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[pp. 9-12]

CHAPTER 1
A DISTURBANCE IN HELL

There lived in Hell a very friendly devil by the name of Marek. His was a peaceful life.
Everyone liked him, even the sinners whom he boiled in vats of tar, because he did not torment
them out of spite, he was simply going about his duties diligently and proficiently. And it was
only through a stroke of bad luck that a great misfortune befell Marek, one that ruined his
chance at an ordinary career in the service and nearly caused him to be banished from Hell
forever.

It happened on 27 April 1945. At midnight, Marek started his shift in Boiler Room no.
13. The duty satan gave him instructions and left the floor. Marek walked around the enormous,
bleak hall, bathed in the light of the flames that glowed beneath the vats. This was a particularly
important department, the “Department of Dictators”, reserved for earth’s exceptionally
bloodthirsty executioners. The department had thirty-three vats for boiling ninety-nine sinners
in. Among them were: Heron, Nero, Ivan the Terrible, Suvorov, ‘The Hangman’ Muravyov...
One vat — a single — stood alone, containing the department’s one-hundredth customer. With a
swastika on the outside. In this vat, boiling way, was of course — Hitler... Next to his stood
several empty vats, awaiting the arrival of the Boiler Room’s next tenants who had not yet
finished their work on earth. On one of these vats — also a single — there shone a brilliant red
glove. This emblem was visible on a whole row of already occupied vats.

Marek checked the temperature of all the vats. He added more coal to the fires that
needed it, then sat down at a table by the entrance to the hall. He switched on a red lamp and
unfolded his newspaper, “The Devil’s Pravda”. For a while, he became engrossed in articles
by the paper’s foreign correspondents, reporting from The Universe, then he began to nod off.
He nearly fell asleep but leapt to his feet and did the rounds once more, stoking the fires
underneath the vats.

Every once in a while, Marek looked up at the large clock hanging on the wall opposite
the entrance to the Boiler Room. He again sat down at the table and again returned to reading
the paper. He read the lonely hearts with interest. In particular, the last one:

“Witch, 45. Fiery, handsome, hirsute top to bottom, loves kids and rollmops, possesses
significant reserves of effrontery, seeks life partner same values, age 50 to 500. Decent

proposals to the publisher at Box 00.”
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Marek sighed. ‘What a shame that I am too young for her!”’

He floundered in dreams of a female companion and again nearly fell asleep. He
snapped awake. And looked at the clock.

‘Oh, Lucifer! It’s nearly three!’

He began to patrol the Boiler Room. He was scheduled to be on duty until 9 am. It was
true that opinion among devils insisted on a 36-hour working week, but due to the fuel crisis
the previous winter and the re-deployment of a significant number of devil labourers to the
mine, Lucifer had not signed the resolution of the Chamber of Devils which had already been
approved by the Chamber of Satans.

All was as it should be. Fire was licking the underside of the thirty-three vats. The
sinners in their bubbling tar were howling in pain. Marek sat down at the table once again,
looked at the clock, at the vat with the swastika and... fell asleep. And he had such pleasant
dreams that he smiled in his sleep, indeed he was salivating. He dreamt that the Head Satan
was presenting him with the title of “Hero of the Hellish Union” and the Star of Lucifer with
Pokers. Marek accepted the congratulations of his naturally envious colleagues and proudly
puffed out his hairy chest, on which the great honours glistened. And at precisely that wonderful
moment, someone slugged him in the gob with a fist quite unceremoniously.

The devil leapt to his feet and, with terror, saw that standing before him was the Head
Satan who just moments earlier, while bestowing an honour on Marek — had kissed him
passionately. Behind him the clock, whose minute hand had cooly ticked past 8 am, chimed
accusatorily.

‘What is this now, you rotten devil! You fell asleep on the job and the fires beneath the
vats have died!’

Marek was so taken aback at the crime that had been committed that he fainted. Half of
the sinners —unaccustomed to the low temperature of the tar in the vats — had caught pneumonia
and perished. The most resilient proved to be those that had been placed in their vats only
recently. The older clients, on the other hand — Herod, Nero — had died the same day. With
much dread, the Head Satan reported the incident in Boiler Room no. 13 to Lucifer.

‘How many deceased?’ asked the ruler of Hell.

‘Fifty, your highness.’

‘Is Hitler still alive?”’

‘He is but he has come down with brown fever, your highness.’

“That runs in his family. And what of those in the vats with the emblem of the glove?’

‘Also still alive, though they are sick with dysentery, your highness.’
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‘That’s chronic. Fools. And who was it committed this crime?’

‘Marek, your highness, a Certified Level 9 devil.’

‘Bring him to me at midnight for a disciplinary action!’

‘Oh — my!” Even the Head Satan was aghast at Marek’s fate, but clipped his hoofs
obediently all the same. ‘Yessir, oh Commander of the Scorched!’

The following day, Marek had the fortune, sorry, misfortune of seeing Lucifer for the
first time in his life because up until now he had only been able to gaze upon the numerous
portraits of him that had been hung up around Hell. The ruler of Hell was sat on a magnificent
throne of gold, bones and human skulls that had been crafted by the greatest artists of the
Hellish Union. In his hands he held a golden pitchfork and a whip. Brightly-coloured flames
flickered all around him, from time to time revealing the odd set of fiery eyes, great horns, red
claws. Marek, receiving a mighty kick up the backside from the Master of Hellish Ceremonies,
crawled to the very centre of the audience chamber on all fours. He curled up in fear and
trembled. Which pacified Lucifer somewhat.

‘Do you admit your guilt? his voice thundered around Hell.

‘I do, beloved father... I admit everything. As a devil, I am unfit for the Hellish Union,
I was planning this for a long time, agents from earth talked me into it..."” bawled Marek in
floods of tears.

Lucifer’s voice boomed out again, ‘I had wanted to punish you by banishing you from
Hell and sending you to earth forever. However, considering your remorse, you foolish devil,
I will send you there only for one year. You must find me fifty new sinners for my empty vats!
If you succeed, I will take you back and you will be awarded the Star of Lucifer, First Class.’

Delighted, Marek clawed his way over to Lucifer’s throne to plant a great big kiss on
his hoof but he burnt his snout on one of the flames surrounding the ruler. This pacified Lucifer
even more.

‘Bring me the Commissioner of Information and Propaganda,’ ordered the Commander
of the Dark Ones.

Shortly thereafter, there appeared before the ruler one of Hell’s supreme dignitaries.

“You summoned me, oh Commander and Teacher of the Horned Ones!’

‘Which country on earth has the greatest freedom and prosperity?’

‘According to the most recent reports in Pravda, oh Father of the Hairy Ones, apart
from Russia, the greatest freedom and prosperity exists in Poland, while the greatest poverty

and bondage exists in England and America, oh Protector of the Fiery Ones.’
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‘Send him to Poland for a period of one year. Give him instructions. Advise him of the
dangers and provide him with the seven special pills for delegates travelling to earth from Hell.
Begone, bastards!’

‘As you command, your highness.’

Within twenty-four hours, Marek was made ready for his journey to earth. He was given
a manicure and a pedicure, his snout was shaved, the hair on his body was burnt off, he was
dressed elegantly, his horns were cut off and his tail was amputated. He looked like a very
handsome forty-something comrade with brilliant white teeth, fiery eyes and a dark
complexion. A satanic bureaucrat gave him enough petty cash for five days, a total of five
dollars, and a test tube containing seven different-colour pills. At the same time, he advised
him, ‘Take the white one when you arrive on earth. You will turn into a human and will be able
to converse in all languages. Take the black one on 1 May 1946, no later than 12 midday, in
order to return to Hell. The others are to be taken only as necessary, follow the instructions
written on each. Understood?’

‘Understood, comrade marshal!’

‘Send him to earth, to Poland, at 1 am on the dot on 1 May! That is: tonight,’ the satanic
bureaucrat gave the command to the Head of Inter-Planetary Travel.

And the following day, the Tanganyikan radio and press broadcast the following
communiqué:

‘Ballistic missiles have now been observed flying over the territory of Tanganyika on
more than one occasion. Last night, at one o’clock am, another such missile was spotted flying
from west to east at terrific speed. These tricks of the capitalist stooges, on this day celebrating
black people around the world, do not frighten the Tanganyika Party of the Black Night whose
outstanding progress towards the development of Tanganyika and towards the prosperity and
freedom of the working masses is a thorn in the side of the fascist governments of the

international plutocracy.’
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[pp. 144-156]

CHAPTER 18
THE MIDNIGHT MEETING OF THE TWELVE CHAMBER POTS

As a prominent figure among those “laying the foundations” of democracy and counteracting
reactionaryism, Marek was invited to a top secret meeting of the “Council of Long-Term
Planning”. The invitation had reached the devil at midnight the previous night, delivered in an
iron box by two masked couriers, under the protection of a military detachment from the
Ministry of Public Security. They handed over the box to the devil together with a thin key and
took his signature before taking their leave. Upon opening the iron box, Marek found inside
another, smaller box... A full ten boxes later, in the twelfth locker, lay a red envelope with a
black face of death, like some memento mori that no-one could mistake. The envelope was
stamped with twelve seals. Inside was an invitation to an extraordinary gathering at midnight
the following day.

The devil was quite preoccupied with this midnight meeting and could not wait until it
was time.

The “Council of Long-Term Planning” convened in a large, vaulted hall on ulica
Koszykowa. The building was being protected from the air by a friendly Type-ARS super-
bomber. The plane was firmly secured to a fortochka that had been opened in one of the
windows by a rope — like a terrier tied to a table leg — and was circling the tenement building,
growling menacingly. The streets were under constant patrol from Type-GOO hyper-tanks, the
heckles of their canons and their machine-guns raised. Such protection gave the meeting a
feeling of relative safety against any sortie of sanationist and reactionary elements.

At twelve midnight on the dot, behind twelve dark-oak chairs, stood twelve democrats,
all dressed in red robes and slippers, with hoods over their heads. Each bore a large black
number on his chest.

The devil was not a little taken aback to see twelve chamber pots positioned around the
edge of the table. He soon discovered, however, that these chamber pots served a very special
function. Number One was the first to speak, his words flitting about in the air like bats.

‘My Dear Democrats! I am convinced that the reactionaries, the sanationists and the
international plutocracy, were they to know of tonight’s coming together of the pillars of Polish
democracy, would stop at nothing to impede us. The building is being well guarded. A friendly

ARS Superfortress is keeping watch from above. We can be moderately confident that we shall
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not find ourselves waylaid by enemy ambushes. The stratosphere, on the other hand, is an open
space and it is from there that we are under threat from the actions of the capitalists... As
people’s democrats, we are, naturally, unfazed. There is no harm in being alert, however... In
their pronouncements on the hoardings, the rotten reactionaries have revealed the secret to
protecting oneself against the annihilatory effects of the atom bomb. Their intention was to
malign our ally, yet they let slip the only way to protect against this terrible weapon... Which
we all know is: “Should the Russkis drop an atomic bomb, be sure to put your potty on”.’

And with that, the speaker picked up the porcelain on the table in front of him by the
handle and placed it elegantly over his hood. Everyone followed his example. Shortly after,
behind the long oak table, in the great vaulted hall, this session of the “Council of Long-Term
Planning” commenced.

Top of the agenda of the Twelve Chamber Pots was the question of the threat posed by
Polish reactionaryism abroad. It was acknowledged that at the present time, the greatest threat
to the security of all friendly states was the army serving under General Wtadystaw Anders in
Italy which, if it were so inclined, could wipe all friendly governments from the face of the
earth, individually and in their entirety. On the matter of redressing this threat, on which hung
the fate of the continent and the Twelve Chamber Pots, Potty Number Twelve was invited to
speak.

‘Dear People’s Democrats!” began Potty Number Twelve, ceremoniously. ‘Truly, how
significant are a mere one-hundred thousand battle-weary soldiers from the Polish II Corps in
the face of three-hundred million democrats? I believe that the easiest path to victory over them
is quite simply a boycott. To say nothing of them in the press or on the radio and to drown them
in a wave of amnesia. [ have noticed that ever since the democratic press began to write about
the II Corps, the entire nation has come to love them, to sing songs about them. Indeed, General
Anders has become a national hero. I consider this tactic to be an error and propose a complete
blackout on any use of the name ‘Polish II Corps’. Let them sink in the fog of amnesia.’

Potty Number Eleven stood up.

‘Great Democrats! I consider the greatest weapon to be the vilification of one’s
opponent. I spent 15 years in many a penitentiary for my democratic convictions and deeds. If
I had been accused of, say, theft, then I would proclaim that my accuser was a thief. I believe
it necessary to present the II Corps publicly as a band of criminals and their leader as the
missing Fiihrer. This can be corroborated by documents, witnesses and photographs. They

might laugh at us initially. But then these laughs will turn into bewilderment, followed by
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boredom, and then indifference. They will adjust, eventually, and ultimately they will believe.
This is the best path to achieving our goal!’

Potty Number Ten said, ‘Dear Democrats! I know myself and I know you all and it is
for that reason that I consider myself well-versed in human nature. The easiest way to neutralise
one’s opponent is to shower him in wealth. Imagine if an Anders’ Army cadet were to receive
ten great chests, the first containing clothing, the second lingerie, the third silks, the fourth
crockery, the fifth bed linen and so on. Would this man feel inclined to rally against our
beautiful democracy? A poor man who has nothing to lose but everything to gain will always
find himself willing to fight. Just a single good suit is enough to make a person cautious. And
if there happens to be a little “shrapnel” rattling around in the pockets of that suit, then that
person will be cautious as a fox. I propose that through our agents we rain down gold on the II
Corps. That in the press we deplore unceasingly the plight of the poor soldier and how miserly
the Allies are behaving towards these heroes. This, I believe, is the best way to bring the
situation under control and to strip the belligerent II Corps of any value.’

Potty Number Nine spoke up, ‘Dear Great People’s Democrats! There is nothing the
Poles cannot overcome, yet there is one thing that a true Pole can never shake off...
Homesickness. We can quite easily annihilate the I Corps in its entirety. Bring the majority of
them back home and poison the rest with nostalgia. This is the best path to achieving our goal.
We need only be prudent in our endeavour. First and foremost, we must force upon the cinemas
of Italy thought-provoking Polish films, full of pretty young girls singing wistful Polish songs:
Oh My Rosemary... White Roses... and so on. Show the Pole images of Polish pastures, wood
cabins, forests, streams, birches, hills and foothills, mountains and massifs... Flood the Italian
market with gramophones and records. That they might hear Agnieszka and I Have A Date With
Her At Nine. No Pole could resist. It is an easy campaign to prepare. And I can vouch for its
effectiveness! We must play on Poles’ sentiments, tug at their heartstrings!’

When it was the devil’s turn, he said, ‘Great Esteemed Democrats! As an experienced
democrat, I propose quashing the II Corps by way of the spirit, by which I mean alcohol. A
man who has been deprived of his homeland, who longs to return home, is particularly
amenable to the bottle. In order to reinforce this inclination, I propose disseminating scientific
studies on the Italian market concerning the benefits of alcohol for the body and the spirit. I
furthermore suggest publishing reams upon reams of popular pamphlets on how to build
rudimentary brewing apparatus and how to distil liquor from flour, sugar and raisins. I am

convinced that, within two years of launching such a campaign, everyone there will cease



Translation © Rob Myatt 2024

thinking about politics, about matters of patriotism or society and will direct their attention to
matters of the spirit.’

Once everyone had been heard, Potty Number One addressed the council. He stood for
a long time, looking around at the eleven potties with dismay. Finally, he said, ‘I did not expect
this esteemed congregation to be overflowing with wisdom, but to contrive such tosh, one
would have to be a bourgeois minister from a capitalist state, not an experienced people’s
democrat. You have all shown quite well that you know neither your history, nor your
psychology nor your politics. It would appear that you are incapable of properly planning even
one large-scale action that would be radical and consider the situation as a whole. The most
important thing to remember is that while all the other politicians and diplomats of the world
strive solely for momentary, short-lived successes, as true people’s democrats, we alone have
the ability to consider the long term... So I ask you, what does the II Corps represent? In the
short term... a minor irritation. In the long term: power. The existence of the II Corps frightens
us not because they might advance on Yugoslavia or beat a path to Poland. What frightens us
is the mythology and the flag they fight under. At present, the II Corps is the standard-bearer
of joy, hope and encouragement for Poles in Poland. And were conflict to break out, they would
become a lightning rod. One-hundred thousand people turned, in the course of one-hundred
days, into a mighty army of fanatics ... That is what the II Corps represents for us. But what
are they for the Allies whose focus is the short term? A troublesome pawn which they wish
dearly to consign to the scrap heap, only... they will not fall in line. You see? Obligations,
allies... As they look to the future, their hands are tied due to public opinion and, to a slightly
lesser degree, history. If, therefore, we wish to remove the II Corps from the playing field, we
must take a simple, straightforward approach: let others do the work... We must create a mood
which the Allies and their associates will not feel hamstrung by. We must turn foreign opinion
against the Corps.’

Number One fell silent, cast his eyes around the eleven potties and asked, ‘Do you
know what the most powerful weapon of all is?’

‘The atomic bomb,’ replied Marek.

‘Pish,” said Potty Number One. ‘The atomic bomb can elicit fear only when in our
possession.’

With that, as if to prove the truthfulness of his words and simultaneously flaunt his
fortitude, Number One removed the chamber pot from his hood and placed it on the table. He
continued, ‘The most powerful weapon of all is shouting. The Walls of Jericho came tumbling

down when a great cry rang out. Shouting can kill a man, wear him down, prevent him from
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thinking straight. It will not let him be... And it is in this vein that it constitutes the only
effective weapon, because— Number One raised a finger and took a long pause, ‘—it aligns with
the wishes of those statesmen who will determine the fate of the II Corps. Because when their
backs are ‘against the wall’, they will make their decisions according to public opinion. And
so they will wash their hands of the matter and the II Corps, which came from nothing and rose
to become first a military and then a moral power for the country, will vanish from the face of
the earth... And that which the fascists and the Hitlerians failed to accomplish with arms, we
people’s democrats shall accomplish with ease by shouting. That is all it will take — shout, shout
and shout again. Accuse the II Corps of everything and anything that comes to mind. Accuse
them of savage intentions, of fascism, of brigandry and speculation, of immorality and
irreligiousness, accuse them of misappropriating the wealth of the fatherland. We must write
of this everywhere. Shout it over the radio and at congresses... On the home front, this will
only create an even greater love for the II Corps. But we shall achieve our goal because the
object of this love will disappear!” Number One slammed his fist on the table to hammer home
his point. ‘In fact, this campaign has already begun but it must gain in strength and become a
storm!’

The second order of the day — or rather, of the night — for the Midnight Council of Long-
Term Planning concerned the liquidation of the Polish press overseas. After elaborating on the
importance of this question, Number One sat down and Number Twelve addressed the council.

“To my knowledge, preeminent Polish writers and commentators overseas number
around one-hundred. If, therefore, we are able to liquidate a corps of one-hundred thousand,
can we not also liquidate one-hundred of these criers? I propose we do this through the simplest
possible means: physical liquidation. Nor would we need to liquidate all of them. If one
disappears, then a second and a third, then soon enough the others will be less inclined to
shout.’

Number Twelve sat down. Number Eleven stood up.

‘I believe that we can apply the same method against the writers as against the Corps.
Start shouting that they are fascists, Hitlerians, communists, that they are a threat to
democracies everywhere. All manner of accusations could be brought against individuals or
against the whole lot of them. This would most certainly be effective.’

Potty Number Ten said, ‘I believe the best approach is to bring such types over to our
camp. Not only would this neutralise them, they could also be put to work.’

Number Nine spoke up with pathos, ‘Dearly gathered! I myself am, in modest terms,

the greatest writer of all time and space. If I have not found recognition, if I have been accused
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of plagiarism, this is owing solely to professional jealousy and the boorish culture of the
sanationists.’

Number One interrupted Number Nine sternly, ‘“What is this talk of sanationist culture?!
There is one culture and one culture alone — Marxist culture. Otherwise there is no culture!’

‘My sincerest apologies. Slip of the tongue,” explained Number Nine. ‘Thus, in my
personal opinion, I believe that every writer and commentator has but one god: money! We
must therefore wave before the noses of the Polish writers overseas the prospect of wondrous
earning opportunities in Poland. We can sign contracts with them, and then, should the level of
the material not prove democratic, we can print only the author’s copies and send these to them.
After printing two or three books, each of them will be ours, or at the very least neutralised.’

Potty Number Eight said, ‘It would be considerably less expensive —and more effective
— to exploit their vanity. Every writer considers himself unappreciated, misunderstood. If we
began to print enthusiastic reviews of them, to publish critiques and entire pamphlets on the
brilliance of this or that clodpole, they would be prepared to fly in by parachute or even
umbrella just to catch a whiff of that sweet scent of democratic incense for themselves: ‘Finally,
they see me!”

Number Seven said, ‘The path we must take is that of contrasts... Excite their mad
imaginations. Because, when all is said and done, they are not as stupid as they look. They
might not fall for any old bait. Thus, those writers whom we have already ensnared must be
showered with recognition, honours, prizes, titles. The more greased up and assured among
them will, of course, be permitted overseas from time to time — to lure the wretched emigrees,
that they might be convinced of how good the democratic writer looks, how he gleams and
oozes fat. I am convinced that this rabble — if they will not debase themselves and come to kiss
the hand — will begin to ache with jealousy, to lose weight, to succumb to melancholy. In the
end, they will all fade into obscurity and disappear altogether.’

Number Six said, ‘My method is as follows: pay no attention to the emigree writers and
instead print in Poland all those works of theirs which from a tactical perspective can be printed.
The Polish reader will see that he possesses a full complement of great bards. In this way, he
will cease to count on there being someone out there fighting with the pen for his emancipation
and will submit. The writer overseas, seeing how his oeuvre is appreciated in Poland, will
surely be unable to resist coming here to reap the moral and material fruits of his success.’

Marek stood up.

‘I propose showering them with distinctions, honorary titles and degrees but I also

propose doing everything possible to keep them away from money. Because the moment one
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such as that has some cash, he will immediately buy a mansion or set up a funeral home for his
compatriots or will travel to Honolulu to grow bananas or to Brazil to catch butterflies and he
will remain harmful and beyond our reach.’

After all the Potties had presented their ingenious proposals, Number One addressed
the council

‘I note with dismay that in this instance, too, you have not covered yourselves in glory
with respect to the depth, width or height of your reasoning. Number Twelve proposed terror.
And what would be the result of that terror? Some hack gets rubbed out and they make him a
national hero, a hero of the idea of fighting to emancipate Poland from us. Any old nonsense
that he has scribbled down will be exaggerated, analysed and committed to memory. And we
will show ourselves to be cowards, afraid of the voices of individual pen-smiths. Thus, any
terror exported will have the opposite of its intended effect. With respect to the remaining
suggestions, not one of them is good individually. Rather, all of them together, implemented at
the appropriate time, might achieve a great deal. First and foremost, we are dealing here with
a group of people of varied temperaments, skills, experiences, tastes, personalities and levels
of intelligence. There may be those among them who will spot each and every trap and not fall
for any of them. We must therefore work from the outside, using all methods. And to employ
as our primary method fragmentation from within. In fact, this fragmentation already exists
inherently. All that is required is to observe it and to feed it, if it should ever weaken. It is about
the efforts of the emigree writers and commentators becoming scattered. That there not be any
common methods of operation. And whenever such methods do arise, they must be obliterated.
Only a camp that is determined and in agreement can pose a threat to us. Meanwhile, we have
been observing ever greater fragmentation and enmity among the emigrees. Letters against
letters. Commentator against commentator. Writer against writer. Every new literary outpost
comes under ferocious attack from them themselves. Every writer, if he is lucky, is considered
a common enemy. Huzzah! These proud writers have devolved into a pack of dogs. If we can
merely reinforce this a little, it will give us what we need: each will feel slighted, discouraged.
Ultimately, the smarter or more ideological among them will turn their noses up and leave.
Some will capitulate, some will wash their hands, and the entire matter will be taken care of —
without us. In other words: everything is on the right track. And if I asked you to suggest ways
to silence their voices, I did so only because I assumed that one of you must be burning with
some great idea, but I was sorely mistaken. We do, however, have an agency we can count on:
the Security Services. The Overseas Department is monitoring emigration, so we can sleep

peacefully. Emigration must throttle itself. The rest is a matter for the Security Services.’
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The Council of Long-Term Planning concluded its proceedings at 4 o’clock in the
morning. Potty Number One advised Potty Number Twelve to untie the rope attached to the
fortochka and release the friendly ARS Superfortress. The bomber set off eastwards. The order
was given for the friendly Type-GOO hyper-tanks to cease their patrol. A quiet fell over

Warsaw.

A banquet was held for the inner circle. Being one of them, the devil, naturally, was also
present. The table was lined with ranks of spirits and generously adorned with hors d’oeuvres.
In place of flowers, pyramids had been constructed out of Russian caviar.

The comrades present, twelve in total, were stood around in groups, conversing. Radish
was explaining to Tomato, ‘You will soon realise, comrade, that compared to me, Dzierzynski
is but a pussycat... In three years’ time, you will not be able to find a reactionary in Poland
even with a microscope!’

The well-spoken Tomato grimaced in distaste. He believed only in propaganda.

‘I am not fond of drastic means, comrade. I believe that all things can be achieved
prudently, systematically, without any a to-do. What would be your view on that, comrade?’

Tomato turned to the glum, ever-mute Pumpkin who was stood next to him.

‘Hm... That depends...’

‘On what?’

‘The temperature.’

‘I do not follow.’

‘Under normal temperature, normal activities will suffice. Temperature rises call for
ice. If that does not help, an operation will do the trick.’

Gherkin Terespol was conversing with Gherkin Trakai, one of whom considered
himself quite the orator, as did the other. Consequently, they were each of them talking without
listening to the other. They waxed lyrical about dialectics and law-abidingness, though in their
minds they were already sat at the dining table.

The devil was conversing with Cabbage who was lecturing him on the secrets of the
greater strategy. They were approached by the supercilious, ever-critical Onion. He listened for
a while before interrupting Cabbage’s monologue and turning to the devil.

‘Comrade. How did you react to the most recent writings on the hoardings and on the
walls: “We saw out the occupation — we shall ride out democracy too!’?’

‘I am replacing them with: ‘We saw out the occupation — let us fortify democracy!”

‘Weak ... Vague... Indecisive...’
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‘Then what, comrade?’

“We saw out the occupation — we have democracy!” Clear, succinct, to the point.’

‘Most fitting, I shall have it changed.’

Marek was surprised that the potties were not sitting at the table, so alluring it was. He
was already hungry. He did not have to wait long, however. The doors to the hall finally opened
and an elder statesman of average height, age and corpulence entered, dressed in military garb
but without a single medal. A silence descended. The military man came to a stop. He surveyed
the room with a look of boredom and said, ‘Sit!’

His voice, though quiet, sounded to those assembled in the hall like an order. So
everyone sat down. Where they were standing. And since not all of them had a chair nearby,
the majority sat down on the floor. Marek remained standing, though upon observing what was
happening he hurried to sit down, landing on the outstretched leg of Tomato who yelped in pain
and cursed the devil anti-democratically under his breath.

‘At the table!” said the military man, whose name was Ostrich, rectifying the situation.

After several compulsory, extravagant toasts to those spiritual leaders who were unable
to join their comrades tonight, the drinking continued — for those who wished to. As democrats
by passion, calling, conviction and craft, they all had terrific appetites and thus the refreshments
flowed in exemplary fashion. Only Pumpkin, Onion and Garlic, who had undergone special
conditioning overseas, drank in moderation, carefully observing their fellow feasters. Marek,
on the other hand, was necking the vodka from a tea cup, astonishing even Ostrich, much to
the general envy of his comrades. The great dignitary called out to him approvingly, ‘You must
have had special training in matters of the bottle, citizen.’

Marek replied modestly, ‘I am drinking normally.’

‘I am curious, citizen, what you would consider excessive drinking? Come here!” The
dignitary pushed a chair out with his foot, knocking Pumpkin to the floor, and gestured for the
devil to take a seat next to him.

This was an extraordinary honour. Accompanied by the angry, jealous eyes of everyone
in the room, Marek sat down next to Ostrich who was also quaffing the vodka in exemplary
fashion.

Marek poured out three shots, arranged them in a line and drank one after the other —
without pausing.

‘Na zdrowie!’ declared Ostrich with approval.

Cabbage turned almost green with envy as he listened to the praise being heaped on

Marek from the mouth of such an esteemed figure. Consequently, in an effort to diminish the
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success of the devil, he said, ‘That’s nothing. I knew one captain who could drink half a tumbler
of spirit in one gulp and recite his full name straight after.’

Marek smiled and said, ‘I will drink an entire tumbler and then recite my full name.’

‘Intriguing!’ said Ostrich.

A litre of spirit was brought to the devil who was angry because he could sense the
widespread envy his comrades felt towards him due the honour that had been bestowed upon
him by Ostrich. He therefore proposed the following.

‘Or perhaps I might make another suggestion. That every man drink a quarter tumbler
to the health of the greatest democrat on earth, while I shall drink a whole one.’

The showboating commenced. Everybody drank to such a momentous initiative —
because they had to. Some were unable to breathe after drinking the spirit. Tears poured from
many an eye. The mucous in the throats of every one of them was on fire. Yet not one could
say their name.

Then Marek declared ceremoniously, ‘Long live the greatest democrat!’

He emptied his tumbler of spirit and said, ‘I am Antoni Wierzba, subjugator of the
Hitlerians and minister of the USA.’

It was, indeed, impressive. In order to put a slight dampener on Marek’s success, the
cunning albeit taciturn Pumpkin, said, ‘Reciting his own name is easy because he knows it. But
do any of us remember our names? I have eleven of them.’

Bidding began for who had the most names. It transpired that only Marek had a real
surname. Of course, the poor devil could hardly reveal that his surname was also false — he
knew who he was dealing with. A suspicion that was subsequently confirmed. Because when
he was asked if he had many names, he could feel Radish’s vigilant, well-trained eyes on him.
So it was with embarrassment that he replied, ‘One.’

This provoked a ubiquitous outburst of laughter. The devil was crestfallen. He had not,
however, fallen in the eyes of Ostrich because he was still drinking heavily.

It was clear that this one-upmanship was to the liking of the banqueters because they
began to boast of their long stretches in prison. It transpired that the unassuming Herb had
spent the most time behind bars — a full fifteen years. Then Pumpkin, bloated and angry, said,
‘I ought to get fifty for all the things I’ve done.’

Then Garlic spoke up.

‘Serving time is not an art. The art is to not serve time!’

‘What about you, friend? How much time have you served?’ Cabbage asked Marek,

whom he felt jealous of on account of the honour bestowed upon him by Ostrich.
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‘None.’

Again, Marek’s response elicited a roar of laughter. The devil waited for it to pass, then
said, ‘But I have served time in Hell.’

“You’ll have to prove that,’ said the canny Radish.

‘Right away.’

Marek poured some spirit onto a plate and set it alight. Once the plate had become
engulfed in a brilliant flame, he plunged his hand into it and held it there.

‘Small potatoes,’ said Cabbage, irritated. He placed a finger in the flame next to Marek’s
hand but withdrew it in an instant and buried it in his podgy chops.

‘How do you do that, citizen?!” asked Ostrich with astonishment.

‘There burns in my soul the flame of my belief in the victory of democracy and a fiery
love for Russia, such that fire is but small potatoes for me.’

Ostrich clapped the devil on the back benevolently while all the rest clenched their jaws
in envy.

‘He’s rising fast, the bastard!” whispered Garlic to Tomato.

‘Patience,’ said Radish, winking at Onion. ‘We’ll burn him when the time’s right, him
and Mikotajczyk.’

Evidently, the topic of time served was to the liking of the comrades or was dear to their
hearts. The heartily inebriated Gherkin Terespol proposed, ‘Perhaps we should recall the good
old days and play a game of Heads Down, Bottoms Up?’

This proposal was promptly approved and the comrades got down to business
enthusiastically. Pumpkin settled into a chair. The rest drew lots to see who would have his
head down first. That honour fell to Radish. He bent over and buried his face in Pumpkin’s lap.
For some reason, no-one felt inclined to spank the terrible dignitary on his behind. Finally
Herb, long-toothed crook that he was, gave Radish a slap. Radish lifted his head and cast his
eyes around the semi-circle that had formed in front of him and perhaps he would not have
identified his assailant, had he not noticed Tomato’s telling “lazy eye” drifting to the left. He
therefore pointed a finger assuredly at Herb who was forced to take Radish’s place and hid his
face in Pumpkin’s lap. Since Herb did not have any “confidants”, his flogging lasted quite some
time as he tried to guess which of his friends had struck him. It was Marek. When the devil put
his head down and his bottom up, a great many hands flew up all at once to spank him on the
behind. It was Cabbage who beat everyone to it. Marek raised his head, cast his eyes around
the semi-circle and immediately fingered Cabbage. He knew that it was Cabbage that held the

greatest antipathy towards him for garnering the attentions of Ostrich.
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Cabbage was unable to guess who had struck him even once. Which was strange
because he was, after all, a seasoned criminal. Eliciting fits of laughter, he guessed wrong time
and again. He fingered Marek most often, though always incorrectly. Marek, meanwhile,
summoned his infernal strength to strike Cabbage so forcefully that he let out a yelp.

Ostrich, his hands on his hips, observed the parlour game and laughed uproariously,
which only fuelled the fervour, with which the competitors played.

On and on the game went... Dust flew from Cabbage’s breeches so high it reached the

ceiling. It was delightful, enjoyable and democratic.



