast.” 

“There was no amber.” 
Ana empties her glass, leans forward to refill it, and puts the 

bottle back on the table, her hand still round its neck, supporting 
her wait.  

“Of course there was amber,” she says. Her voice is flat and 
controlled, and her hand solid beneath her weight, but I sense in 
her deliberateness, for the first time, that she is intensely drunk. “A 
beautiful piece the colour of old eiswein, and inside a fly, trapped 
where it fell millions of years ago, and perfectly preserved in its 
own miniature world.” 
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I finish my drink, and Ana lifts the bottle, ready to refill my 
glass. I don’t want to lose control, so I cradle the glass against my 
chest.  

“What was she like?” I ask. 
“What was she like?” Ana leans back in her chair, and in a 

moment her control is gone.  
She closes her eyes, and seems to shrink, to disappear into a 

world within a memory.  
“I lost my daughter too,” I say, but I have no idea if she hears. 

“And then I lost my wife. She.” I can’t finish the sentence. The 
word hangs between us, and I have no idea if I mean Emma or 
Kerry. 

“I feel her,” she says, looking up. “Whenever I am in the house, 
I feel her, as though she never left, as though she is still in her bed, 
sleeping, just in the next room. I feel her breathing. I feel her slowly 
inhaling and exhaling, and it’s like those breaths are the breaths that 
keep this house alive. Like the fact the gallery is still here is proof 
she must still be alive. Do you understand?” 

“Emma is gone,” I say. “Sometimes I think I sense her. I think, 
I’m trapped between two worlds, between hers and mine, and if I 
just reach out a bit more, I can touch her. But I can’t. No matter 
what I try, I can’t. And I come to with a start, and realise it was just 
a daydream and she’s gone, and never coming back.” 

 
I put the glass on the table and she pours. My head is already 
beginning to float, and I wonder if it’s the vodka or this place, this 
gallery swaddled in mist that exists at a tangent to the world around 
it. 

“Sometimes I think Agneiszka is gone. Sometimes, when I leave 
Ulica Piwna, when I walk under the arch and into Gdansk, I feel 
something sucked from inside me, and my feet are lighter on the 
cobbles, and I begin to cry uncontrollably at the thought 
Agnieszka’s gone.” 

“And when you get back?” 
“When I come back, she’s always still here.” 
“So you’ll never leave?” 
“So I’ll never leave,” she repeats, and I think of Kerry, and 

wonder if she has ever left. 
“Does it help, knowing there’s always someone watching her?” I 

ask. “Does it feel like it keeps her alive?” Because the thought that 
no one is watching Emma makes her feel so very dead. 

“I never think about it,” she says, emptying her glass again and 
pouring yet another drink. 
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We sit for a moment in silence, and she closes her eyes again. I 
wonder if she is listening for the heartbeat of the house, for 
Agneiszka’s breaths coming from all around, and I wonder if they 
come from this house, or from the house in the other world, the 
one I glimpsed last evening. I wonder if she is listening across 
worlds, and close my eyes, but all I can hear is the hum of alcohol 
in my blood. 

“May I speak with your husband?” I ask, eventually. “When it’s 
light.” 

“My husband is ill.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be sorry,” she says, and smiles. 
“Is he ill because of what happened? Forgive me if that’s too 

personal.” 
“It’s not too personal.” 
I wait. 
“Yes,” she says. “Yes, he is ill because of what happened.” 
“I’m sorry,” I repeat. 
“Don’t be,” she says, and something passes across her face, just 

behind her skin, turning the edges of her cheeks and the corners of 
her mouth, lightening her mouth, just for a moment. “Don’t be.” 

She leans forward to refill my glass once more, and the look has 
gone. Her face is blank, and I understand what she means.  

She looks up, as though she senses it, light reflecting off her full, 
smiling, lips, and I try to get out of the seat to run. 
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The sky is clear, it seems, over the whole of Europe, and I spend 
the flight with my head to the window, watching the cities and 
rivers, mountains and fields stream beneath me like scenery on a 
model railway.  

From time to time I place my hand on the tiny piece of glass 
and imagine people below tapping into their keyboards, and my 
hand feels warm, as though we’re all connected, part of a world that 
bears no relation to the one laid out down there. 

Back in the car, I feel the cloth, the plastic of the wheel on my 
fingers, see the scratches and swirls of dust on the dashboard, and a 
familiar world begins to build itself around me once again. 

I think of Ana, of the two Anas, and wonder if they are aware of 
each other’s existence, whether they feel the traces of each others’ 
presence brush past each other as they move through their shared 
but separate space. Of course they are connected, I think. They are 
connected not by memories or actions, or space or time, but by 
their pain, their single, common pain.  

I see the blood-daubed object lying on the bed, and turn the 
key, forcing my eyes on the road. 

The M11 takes me into the heart of London. By now the sun is 
beginning to fade to my right, and streetlamps are starting to flap 
their wings like moths. The orange beats in the grey hypnotic haze 
make my eyes heavy. How long is it since I slept properly?  

I pull over into a garage and take two double espressos back to 
the car. The constant mix of caffeine and sleep deprivation, and the 
irregular rhythms of the winter light make the already distant world 
slip further beyond reach, and I wonder if I’m existing in another 
universe altogether, one inhabited only by those desperately 
searching for Agnieszka. Only it’s not Agnieszka at all we’re 
looking for, it’s something else, something different for each of us. 
Agnieszka is just the uniform we wear that makes us feel as though 
we belong to something bigger, but beneath we have nothing in 
common but our loss, and we’re more alone than if each of us were 
in absolute isolation. 

I glide the last few metres, and turn the key. The screen lights 
up the inside of the car for the first few rings, then goes dark, and I 
am left in the gloom with the sound of the ringing phone. 
Eventually there’s a click. 

“You’ve got 10 minutes, timewaster,” says the voice, and the 
line goes dead. 
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I’m way ahead of you, I think, watching the light go off in the 
ground floor window. I wait for another light to come on, for the 
curtain to take on a diaphanous glow as she makes her way into the 
corridor. But it doesn’t. Maybe she’s ahead of me after all. My body 
jolts, a sliver of ice running from the base of my neck to the small 
of my back. It passes across me like a breeze, and I imagine it’s her 
breath from behind me. I turn, half expecting to see her by the 
window. But all I see is a broken wooden gate dangling by a single 
hinge. 

I glance at the clock. Eight minutes have passed. I step out of 
the car and cross the road. Through the gate and down the path, 
my eyes fixed no the door, my peripheral vision scanning the 
curtains to either side for light and motion, for a sign of eyes 
watching me. The door opens before I reach it. 

I stand still, my toes pressed against the doorstep, hovering on 
the edge of her world. The door begins to move, silently, coming 
towards me. The entrance is closing. If it closes, it will never open 
again, I think to myself, and slip inside, turning my body as the 
door brushes past me and closes. 

The door at the top of the stairs is ajar, and I push. 
“What did you expect to see, timewaster?” 
The door closes behind me. I teeter on the top step. “I” 
“No one sees me. Didn’t I tell you that.” 
“Yes.” 
“So why were you watching?” 
“I” 
“Down the stairs, timewaster.” 
I feel pressure in my heel. My feet want to turn and leave. I 

can’t. But I can’t move forward either.  
I hear nothing, but I sense motion. 
“Down the stairs.” 
I can’t. 
The next time she speaks, her voice is lower still, calmer. “I’m 

going to hurt you. You know that, don’t you?” 
“Yes.” 
I feel the pull on my ankle, a sharp pain in my back, cold against 

my cheek. I look up. As I do so, warm, metallic liquid slides down 
the inside of my cheek. I swallow. 

Her eyes look down at me. Two vast, black eyes, so deep I 
imagine I could see galaxies inside them, but whatever’s inside is 
hidden forever. They are so black no light could possibly escape.  

Between her eyes there’s a light. “You know how much this will 
hurt.” Her voice is deep and rich, but I detect no cruelty, and I 
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wonder if there are two Bitch Zeros, just like there are two Anas. I 
try to detect a flicker in the atmosphere, a sign of distortion. 
There’s nothing. The light between her eyes pulses, and I see at last 
that it’s the scratched, polished blade of a knife. 

When I open my eyes again, hers are still there, closer than 
before. 

“Is,” I begin to ask. 
“Yes,” she says. Her eyes move closer still, and I feel something 

soft on my face, and realise it’s her lips. A warm feeling radiates 
from them, bringing my skin to life. And with it the pain returns, 
sweeping round my body like a fire through brushwood. 
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“Dad!”  

Something is wrong. No, not wrong, different. It’s as though we 
are looking at the same Emma only seen from somewhere else, 
somewhere different in only the tiniest detail, a detail that’s 
nonetheless absolute. Emma raises her head and we see it. 

Her eyes are blue. Rich, clear, butterfly-wing blue. 
And then we see the rest. Our eyes move over her body, taking 

in the sharp boundaries between it and the nothing that frames her. 
We see her hand, still clutching the phone. It is quite solid, free 
from all traces of the emptiness behind it. 

She lifts the hand to her face, drawing it closer, examining the 
phone as though it’s an object she’s picked up on the beach. She 
turns it over, and round, and runs the pads of her fingers over the 
flat surface, screwing up her forehead as though what she sees 
makes no sense at all. 

Finally, she lowers her arm again like she’s bored and looks at 
us.  

“You’re not my father,” she says. 
“No.” 
We wait, for the questions, for the fear in her eyes, the sadness 

and desperation. For a moment something passes behind her eyes. 
Our muscles tense. We swallow. She flicks at her hair and says “Oh. 
I’m sure he’ll be here soon” 

Emma crosses her legs beneath her and sits. The action seems 
to make perfect sense, even though we know there is no ground 
beneath her. She places her elbows on her knees, and rests her head 
on her hands. One of the still holds onto the phone but it hangs 
there like it’s just a part of her she doesn’t give a second thought. 

“Who was wrong?” we ask. 
“Wrong?” 
“You said, ‘he was wrong.’” 
“Oh yeah!” she says, light reflecting in her irises, from 

somewhere out in the emptiness. Or inside her. For the first time 
we realise how important to her her eyes are. How little we could 
see of her before.  

“There was a guy.” 
“A guy?” 
“Yeah. An older guy, with grey hair and a beard. I used to go 

round his house some afternoons and we talked. What was it 
about?” She holds her lip between her teeth, and shakes her head. 
“No, it’s no good. You know what it feels like?” 
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“What does it feel like?” 
“It feels like there are whole chunks of memory that are 

missing. But in the weirdest way. I mean, it’s not like you imagine 
old people go, when they can remember being a kid and they can’t 
remember where they put the shopping. And it’s not like something 
gross happened and I’ve blanked out everything after it; or before 
it; or even around it. It’s like.” She pauses again. “It’s like I’m 
walking down a road and suddenly there’s a big hole where the road 
runs out; but if I jump it there’s road again. Until another hole. 
Yeah, that’s exactly what it’s like. It’s like workmen have come 
along and dug holes in my memory, and wheeled bits of it off and 
dumped it somewhere.” 

“Like the conversations with the man?” 
“Exactly like the conversations with the man. I remember 

everything about it. I went to his house after school on Thursday 
afternoons. I told Dad I was going to Julie’s.” She stops, looks 
down, and seems to notice the phone again, as if for the first time.  

“What is this?” she asks, without looking up. 
“It’s a phone.” 
“A phone? What, like a mobile phone?” 
“Yes. Like a mobile phone.” 
“Oh,” she says, resting her head on her hands as though she’s 

forgotten it again. “Maybe I DID go to Julie’s. Maybe the man was 
at Julie’s. Anyway, I can remember going up the path. I don’t know 
what kind of path. I was never good with that kind of stuff. And I 
went to the door. One of those wooden doors with four frosted 
glass panels. You know the ones?” 

We nod. 
“Yeah, so I went to this door and that’s it. I remember being at 

home and saying sure, I had a great time at Julie’s. Every week for a 
term.” 

“How do you know you talked with him?” we ask, and wish we 
hadn’t the moment we ask. We can only imagine what happened 
behind the door, what it is her mind refuses to let her know.  

“Because I remember being excited. By something he said. I 
remember lying on my bed, and looking out of my window. At 
night. Always at night. I’d look out of my window and think about 
what he said and think how fucking cool is that.”  

For a moment she looks past us, over our shoulder, and we turn 
to see what’s there, and she looks down again. 

“A phone?” 
“Yes. A mobile phone.” 
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“Fuck! So anyway, I remember, just now. I remember what you 
said. ‘He was wrong.’ I remember thinking he was wrong.” 

“But you don’t remember what about?” 
She shrugs her shoulders. 
“So how does it work?” 
“You touch the screen.” 
“Touch it?” Her index finger hovers above the screen. She 

looks, as though bridging the tiny gap between her fingertip and the 
phone with thought. 

“Yes.” 
“Hey, I’ve got it,” she says. Thousands of flecks of light and 

dark swim in her eyes like pieces of gold floating in paint. “I stood 
by the window, one night, and pressed my nose to the glass. I 
started talking to myself under my breath. Repeating what he said.” 

“What did you say?” 
She closes her eyes. We feel the room around us fade, as though 

they were lighting our world from wherever she is. “I said, 
‘somewhere out there every person who’s ever lived still exists. As 
light. As the reflection of the actions they performed on earth, 
drifting away at the speed of light. And if we could travel fast 
enough we could travel alongside them, and watch them, and even 
hold them, and it would be like they were still there with us. 
Forever.’” 

She pauses. Silence. 
“And then I said, ‘And we can prove it all by mathematics. All 

of it. Everything is maths.” 
Emma opens her eyes, and looks straight at us, and her eyes are 

solid and real, only now they are absolutely black without a trace of 
blue or gold or any other colour. 

“He was wrong.” 
We feel a force hit us in the chest, push us back. A force that 

comes from her eyes. She slams her finger so hard into the screen 
of the phone we wait for the noise of shattering glass and the gout 
of blood. 

“Everything is pain.” 
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48 
 
Eventually the convulsions in my body weaken. The waves that 
seem to tear my skin from the flesh beneath with every pulse grow 
less, until it feels as though I’m whole again, and the only sensation 
is the sound of deep sobbing. I listen closer and the tears pull apart 
into two separate streams, which echo off each other, growing 
quieter with each repetition until there is just silence. 

“Emma?” I open my eyes, and see two black moons looking 
back at me. 

“Not Emma,” she says.  
I look, but all I can see are her eyes, as though they, and only 

they, exist, and everything else is a dream, including me. 
“Listen to me,” she says. Her words form a ribbon between us, 

and I open my mouth to taste. 
“Yes.” 
“This place isn’t real. The words we say here aren’t real. I’m not 

real. Do you understand?” 
“Yes.” 
“I will be 51 years old on New Year’s Eve.” 
“But.” 
“Shhh,” the sound spreads outwards like a mist rising on 

moorland. “I will be 51 years old on New Year’s Eve. My son died 
thirty years ago. He was two years old, and we went to the sea. We 
always spent Fridays by the sea. I’d finish work, pick him up from 
the nursery, and drive the twenty miles to the coast. We’d walk 
down to the beach, and I’d plant my bare feet in the sand, and hold 
him so his eyes were just above mine, and he could look out at a 
point on the horizon a little further than I could see.  

“Then we’d turn around, walk to the car and go home, and all 
the time we walked he’d stare over my shoulder, out at the sea.  

“We were almost back at the car, and he was gazing behind me, 
over the water, when I felt a pull on my arm and a weight disappear 
from my shoulder. ‘Look!’ he screamed. ‘Look!’ He repeated the 
word over and over as he fell, and the pitch of his voice never 
changed. 

“I saw. No, I didn’t see, I felt it through the pores on my skin, 
as though every one of them had become an individual eye. He fell 
to the ground, his arm pink on the grey concrete. And he reached 
out, searching in the air for my hand, but I couldn’t think, I 
couldn’t move, and he grabbed. Wire. He grabbed thick barbed 
wire, and he pulled, trying to raise himself, and the more he pulled 
the more the wire wrapped around and around and around him 
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until his skin glistened red. And all the time repeated “look!” in a 
voice that got slowly smaller as though the blood were crawling 
through his skin to smother his words. 

“He was utterly peaceful. As he moved less and less, and his 
words died, minutes before he did, he felt nothing. Because I felt it 
all in his place.  

“A woman put her towel around my shoulders and stared into 
my eyes. Her face. I will never forget her face. She looked as 
though she’d seen a demon dredged up from hell. She took her 
hands away from me, and placed them on her mouth, and shook, as 
though the pain I felt for my son was coming from an alien world. 
‘No one looks at me, fucker,’ I said, and she went away.” 

I feel my eyelids lift but it takes a moment, and a glint reflecting 
back from somewhere, to work out if my eyes are open or closed. I 
stare, but the flickering, circular, pinpoint of light is all I can see, 
trapped in its own envelope of blackness, illuminating nothing 
around it. 
 
“Get out of my house, timewaster,” comes the voice, and the point 
of light flickers as though bending in her breath. 

My hand pulls away from the cold floor, and I feel my fully-
clothed body. My shirt feels heavy on my skin, and my chest begins 
to throb, pressure radiating across it in pulses. Each beat comes 
stronger than the last, and tails off with the feeling of a pinprick 
that grows, becomes pins and needles, and then a sting like an ant 
biting into my flesh at the edges of my torso. 

I push my hands into the floor, raise myself to my feet, and turn 
to where the stairs should be, shuffling my soles and feeling with 
my toes for a step. I feel concrete on the points of my toes, and 
smash them nail first into the bottom step. And again, and again 
until they burn and drown out the pain in my chest. I count the 
stairs as I run, the palms of my hands slamming into the door at the 
top. I pull it shut behind me and lean back, allowing myself time to 
adjust to the light.  

Something tells me I mustn’t look down, that I need to resist 
the temptation to undo my shirt and examine the skin beneath. I 
force my eyes to the ceiling, ready to count the steps to the door as 
though I were still in the dark. 

I blink.  
And again. 
And fall on my knees. My head lolls down between my knees 

and my body convulses, sending ripples of shock though my hands 
and shins until I keel to one side and lie, staring at the ceiling. 
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Staring at the endlessly repeated pictures of Emma. 
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There she is, looking at me from the ceiling with a hundred 

pairs of eyes, as though every memory of her has been sucked into 
this hall, and given form. I hear a noise coming from the basement 
and jump to my feet. I stand, frozen for a moment as footsteps 
climb the steps from the basement. I want to confront her.  

But not here. What good would it do Emma to die here? 
My legs begin to move beneath me. I pull at the door. Slowly it 

gives, as though it’s on an automated mechanism, and no amount 
of tugging will make it move any quicker. I feel the brush of 
London air on my face, and the street starts to drench me in its 
familiar grey-orange light. 

As soon as I’m outside there’s a whoosh behind me. I turn and 
see the closed door and wonder if the city around me has jolted 
back into place, as if it’s been absent all the while I’ve been inside. 

The flat’s cold when I open the door, and in the two days I’ve 
been absent, a hint of dampness has begun to settle in the air. The 
empty chill of the inanimate earth has begun to reclaim the space, 
prising it from my barely-absent grip. The ease with which it does 
so unsettles me as I watch motes of fresh dust swirling under the 
corridor light. I turn the thermostat and hope the veil of death will 
burn away like summer morning mist. 

My foot makes a hollow sound on the floor, and as I feel myself 
begin to slide, I look down and see the envelope. There are no 
details, no stamp – just my name written in block biro letters. I run 
it between my thumb and middle finger. It feels thin, maybe a 
single sheet of cheap paper. Nothing more. 

My legs protest as I climb the stairs, and as soon as I hit the 
kitchen I mix 5 spoons of instant coffee into a past with warm 
water from the tap, and fill the mug until the contents are enough 
of a liquid to slide down my throat in one.  

I sit at my desk, place the envelope in front of me, and wait for 
the caffeine to hit. The blankness swims around my name, and 
images begin to form in the emptiness. Images of Emma, turning, 
looking over her shoulder, saying goodbye. And I think, someone 
else has seen her. Maybe some day I will be able to close my eyes 
and sleep and not worry that with no one to watch over her she’ll 
disappear. She feels more solid, as though until now she’s had as 
certain translucence. 

I slide my fingers under the flap and feel the paper fuzz against 
them.  
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Inside is a single sheet of lined paper, jagged at the top where 
it’s been ripped from a spiral binder. 

 
your friend, the policeman. Did he tell you they had a man in custody for a 
week after your daughter disappeared? Did he tell you they kept him hidden in 
a cell without a paper trail? Did he tell you what the man said?  

 
Susan 
 
“Bitch,” I shout. The coffee smacks the base of my neck as my 
hand slaps the desk. Again and again my palm cracks on the wood 
till it smarts and turns white. “Bitch,” I repeat over and over till it’s 
little more than a whimper. 

“John?” I say. My voice is puffy like the skin around my eyes. 
“Dan?” 
He’s distracted. Annoyed even. He’s told me not to call, and 

here I am. Well, he can fucking listen. 
“The Palfreyman bitch,” I say. 
All I hear is a click, and the line goes dead. 
So she’s telling the truth. The bitch is telling the truth. All these 

years of comfort and sympathy were lies. All the time he knew what 
happened to her. He knew and he said nothing.  

I pick up my car keys and I’m at the end of the road before I 
can think again. I slam the brakes. I want to kill him. No, I want to 
wring it out of him, whatever it is he’s hiding, the fucking bastard. 
Only I know I WOULD kill him, and then whatever he knows 
would be gone forever. 

No, I know exactly where I have to go. 
It’s dark when I arrive, but in the sharkskin grey of the unlit 

night I feel my way through the wire, and count the paces to the 
warehouse. 

Pools of light flood the grass around the building’s edge, gashes 
in the night, bleeding out onto the filthy ground. 

I hold my breath and listen. Nothing except the sound of air 
whistling round the empty shell. Or maybe it’s the sound of 
breathing. I know she’s inside. 

The pads of my fingers feel damp. I wipe them on my trousers, 
but it has no effect. My palms throb, and I realise the moisture is 
blood. 

“Dan?” 
I say nothing. 
“Dan?” 
Silence. 
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I breathe three times, like it’s a ritual, and step into the twilight 
inside. 

“You came, then,” she says. Her voice is flat like a sat nav or a 
safety announcement at the rail station. 

All I see is the giant picture of Agnieszka on the wall, exactly 
where Skag painted it. I blink, and still I see only her. And those 
hollow eyes waiting to play. Waiting to come to life, but never 
doing so. 

It’s like I’m in a museum. No, it feels like I’m in a church, 
staring at a stained glass window, and I can’t figure out why. Is it 
the smell, like incense? No, not incense, but something. Something 
unfamiliar. 

“My son,” she says, and the picture falls into place. In an 
instant. Her sitting form. The limp figure draped across her. The 
stench of rotting flesh. “But what was I supposed to do?” 

Her eyes are black, as though she has cried her soul through 
them and all that’s left is a hollow breeze rattling around the shell 
of her body. “He killed the man I loved. What could I do?” 

I let the question hover in the twilight. 
“My son,” she says, bending her neck, and kissing Skag’s cold 

forehead. “My son.” 
“Fucking monster.” I turn, leave, and don’t look back all the 

way to the car. From behind me a keening sound grows louder 
through the darkness, more animal than human, until it blurs with 
the wretched screaming of the city. 

I slam the door of the car, fling the gate back into the lack with 
the smacking sound of leather on skin, run to the door, and pound 
my fists against it. I hear shouting coming from inside, a woman’s 
voice. I shouldn’t have come here but I don’t care. There’s a thud 
of feet from within, the sound of a safety chain being hooked, and 
the door opens an inch. 

John’s eyes appear. I can’t see his hands, but I know that behind 
the door they’re holding a knife. His look flicks from fury to 
disbelief in an instant. 

“Tell me it’s not true,” I say, softly. “You have exactly a second 
to tell me it’s not true before I smash the door down in your face, 
and God help you and your wife.” 

There’s a flicker, something behind his eyes, instantaneous, and 
I watch the sliver of his face fall floorwards. There’s the sound of 
an object dropping on the carpet, and a hand covers his eyes. 

I slide against the wall, and my head lolls to the side. Our gazes 
meet, without recognition, without expression. Floating in the 
night.  
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“Palfreyman,” he says. 
I nod. 
There’s a long, high noise like gas escaping through a pinhole in 

a coffin lid.  
“How the fuck do you know her?” 
“Know her? You think I know her?” 
“I saw her. The night of the murder. I saw her in the station. 

She looked. She looked like she knew her way around.” 
“Yeah, well maybe she does. Maybe there’s a lot of stuff I don’t 

know about the local nicks on my patch these days. I’ve been doing 
this too long, got too out of touch.” 

“So?” 
“So?” he repeats. 
“So how do you know it was Palfreyman?” 
“She paid me a visit. She told me she’d tell you everything if.” 

He stops, lets out a sigh. I hear his head fall back on the wall. “She 
told me to make sure her son wasn’t arrested.” 

“Her son?” 
“Yeah. Her son, Simon Palfreyman, the young thug who killed 

Barry Bragg. She told me to put the team off the scent.” 
It takes a moment to filter the information, for my sleep-

deprived brain to put the pieces in place. “So you” 
“Yes,” he says. “I had you watched, and I told everyone to 

report directly to me.” 
“Well this gets better and better.” 
“I told myself.” This time the pause goes on and on and time 

freezes in the night air altogether. “I told myself you might, just, 
understand. Because she was doing it for her son.” 

“You idiot,” I whisper. “You fucking idiot.”  
“I know.” 
“No you don’t. You don’t have the first fucking clue. Do you 

know why she didn’t want you to arrest her son? Why she didn’t 
want you to put him in a cell?” 

Nothing. 
“Do you know where he is?” 
Still nothing. 
“No. No, I didn’t think so. She didn’t want him in a cell, 

because in a cell he’d be safe. I’ll tell you where he is. He’s lying on 
the floor of a warehouse on the estate where you picked me up that 
night By the smell he’s been dead for several days.” 

“What?” 
“She killed him. She killed her own son, and you let her. You’ve 

betrayed one more dead fucking kid, just like you betrayed my 
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daughter. Now tell me what she was talking about while I’m still 
too fucked up to kill you.” 

We wait like that, in the growing cold, lit from the outside by 
yellow streetlamps, and the inside by a sliver from the silver-white 
of halogen downlights. In the tiny space between us where the 
lights meet, it feels like the wavelengths are fighting, and 
weakening, and leaving us in a tiny patch of darkness. 

“There was a man,” he says, at last. “We could never prove 
anything, but we kept tabs on him for years, on and off. He saw 
her, the day she went missing, he saw her after she said goodbye to 
you.” 

I swallow and clamp my jaw shut. 
“She didn’t go to school, she went to meet him, in the meadows 

behind the Capstone Estate. He came to the station the day of the 
first news announcement. He said he’d met up with her, and then 
they’d gone their separate ways, and he thought nothing of it until 
he saw the news. He thought he ought to come in to explain, 
because he didn’t want to be suspected of anything if the worst had 
happened. Well, that put him right in the frame.” 

“My daughter wouldn’t just meet up with a stranger.” My palms 
are raw. The pain creeps from them up my arms and begins to chip 
at the base of my skull. “God, that’s what every parent in my 
situation says, isn’t it? They all say it and they’re wrong, because if 
their kids hadn’t gone off they’d still be at home.” 

“He wasn’t a stranger.” 
“What?” 
“He said he’d known your daughter for years. Said he saw her 

every week. But please could we be discreet, because a man in his 
position couldn’t have rumours going around.” 

“He was lying.” 
“I’m afraid he wasn’t. We checked. People had seen them 

together before.” 
“But she didn’t see anyone. Not anyone outside of school. Not 

some fucking pervert. What did they. No, don’t tell me.” 
“He says they talked.” 
“Talked?” 
“About the big questions, he said. About the universe and our 

place in it, and what might lie beyond it. We never found anything 
to suggest he was lying. And eventually we stopped trailing him.” 

“But men and young girls don’t talk about that kind of thing. 
They. They just don’t.” 

“It made sense in a way.” 
“Sense? How does something like that make sense?” 
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“It fitted with his job. He was a professor of astrophysics.” 
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50 
 
Professor Sydney Byfield.  

I scroll through another page of links, the same as all the others. 
References to the Byfield Conjecture, mixed up with conspiracists 
and cranks who all think they know why he went missing. 

Which is exactly what I want to know. I want to take him down 
to the cellar beneath Bitch Zero’s stairs and close the door, and set 
loose on him with everything she has down there. I want to leave 
him there, and come back the next day, and the next, until he’s only 
just got the breath in him to tell me what the hell he did with my 
daughter before he dies. 

Had she known? I wonder. Is that why she turned and said 
goodbye that morning of all mornings? Did she know she was 
saying goodbye? Was she planning to leave with him? With this 
professor? 

Veins start to nudge the tightening skin at my temples. My face 
flushes. I let out a cry, and realise it’s pain where my fingernails 
have driven their way into the palms of my hands again. Thoughts 
rush through my head like the winds before a hurricane, battering 
and weakening my defences. With every one of them I imagine him 
dead.  

I reach for my coffee. No, that’s the last thing I need. I need to 
slow my head down, not speed it up. I pick up the mug, hurl it at 
the wall, and watch the liquid splash and slide down the paintwork. 

From what I understand, Byfield’s ground-breaking theory was 
something to do with the way waves and particles behaved. I know 
enough quantum from the TV that I’m not lost yet. The upshot of 
the Byfield Conjecture was that the light we see from events that 
happen far far away is actually made of the same stuff as the event 
itself, but we can only see it that way if we’re travelling at virtually 
the speed of light ourselves. 

Every account I find suggests he as working on the implications 
of this theory until he disappeared, but none of the official sources 
has any idea what those implications were. When he went missing, 
apparently there was nothing left at all except his clothes and 
appliances, and his wife’s body, as though he’d shipped his whole 
life somewhere else. Just like Emma. 

So the gap’s left open for the cranks to fill with their ridiculous 
theories. But the cranks are all I have, so I keep reading, and I keep 
trying to remember, hoping that something will trigger the memory 
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of a word or a phrase Emma had used; that something will give me 
a clue why she went to see him, and whether she’d intended to 
leave with him for good. 

I feel my eyelids twitch with tiredness, and instinctively I move 
my hand, but there’s no mug of coffee waiting, so I run it across 
my forehead in stead, pushing the withdrawal pains from one side 
to the other. 

Running through the google results, one catches my eye. It’s a 
blog call “fuckthefraud”. I think of Skag. I see him, lying across his 
mother’s knees, imagining his skin marble cold and mottled like 
something from a Michealngelo Pieta. I feel my hand smoothing 
the cold plastic of the mouse as though it’s the surface of a 
sculpture, as though I can warm him back to life with my touch. 

I click, and the post appears on the screen. 
 

 
“Enduring Love: Byfield’s search for immortal passion in the music 
of the spheres,” runs the title. 

“Posted by Fraudfuck.” 
The palm of my hand begins to burn, and I think, “there he is, 

for a moment, brought back from the dead.” Only in cyberspace he 
isn’t dead. He’s there, as sure as he was the day I first logged on to 
Agnieszka Anonymous. As sure as he will be until climate change 
shuts down the global grid for good, and everyone who’s ever 
hooked up to the Net disappears, and all that’s left are the hollow, 
ageing, temporary shells of the bodies that remain. 

“So Professor Byfield disappears the day his wife dies and the 
police decide they ‘want to talk to him’ and ‘they aren’t looking for 
anyone else in connection with her death.’  

“So he’s their number one suspect. Have they not READ his 
work? Do they know NOTHING of the Byfield conjecture? Of 
course they haven’t. Of course they don’t. 

“OK, let me explain. The Byfield Conjecture states that waves 
and particles are not two separate states of “matter” but are two 
aspects of the same state. They’re the same thing, seen from 
different standpoints. The closer our relative speed to the relative 
speed of the matter we’re observing, the more what we observe 
appears to behave like a particle.  

“So let’s take a bit of light. A photon. Imagine you’re standing 
next to it when it gets fired off. It’s a pretty one-sided race, right? 
There’s not much similarity between its velocity and ours. So to us 
it looks like a wave. But imagine someone shot you from a canon at 
the same time; shot you as fast as the speed of light, OK? 
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“Well if that happened, you and the photon would be travelling 
at the same relative speed, yeah? So what Byfield’s saying is to 
YOU the photon would appear solid (and to the guy who fired you 
from the light canon you AND the photon would appear to be a 
wave). 

“So what? Well, so quite a lot. Just suppose this, right. Suppose 
you’re standing in a field, or looking out of an open window into 
space, with the sun shining down on you. OK? Imagine someone 
else is up in space looking down. Because there’s nothing in the 
way, they can see you. They can see you because of the light you 
reflect – the different contours and pigments reflect the light 
differently, so the pattern of light that heads into space towards the 
guy with the telescope looks like YOU. 

“So think about it. Petra Byfield is found dead in her bedroom 
with the curtains and the window open. However long ago she 
died, if you’re out in space that many light-seconds from her 
bedroom, and you had a strong enough telescope, you’d see her die. 

“So it seems obvious what happened, what the Professor was 
working on. Ever since his wife was diagnosed with her terminal 
illness, he’s known he’s going to lose her. But he’s also believed, 
because of his conjecture, that if he could find a way to send 
himself out into space at the speed of light, before she died, from a 
place by her side, he could travel by the side of the light reflected of 
her skin forever, and for him she’d never die, not ever. And he 
wouldn’t be travelling by the side of reflected light; because they’re 
travelling at the same relative speed, he’d be forever by the side of 
his actual wife. His solid, immortal, beloved wife. 

“Who knows what actually happened the night Petra Byfield 
died. But it’s fucking obvious what the Professor BELIEVED 
happened.  

“I hope he’s right.” 
 

“Bloody hell,” I say under my breath, smearing my hand over my 
eyes. I look back at the screen and notice something wrong. 

According to the blog, the entry was posted today. 10 minutes 
ago. 
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That didn’t take long, thinks Shuji as a familiar IP address appears. 
The Englishman wants the same as him. He wants it to be true. 
Not the speed of light. Not the mathematics. They could never be 
true. But the idea.  

The principle. Shuji is certain the principle is true. He wonders 
how much pain the Professor endured to discover that he had been 
wrong. Perhaps, he thinks, the discovery that he had been wrong, 
that all his research had been for nothing, perhaps that was the pain.  

Shuji clicks the tab and his finger hovers over the play arrow.  
Still it hovers. 
His breath is ragged, and his skin clammy. He swallows. His 

eyes sweep his room, filling themselves on every detail. For the last 
time. Eventually he is done, and his gaze returns to the screen.  

His finger hovers a moment longer. 
Then it clicks down and the tab is gone. And then the blog. And 

then Agnieszka Anonymous.  
And then the screen went blank. 
With his eyes closed, and the barely audible whir of his laptop 

silenced, Shuji feels as though he is drifting through the dark depths 
of the ocean. He is inside a diving bell, with a light that shines 
directly in front of him, illuminating a tiny slice of the deep. Shapes 
come at him from nowhere, entering and leaving the stage, flashing 
in and out of existence in the only world that could possibly exist. 
There is his mother’s face, tears falling onto lipstick, even though 
Shuji knows that is impossible in this watery place. Her mouth 
opens, and disappears before it can emit a scream that no one 
would hear. Yuichi flicker in and out of sight, shrugging his 
shoulders and ignoring everything save the non-existent sound his 
headphones pump into him. And there is his father, swimming 
hard to stay afloat, numbers wrapping themselves around his legs 
like seaweed and squids, pulling against his weakening stroke, 
pulling him down down into the darkness. 

Has it all shrunk down to this, Shuji wonders. Or maybe it 
hasn’t shrunk at all but this is the first time he has understood that 
everyone exists only in their own tiny pocket of light, floating 
through a sea of nothing, the last gases left from the Big Bang, 
crossing paths with others less and less and less as the universe 
cools to disconnected stillness. 

Is it any wonder, he thinks, the Englishman has lost his 
daughter in such a world? Far more staggering that we hold on to 
those around us for so long.  
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The film starts to run, unbidden, Agnieszka filling the space in 
front of him, and he imagines her as a black hole at the centre of 
the galaxy, pulling everything relentlessly in.  

The faces of his family are gone. There is no room for them 
here, but he does not think this. He has no thought, no memory of 
them at all. They may as well never have existed at all.  

Shuji opens his eyes, but still all he sees is Agnieszka. Running. 
Running. Until she falls, and he reaches out his hand, feeling for 
her in front of him. Again and again she falls and he stretches and 
lunges but he can’t save her.  

“Everything is pain” he says, aloud, startling himself. Pain. The 
only blade sharp enough to cut through the infinite nothings 
between every living thing and every other living thing. He finds it 
impossible to imagine pain, to imagine anything piercing the oily 
skin of numbness that surrounds him. How much will it hurt? he 
mutters to himself but the words are have no meaning. 

The metal is cold in his hand. It is so small he thinks, and yet it 
has so much power.  

Shuji opens his bedroom door. His eyes see nothing but his feet 
are steady as they tread the corridor, turn, and descend the stairs.  

He takes a few more steps.  
Stops.  
Lifts up the hand holding the knife.  
There is a scream. 
A second joins it. 
Neither belongs to Shuji. 
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52 
 
So if Skag was PoleDancer, who is fraudf**k? 

More to the point, what does he mean? What did this Professor 
think happened? What does that have to do with Emma? What was 
he doing with Emma? What was Emma doing with him? 

This time John answers straight away and there’s no attempt to 
take evasive action.  

“Why did you let him go?”  
“We had no reason to hold him.” 
“Did you look for one?” 
“We took him to pieces, Dan. His clothes, his car, his house. 

Nothing” 
“And you didn’t tell me.” 
“Sorry.” 
“Sorry?” 
“That’s all I can say.” 
“Look, let’s forget all that. I can’t really explain, but I need to 

know if he said anything. Anything strange. Something that struck 
you as odd, didn’t make any sense.” 

There’s silence. I fill it with coffee and stare at my blank screen 
and the camera lying next to it, and remember I have a picture to 
take and I still don’t have the first clue of what. 

“Just tell me.”  
Nothing except the sound of John whistling and wheezing at 

the extremities of each breath.  
“I think you’d better meet me at the pub,” he says at last. 
The night is unusually black. As though the streetlamps are on 

holiday, 24 hour convenience stores have all closed, nightclubs 
forgotten to turn on their neon. The darkness provides some kind 
of comfort as I head to face who knows what. Everything bad 
happens in the light. 

“It’s kinda dark tonight, huh,” says a voice, as if repeating my 
thoughts. 

I turn round. She’s little more than a metre behind me. I didn’t 
hear her steps. 

“I thought it was you,” she says. 
“Tally?” 
“It’s like the world decided to leave you in peace. I guess it 

thought you needed some space.” She smiles. She looks younger 
than she did in the gallery, still a schoolchild. Maybe it’s the lack of 
light to cast any shadows. She has her hands stuffed into the 
pockets of a hoodie that she’s wearing with the hood down. 
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“Were you following me?” 
“Not in any of the ways you mean,” she says. “I don’t want to 

hold you up. You look like you’re going somewhere. We can walk 
and talk.” 

I head through the blackness, and if it wasn’t for her voice 
beside me, she would be lost in the dark. I wonder how she found 
me. Maybe she followed me from the gallery. I have no idea what 
she wants. Information? Redemption? But I need a distraction, and 
as I place one foot in front of the other in the gloom, her child-like 
voice and oddball questions are the only thing that keep me 
walking. 

“You know what you look like?” she asks me. 
“I imagine I look like a wreck.” 
“Yeah, that’s true,” she says. We walk a couple more paces 

before she continues, “You look like someone who lost their dog 
and can’t get to sleep until they go and look for it.” 

“I don’t have a dog.” 
“Only,” she carries on as though I hadn’t spoken, “they know 

the dog’s probably dead, but before they turn in for the night they 
have to satisfy themselves they’ve looked everywhere it might have 
run off to.” 

Silent paces as we cross the road. 
“And you know what the funny thing is?” 
“What’s the funny thing?” 
“You know, we’ve been walking a while. I wonder if you didn’t 

get a taxi because you maybe hoped you’d run into someone who’d 
walk you to the door, wherever it is you’re going.” 

“What’s the funny thing?” I repeat. 
“It must be important, huh? The kind of important you have to 

go to and you sort of want to go to, only you don’t want to go as 
well.” 

“The funny thing?” 
“Oh yeah,” she says. “The funny thing is that if the dog’s been 

hurt, it’ll have limped back home and be waiting on his doorstep. 
And if it’s not hurt then it’s just run off because it couldn’t stand 
being there any more, and he’ll never find it wherever he looks. It’ll 
either come home one day or it won’t.” 

We carry on in silence again, only it’s not really silence. I can 
hear her breath closer. No, not closer, but coming at me. I can hear 
her watching me.  

For some reason I can’t get that stupid dog she’s talking about 
out of my head. Only it’s not a dog of course.  

Dead or gone forever.  
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I wonder if she’s right. If I know that’s true. If I’m just walking 
and walking because I can’t sleep unless I do. Because there’s 
nothing else for me to do until I die. 

“It’s OK,” she says, the moment the tears start, like this is what 
she’s been waiting for. My legs fold slowly beneath me, like I’m 
back at school, sitting down cross-legged for assembly. I sit, in the 
middle of the pavement, bend my head over my hands like I’m 
about to cup water into my mouth, and cry. Tremors squeeze the 
tears from me like toothpaste. It’s cold but I’m aware of warmth 
next to me. Tally’s hand on my shoulder 

“You know,” she says, her words coming in pulses through my 
sobs, “if some heavy object falls on you and you’re stuck there for 
hours, with your leg going numb, and some helpful person comes 
along and lifts whatever it is because they want to save your leg, all 
the poison that’s built up and built up rushes into your body and it 
can kill you.” 

The words wash over me. I sense noises, movement, people 
altering their path to avoid me, heads turning, eyes trying to look 
and not look at the same time. My only answer is more tears. 

“I think it’s like that with tears. Does that make any sense? I 
think people tell you let it out, and they’re being really kind and 
trying to help you move on with your life, only the tears can build 
up and build up and you don’t let them out for so long they just sit 
there inside you and start to go bad. And this lovely person comes 
along and says go on, let them all flow, and if it’s the wrong time 
the poison floods your body and that’s it.” 

The words stop and we sit, and the only sound is the scuff of 
shoes and the thrum of engines and life going on as though this 
were any other day and we’re just not here, and sounds I can’t 
control coming from some place inside me I can’t explain. And 
then, without me noticing, there’s just silence. 

And then she speaks.  
“What I’m trying to say is I think it doesn’t mean you’re a bad 

person for not crying before. I think it just means that maybe if you 
had that would have been the end of you, and in some way you 
knew that.”  

I wonder if maybe she’s right. Her face is level with mine. She 
looks young. No, not young. Free of lines, like life hasn’t left a 
single mark on her. Neither young nor old, but untouched. 

“Let me buy you coffee,” she says as we get to our feet. 
“I have to be somewhere.” 
“You have to?” 
“OK,” I say, “but let me buy.” 
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“No, really, I’ll buy. I’ve just come into some money. More than 
I could possibly spend in my lifetime.” 

She’s a strange creature, sitting opposite me with a coke 
between her hands like a teenager, fixing her eyes on me whenever 
she speaks. Childlike but intense. And, it’s hard to describe, but it’s 
like she’s not quite here. Her clothes, skinny jeans and a Killers T-
shirt, are so neat, uncreased, it’s like they’ve not really been worn. 
And it’s the same with her skin. Unblemished like it’s been 
photoshopped. And her eyes, not a single blood vessel, or fleck of 
anything in the brown-black irises. It’s like her body’s never been 
lived in, like it’s just been made a day or so ago.  

“Why am I sitting here with you?” I ask, the same time as I 
think it. There are so many things I should be doing. So why am I 
here doing nothing in particular like time’s stopped dead in its 
tracks, happy to wait for me to finish. 

She picks up her drink and takes a sip without moving her eyes, 
which are looking right through me like I’m not here at all and she’s 
waiting for someone she’s meant to be meeting to walk through the 
door. She puts the glass down, blinks, picks it up again like she’s 
forgotten she’s just had some, sips, and smiles.  

“You’re waiting for me to tell you about that Professor guy,” 
she says. “Byfield.” 

“What?” 
“He saw your daughter disappear. You were going to ask some 

police guy about it, but all he was going to tell you was some stuff 
from an interview room. I can tell you what he saw. I think you 
know that.” 

“What?” 
“You’re wasting time in a café with a stranger instead of finding 

out about the day your daughter went missing. You know. 
Somehow.” 

“How do you know what I’m doing?” 
She smiles. The corners of her mouth turn up but the skin 

doesn’t wrinkle around her mouth, like the smile is real and not 
real.  

“Are you in my imagination?” 
Fuck! My leg stings and starts to throb. I take it out from under 

the table and roll up the bottom of my trouser leg. There’s a fresh 
red mark, alongside the older blue-purple bruises from Bitch Zero. 

Tally smiles another semi-real smile at me. “No,” she says. Her 
mouth goes straight and she looks down and I think she’s going to 
cry, but she just keeps cradling her coke.  



168 

 

“It’s all any of us ever do. Just walk and walk looking for what 
we lost. Walk and walk in our own little piece of night with our eyes 
fixed firmly into the dark and we don’t see anything outside that 
blackness, and then we’re dead. It’s OK.” 

“Who are you?”  
“I’m.” She stops, looks down at her coke, and looks back at me. 

“I’m from the darkness outside your own little bubble of darkness. 
I know that doesn’t make any sense, and it doesn’t really matter 
that it makes no sense because. Because it makes no difference.” 

I wonder if I should offer her another drink or pretend to go to 
the bathroom and make a run for it, or what the hell I should do. I 
wonder what time it is and how long John will wait, and yet. And 
yet I look across the table and into her eyes, empty of hope, empty 
of expectation, empty of anything, and I can’t move. And I know I 
won’t be able to move until she tells me whatever it is she has to 
tell me, and my foot starts to jiggle under the table, and I wish she’d 
get on and tell me. 

“You know,” she says, as though there’s all the time in the 
world. “Things aren’t perfect. You look at the little piece of 
universe around you and it seems pretty shitty. And maybe it is 
pretty shitty. But it’s all you’ve got.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” 
“It means what you lost is lost and sometimes we lose things 

and that’s just the way it is, OK? You know, some things are shitty 
but people make do. Because they have to.” 

“Don’t tell me to make do. I didn’t lose my watch. I didn’t lose 
my wallet. I lost my daughter, OK, so don’t tell me to make do.” 

I wonder if she’s going to cry, or if she’s going to explode, or if 
she’s going to walk out, but she just looks at her drink like she 
hasn’t heard a word I’ve said. 

“So here’s what he saw,” she says eventually. “Hey, you should 
open your eyes.” 

I hadn’t realized I’d closed them. 
“You should look at me.” Her voice is soft. No, not soft, or 

quiet. Distant. Like it’s coming from far far away. “What I’m going 
to tell you. It will make you see things. Things you don’t want to 
see. You should keep your eyes open and look at me, all right? 
There will be enough time for dreams later.” 

The darkness goes and her eyes are fixed on me and they’re 
even darker. 

“Professor Byfield went to meet Emma that morning.” Not a 
movement or inflection in her voice. Like she’s reading something 
from a screen, in a language she doesn’t understand. “They were 
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going to talk about physics. That’s what they always talked about. 
In particular they were going to talk about the Byfield conjecture. 
Professor Byfield’s wife was dying. He couldn’t stop her dying, but 
he believed he had found a way to keep her alive, after a fashion, a 
way he could stay with her, never have to lose her. But there was a 
piece missing, and it had been driving him crazy for months. That’s 
what he and Emma talked about. There were things about physics 
she didn’t understand, and that stopped her coming up with the 
usual objections people had. He believed if he was going to find the 
answer, he was most likely to find it whilst talking to your 
daughter.” 

Silence. 
“But he never got to see her that morning. When he got to the 

meadow where they met, he could see that someone was already 
with her. I think he would have done something. I think he wanted 
to do something. But he couldn’t. He was, I don’t know, compelled 
to watch. In case. Just in case what he was seeing was it, the answer. 
Which it was.” 

“Do something? What do you mean do something?” 
“To stop her.” 
“Stop her? Emma? What was she doing?” 
“Oh right, no, not Emma. To stop her doing it to Emma. To 

stop Kerry.” 
“Kerry?” 
“Kerry was. I can’t say it. She was doing things. Terrible things. 

Things you can’t imagine.” 
“What the fuck are you talking about? Kerry didn’t do anything. 

Who the fuck told you this bollocks? That sick Byfield fuck?” 
“Mr Griffiths, I’m telling you what happened, that’s all. You can 

do what you want and blame who you want but this is what 
happened. Emma. I don’t want to say this OK, but this is the bit 
you have to hear, all right, because it’s at the bottom of everything. 
Emma suffered. She suffered like you can’t imagine.” 

“Yes I can,” I say, closing my eyes and thinking of her empty 
room, and staring straight into Bitch Zero’s eyes, and all I see there 
is that emptiness. 

“No,” she says. “No, that’s just it. You can’t begin to imagine 
what she went through. But Byfield could see.” 

“And he did nothing?” 
“He did nothing. And then, when her body and her mind 

couldn’t take any more without falling apart, she vanished. Gone. 
That was it, you see. That was what he realized. The answer he’d 
been looking for. It wasn’t about physics at all. It was pain. The 
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only thing that can take us out of the little pocket of numbness of 
our life. The only thing that’s real. Only.” 

Minutes go by without a word. Veins and vessels swell and pop 
in my head and I want to reach across the table and shake the life 
out of her, and then I want to scream, and then I want to break 
everything in sight including her skull, and then I want to curl on 
the floor and cry but I just sit there, silent, and she doesn’t move, 
or even blink. 

“Only,” she says at last. “It only hurts the first time. After that 
our body starts to cope and there’s nothing we can do about it. It 
was too late for Fran. She learned to live with the pain.”  

“Fran?” 
“Fran.” 
“Who the fuck are you?” 
“I’m Tally,” she says, as plain and featureless as if she were 

telling me it’s raining outside. “I’m Tally Hancock, and you know, 
you’re not so nice sometimes. You lay awake at night because you 
lost your daughter and you think you hurt more than any person 
ever hurt, and that’s just not true, and you know maybe if 
somewhere there’s a list of all the people who hurt and hurt and 
deserve the pain to stop, maybe you’re too shitty and selfish to have 
your name on it.” 

“I’m sorry,” I say as a reflex. 
“Yeah, well maybe you are and maybe you aren’t, and maybe 

you should be, you know.” 
For the first time there’s something in her voice. Feeling. 
“Who are you?” I say again. 
“It’s OK.” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” 
“It means I’ll tell you who I am, and I don’t blame you for what 

you’ll do.” 
“What I’ll do? How do you know what I’ll do?” 
“Because you’re no different.” 
Nothing, and no words or tics or fidgeting or thoughts to fill the 

nothing. 
“So I think it works like this,” she says. “Emma is what you lost, 

and I’m what you never had. She is the daughter you had with 
Kerry, and I’m the daughter you never had with Fran, and I think 
you have to choose and it’s OK, I know you won’t choose me 
because no one ever does and you’re no different. It’s always the 
same. Human nature. No matter how bad, how good, how happy 
or how plain indifferent, people always choose the thing they knew, 
the thing they’d held, touched, tasted for real. I think that way they 
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can always tell themselves whatever the sum total of their life’s 
disappointments they could have had it better, if only things had 
been different.” 

 “Always?” 
“Always. No, not always. There was this Japanese boy. You 

knew him in a roundabout kind of way. But pretty much always.” 
I say nothing. We don’t talk, and we don’t talk, and once I 

glance at her but her eyes are somewhere else and in the end we get 
used to the silence, and she must be still sitting there holding her 
unfinished coke, but my mind is racing with thoughts of Emma and 
I wouldn’t notice if she left, and eventually I think she says “you 
have no idea how much I hurt” but it’s so faint I’m not sure and I 
carry on with my thoughts of Emma. 

 
 
 



172 

 

53 
 

We are in a large space, airy, light, a room with lots of glass. There 
is the constant low hum of public buildings, and over that the 
sound of pumped voices, a television showing news on a vast 
screen. There is a generic woman in a cream jacket, dark hair held 
in place with too much spray, titles rolling beneath her, market 
prices, sports headlines, today condensed in a few four word 
bullets. In a generic North American voice she tells us like she’s 
reading a shopping list about some Japanese kid who skinned 
himself alive. A few metres away we see two people sit together 
who may be a couple, or may at one time have been a couple 
although the long silences suggest they are no longer. He is middle-
aged and average in every way. She is a few years older, heavy set, 
with long flaming hair that may once have been that colour 
naturally. 

We catch pieces of their disjointed conversation. He is 
comforting her. She says she wishes she had had children, she 
would have liked a daughter, she would have liked his daughter. He 
says he knows, he wishes that too. He says he sometimes feels 
guilty at his own good fortune and she says it’s OK, he mustn’t feel 
like that. 

She asks him if his daughter knows who she is. He hesitates 
slightly too long before answering, and she takes his hand, and 
leans in, says something to him up close, something we can’t hear, 
and then she gets up and leaves.  

The man sits in silence for the longest time, staring, not after the 
woman who has left, but behind us.  

We turn, following the line of his sight. There is a young 
woman. She looks familiar but we can’t quite place her. She is 
engrossed in a magazine, the Epoch Review. She holds it up to turn 
the page, and it’s then we notice the cover, and all at once we 
realize and call out… 

 
 
 
 
 

 


