Extracts from The Coffer Café by Łukasz Dębski

The narrator runs a café in central Krakow, frequented by various colorful characters who tell stories about themselves. The first extract introduces us to the café.

Pp. 1-3, The Coffer Café 


My favorite moment is when I push back the shutters. Light suddenly pours into the café, which I open at ten, and the whole place becomes bright. 


I open the shutters at nine, because I am always an hour early to have the time to get everything clean and ready. My favorite moment is on sunny mornings when the shutters bang against the walls of the apartment house, children are late on their way to school, working people are going to work, and into this apparently steady, gently humming quasi-silence comes the urban sanitation department sprayer, drowning out the trams and the cars, drowning out the nervous, early morning bustle, drowning out the grandmothers shouting at their daughters, mothers – the daughters of the grandmothers – shouting in turn at their daughters, and then those daughters shouting at their dolls, and the sprayer cleans Mała and Felicjanek Streets in Krakow. My café is on the corner of those two streets, so you can see it all perfectly through the large, panoramic glass doors.


A river of dirt is washed away and trickles down the drains as if ashamed and in a hurry, flushing under the tarmac surface a round-the-clock hairball-choked load of crud, getting rid of all sorts of embarrassing evidence of the day and night before. By the same token all the clues will be gone for ever testifying to the fact that someone smoked a cigarette and stamped it out on the sidewalk, that Mrs Woy-Woydynowska (“three Ys, boy, and don’t you ever forget it!), in her beige suit as usual, in the evening as usual, crossed Mała Street with her lap-dog (who at this spot had the runs, as vigorously as usual), the proof of taking illegal substances will disappear, as will the rubber proof of penetration, the glass proof that someone careless and absent-minded parked his car nearby and didn’t take the radio with him, as if he didn’t know what sort of world he is living in. Suddenly it has all gone – an awful lot of sins from Felicjanek Street and slightly fewer from Mała flow away underground, and afterwards those quiet and beautiful, though usually dirty streets are almost clean, not far from the color white, symbolizing innocence; if there’s no proof, there are no sins either. The eventual tumors on the lungs, unwanted pregnancies or mustachioed cops will only show up much later on, if they ever show up at all, but meanwhile the residents of Felicjanek and Mała Streets can calmly start the new day with a clean conscience.


Droplets of water twinkle in the sun, and once everything is ready, I sit at a cozy little table outside the café entrance and take a look at the buildings and the people, because I love doing that.


I watch the bald youths from the only urban apartment block in the neighborhood walking their pit bulls, showering them in F-words, the university employees walking their mongrels, and the owners of the local flower stalls, stores and small businesses walking their Dalmatians, poodles and – my favorite – dachshunds. Of course there is a sizable group of people who aren’t walking anything, because it’s not as if everyone in this district has an animal, even though it’s called Zwierzyniec, meaning “the menagerie”.

*  *  *


My café is not large – it has two rooms, in all about sixty square yards. The bar looks like an old bread oven, and the whole place is red, blue and orange, or, as a fine artist would say, patinated ochre, warm yellows and azures. The café is not far from the Planty park, in other words slightly further away from the Marketplace in the direction of the Philharmonic, though not everyone knows what the Philharmonic is. It has four large, wooden windows, the same sort of entrance (but just one) and patterned shutters. But the best thing is that in the Coffer Café you sit in old, restored wooden cupboards painted various colors. It looks as if we’ve thought of everything: if it has an interesting décor, it’s near the center and the rent’s not too high it should work – why on earth not? How naïve and clueless I was then – I had no idea that in this city with almost one and a half thousand cafés you have to gain a reputation and some popularity, and that nothing happens just like that. All I knew was that a café in Krakow is a secure, agreeable business that’s high up in the social hierarchy, so no one could possibly screw up here. But those three months proved the complete opposite, namely that I’d be the first to manage it.


It was June, the city was a seething mass of hot tarmac and the air was trembling with heat as if begging for the sharpness to be turned up. I was sitting at my table outside the Coffer Café, keeping an eye on the grand panorama of Felicjanek Street and slightly smaller Mała Street and wondering when someone would come in and have, let’s suppose, a coffee. In fact let’s not just suppose they have a coffee, but that they actually do have one, because I’ve got a target of eight kilos a month, twenty-five coffees a day, and if that many don’t go they’ll take away my espresso machine, and I don’t drink twenty-five coffees a day myself, five or six at most, especially as I have free Pilsner. It’d be a pity to lose the espresso machine, it’s so cute, a chrome-plated Astoria with double and single spoon dosages, automatic water entry and a cappuccino milk frother. But that’s nothing: if I fail to keep to the agreement, they’ll take away my Astoria and install some hick Rowenta automatic with fifteen buttons that shines like a pinball machine and plays a little tune.


June in Krakow is the best in the scenic sense. It’s usually warm, the tourists have started coming, and the students haven’t left yet, the girls are walking about in short spotted dresses and it doesn’t matter if they’re wearing high heels, flip-flops or trainers, they’re all just as happy to shake their little asses and hand out free smiles. You can sit there for hours on the Marketplace watching them, putting them on a scale, making up imaginary conversations, and doing gymnastics without getting bored all day long. It all depends on your imagination. It’s a mass sport, healthy and popular, practiced by men of all ages, and actually encouraged by the local authorities – they must consist of nothing but men too, who, foreseeing the inevitable development of this discipline, ordered innumerable benches to be deployed all around the Cloth Hall.


But I wasn’t there, among the crowds of youths playing truant and old gentlemen whose wives had gone to buy traditional Tatra mountain walking sticks and chess sets from the tourist souvenir stalls, my head wasn’t turning in time with theirs, like at a tennis match, I was here instead, on the corner of Felicjanek and Mała Streets.

Pp. 12-14, Mr Wolf and the Crocodile


Mr Wolf was well-built, though rotund, with a crew-cut and a moustache. His moustache was East European, not thick enough or black enough to suspect him of Kurdish nationality – it was a little less bold than that, like the ones from the Carpathian region – but, if you can say this about a moustache, it had class. Mr Wolf invariably wore jeans and a denim jacket, and he also upheld a certain original dress code: if the jacket was blue, the jeans were black, and vice versa. With them he always wore suede shoes and a T-shirt in a color that clashed appallingly with the rest. His surname, linked for generations with the animal world (his first name was simply Andrzej) suited the trade he plied, because Mr Wolf was a leading specialist in the field of poisonous snakes, crocodiles, spiders, scorpions and other such creatures that to the average person’s way of mind the Lord God had absolutely no business unleashing on the world. Mr Wolf possessed all sorts of documents, including a permit from the Interior Ministry, certifying that he knew what he knew and could do what he could do, and that he was allowed to carry a gun. More importantly, especially for his decreasing number of neighbors, he was permitted to keep all these animals at his apartment, a right that he consistently exercised. So he had a crocodile at home (just the one), two cobras, a tarantula and its family and several small vipers. Not all piled up in one room, of course, but kept in a civilized way in aquariums and terrariums that he had only failed to close once or twice while inebriated. In view of his bestial room mates, Mr Wolf had never acquired a room mate of the species homo sapiens, because what sort of a woman would agree to live in a place like that? A crocodile-skin handbag, yes please absolutely, but a complete, live crocodile in an apartment building in the center of Krakow – maybe better not. Prompted by the experience of many female runaways, Mr Wolf stopped inviting women home and began organizing alternative accommodation for matrimonial purposes. Over the years he gained a sort of fame: he used to appear on television and took his slimy creatures on tours of villages, fire stations and pre-schools where he handled the cobras, kissed the serpents, and ended up putting the tarantula on his forehead, arousing the admiration and stupefaction of his terrified audience. 


He’d come into the café in the evening and leave in the early morning. The longer he sat there, the more his modesty abandoned him. He could gabble on for hours with an enthusiasm he alone could have mustered about the snakes he had caught, the crocodiles he had let go, about diving, about Red Indians and all sorts of escapades he’d had. After each successive beer the field of his interests widened, new sites for his past adventures were added, and the dimensions of the beasts he had captured grew. As a finale he usually showed the scars from all the bites he’d suffered, as he basked in the glow of his fame. Unfortunately, as we all know, people envy heroes and like to vilify them, so in time some alternative tales about Mr Wolf began to go round too; all I shall say is that they were considerably less heroic.

*   *   *


“One time,” began the Astronomer, “I sorted out a couple of hookers for myself and Wolf. First we went to the Rio, where to crank up the atmosphere he started showing his scars and telling stories about those, you know, reptiles he keeps at home. Typically, the hookers were extremely curious and demanded to be taken to Wolf’s place and shown the crocodile. Ha ha, they must have thought Wolf was having them on, so they almost shat themselves with fear when they saw that entire menagerie in his apartment. They started whimpering nervously, asking if all the creatures really were alive, or just stuffed, at which Wolf proudly opened a cage, lay down on the floor in there and told the crocodile to take a walk on him. The crocodile knew who’s boss and who gets the food, so although he was sleepy he went for a short stroll on Wolf’s belly. That got the hookers really hot, and they started saying: ‘Oooh, Andrew, what a brave buck you are!’ I was rather put out by that,” the Astronomer continued, “because as for me, I’m puny and wear glasses, you get my message – my weapon is the word, not the crocodile. I figured Wolf wanted to take on both hookers on his own, and leave me out in the cold. But luckily, the wise guy went too far as usual – the girls had already got undressed (he’d fired them up so much they’d have eaten grapes off his ass), but then he dragged the crocodile out of its cage, put it on his shoulder and went closer to them, about four feet away. Things started to get nervy, because it really is rather essential which side of the cage the crocodile is on. The hookers began squealing in a corner, and I made for the way out, and then Wolf said: ‘Don’t be afraid, girls, I’ll grab him round the jaws with both hands, put him on my shoulder and come up to you slowly so you can stroke his nice moist skin.’ And he did just as he’d said, I’ll have you know; unfortunately, the crocodile misunderstood his intentions, and with its jaws clamped shut it began to squirm on his shoulder. That made him curse and squeeze it even tighter. Then something weird happened: the stressed-out crocodile started thrashing about nervously, tensed like a string and just pissed all down Wolf’s back. We – the hookers and I – stared blankly, because there was a lot of it; Wolf’s entire back and the floor – it stank to high heaven. Then he got so upset that he whacked the disobedient crocodile against the ground and started kicking it to chasten it. He just went crazy, and we had no idea how to restrain him, so when he started waving a gun about, we figured it was time to get out of there.


“I reckon you’ve got to optimize the nature of things, a guy’s got to draw some lesson from every situation, even the tricky ones, and if he can, why, that’s great. You’ve just got to think clearly and act quickly. And that’s just how it was in this business with the crocodile: I let the ladies run ahead, and to optimize the gain, when I was still in the hallway I shouted: ‘Watch out!’ and pinched one of them on the ass. She had no time to stop and think what was happening, because the only thing to do was get the hell out of there.


“It’s a long time since I’ve had to run so fast; in fact any physical effort is quite alien to me. On the way the hooker I’d pinched lost her high-heeled shoe on the stairs in a romantic way, even though it wasn’t midnight. Despite that, somehow she and her friend made it to my secret bachelor pad not far from here, on Mała Street. Only then did she start to wonder what weird thing had happened to make her butt so sore, and in a total panic I explained that as we were running out of Wolf’s flat, a zig-zag viper had gone for her and bitten her. Alas, the poor lass almost passed out at my place, so the other one and I had to bring her round. Once she’d shaken it off a little, I told her I know a bit about vipers and it was only a matter of carefully sucking out the venom. She got undressed like a shot – we needed to make short work of it pronto, before the poison reached her heart. So I got down to action, it took a while, but what could I do? I sucked away like a man possessed. The other hooker handed me some cotton batting to put on a dressing, which I made a very decent job of because, I’ll have you know, as a child my favorite game was doctors and nurses. After all that we opened some champagne, and then she and her friend repaid me beautifully and free of charge for saving her life, and to this day we’re still on intimate terms and remain close friends.”

Pp. 50-51, Lucius’s dream


Lucius dreams about waking up in a graveyard next to his brother Arek, who can talk to him as he likes. If we can say Lucius is bad, then Arek’s very bad. Lucius’s language is limited and coarse, but Arek’s is so filthy that not even the urban sanitation department could cope with him. Lucius dreams about waking up in the graveyard next to Arek, his only older brother, from whom he learned to speak. Arek is talking a lot and he’s talking dirty, Lucius is saying very little. Suddenly Arek goes quiet and they hear some shouting. Running towards them Lucius can see an infinite, rabid horde of words that he has never uttered: beautiful, polysyllabic nouns and verbs come running, adjectives and adverbs, participles, pronouns and various others it’s never the time for. Above them compound sentences with lots of clauses come flying, rhetorical phrases, synecdoches and paradigms on paragliders. Lucius doesn’t recognize them, he doesn’t know what they are because he has never been aware of them before – he has never given a shit about them. But here they come running, brand new and shiny for lack of use, and all in a fury, seething with hatred they chase him and Arek, and they keep on chasing them, running past crosses and knocking down gravestones – they want blood, they want flesh, they’re thirsty for vengeance. Then Lucius spots the graveyard gate and runs towards it, but before he gets there he turns around and sees the fastest verbs corner, attack and devour Arek; they savor him like a delicacy, and after them the adverbs do just the same: automatically, methodically and mercilessly, then the nouns, consuming his shirt, his pants and his new Nikes. Finally the adjectives catch up: they’re fit, lean and fragrant. One of them takes a piss on Arek’s remains, but another one pisses in its face, saying that’s not their style. Lucius runs up to the gate, but it’s bolted. All the parts of speech look up from Arek’s body and stare at Lucius. They don’t come at him. They’re just watching. They want him to surrender, to plead for pardon, to beg for mercy. He can tell he’s not going to get away, he can feel a shapeless mass underfoot – it’s the remains of his friends, Baldy, Olly and the others.


Suddenly there’s a breakthrough: Lucius notices some familiar phrases around him, his pals that he uses on a daily basis. There aren’t many of them, but they’re strong and muscular. They’re snorting at him like in the good old days. At the head of them is “fuck off”. The other side finally attacks, with wild fury, from land, sea and air, singing the most ancient, solemn hymn in the Polish language, verbs on the left flank, nouns on the right, adjectives and adverbs in the middle because they’re the least exhausted, the least exploited, but also the most furious. Lucius sees this excitable, faggoty crowd and launches a counter-attack. He flies at them with some sonofabitches, tells them to fuck off and says he’ll screw them. But that has no effect as they form a Roman triangle. Lucius’s phrases are high on speed, but there are too few of them, and they know they can’t cope. Finally it occurs to Lucius too that none of his dickheads can help him. He’s starting to weaken.


The proud, victorious words run up to him. One after another they break free of the crowd to finish him off. Out in front runs the adjective that pissed on Arek: it kicks Lucius in the gut, pulls off his shorts and butt-fucks him. Lucius is crying. But someone pulls the adjective off him, pisses in its face and says that’s not their style again. Some of the other adjectives are eager for a lynching. It’s a fact that they and the adverbs are the most caustic – they’re not going to make it easy. One noun brings a “can of gas”, the verbs start shouting: “Ignite! Ignite!” and the adverbs cry: “Quickly!” Lucius begs for mercy, falls before them, and bites the dust. He’s enveloped in the smell of gas. He’s showered in a rain of blows. He’s drenched in fear that this is the end.


Soon after… he feels something warm between his legs and wakes up in a sweat. He’s at home – saved! and he stops screaming. The only catch is that Arek rushes into the room, sees his brother has pissed himself, runs for a camera and snaps away left right and center. Lucius gets the hump and they come to blows, but he doesn’t get the photos. Next day, what’s worse, he’s going down the sidewalk, and up run Baldy, Olly and the others, waving a newspaper under his nose, and there’s a photo of Lucius having pissed himself in the series Holiday Picture of the Month. So he has got a verbal lynching. His friends are laughing. Lucius takes a look at the first page. In the photo he looks like hell, but next to him… what’s that next to him?! Next to him the phrase “pissed himself” is threatening and baring its teeth at him, while behind it other parts of speech are shouting at him, baiting him. Lucius recognizes them – they’re the ones from the graveyard, the ones that killed him and Arek, but luckily he woke up – what the hell does it mean? One of the adjectives in the caption is shouting at him: “Wanna smack in the face? Come on then, come on”, but another one’s pissing in its face, telling it that’s not their style. Lucius throws away the newspaper and runs for it. He stuffs his fingers into his ears so hard it hurts. He goes home and jumps into bed. He wakes up. It’s the evening. Off he runs in a hurry, though he hasn’t far to go. He keeps looking round, then rushes into the café, because if he doesn’t have a drink at once he’ll think he hasn’t woken up yet.


“Fuck, man!” he says, because he has always been slow to draw conclusions, “There’s something I’ve got to tell you.”

Pp. 57-63, The birthday party and the airman


There are some evenings that amble along without being in a hurry, shuffling slowly as if up a slight incline, evenings that are straggly and not pressing, almost see-through, like a colloid against the light, although there’s nothing sensational to spy out in them. It’s hard to have any expectations of that sort of evening – they’re not bad, or good, it’s true they come in handy when a guy is barely alive from working too hard, but on the whole they might not take place, simply not happen, and the world would be just as rich without them as without the bob-sled fours world championships.


I don’t know which of my guests was thinking about the bob-sled fours that evening. The taciturn Lucius was there, so was Paulina’s dog, Mario and Zenek, the Hydrophilosopher with Halinka and about a dozen other people of various ages. A good many of them certainly weren’t thinking about bob-sled fours – a good many were certainly thinking about solo activities, one of the ladies was certainly thinking about mixed doubles, some of the bolder ones may have been thinking about threesomes, and once I’d given up on the bob-sled and the four Germans in their black helmets, I began to wonder what to do with that sort of evening. When a guy is overloaded with work, he longs for them and makes all sorts of plans, but once they actually come along, he just sits there feeling wrung out, using various substances to relax, until finally he just falls asleep.


So I was sitting there like that, having a think, and I didn’t feel like talking to anyone. I just sat and gazed at Halinka, or rather Dr Halina Brandecka, retired professor of art history, listening to what she was saying, and I started imagining what a beautiful woman she must once have been. I was a little worried, because she wasn’t the first old lady I had imagined young and beautiful. I loved talking to Halinka, or to be more precise, listening to what she had to say. Conversations with old ladies, especially the ones who have class, are a first-class thing. After all, they used to belong to the upper echelons, and though nowadays they’re far from the upper echelons, they differ from the young ladies who now belong to the upper classes for wanting to exchange more than two sentences with me.


What’s more, when a guy comes across such a fount of knowledge, such impeccable manners and natural, light-hearted wit, something strange happens to him, because he is up against a situation he rarely encounters: there is no prospect here of a lasting male friendship, although in terms of character the material for one is there, but at the same time there is no sexual commerce to deal with, just a shadow, a distant, monotone echo of that sort of transaction, but as enjoyable as it is safe.


“This café of yours has been going for about two years now, God help us,” the Community Cop interrupted my musings. 


“I cannot for the life of me imagine how come you haven’t gone bust yet,” volunteered the Astronomer, who had no faith in anyone.


“I opened on the thirtieth of April 2002 precisely.”


“You don’t have to be an astronomer,” continued the Astronomer, “to work out that’s exactly two years ago. That means it’s our anniversary!”


“Celebrating anniversaries is my strong point,” added Mr Wolf. “Once when I had my fortieth birthday in Kenya I waylaid an enormous tiger…”


“Really, Andrzej, going on safari is pretty unlikely in downtown Krakow,” said the Hydrophilosopher, quietening him down. “Let’s look for a solution we’ve got the resources for.”


“There’s a circus on the Green – we could swipe an elephant and go for a ride on him,” offered Zenek, and for a while this idea was in first place. 


“You have no idea, man, how much a beast like that can guzzle,” said Mr Wolf, blocking him with the look of an old hand who knows a thing or two. “If we don’t feed him, he’ll run off at once. A tiger is quite another matter! I remember once when I was in Lakshimpur on the Ganges delta…”


“Enough already of all these animals, for God’s sake!” shouted the Hydrophilosopher, but he in his turn was drowned out by Mario and Mr Szewczyk, and they in their turn by the next lot.


I wouldn’t mind telling you what happened after that, but when at least a dozen people are outshouting each other simultaneously and each one has his own best idea for an anniversary, it really is hard to reconstruct it all faithfully.

*   *   *


“I remember my twenty-somethingth birthday, combined with my late mother’s anniversary,” Halinka suddenly interrupted everyone with her marvelous eastern sing-song accent, rubbing her enormous ring with the big red bead. The color red features in this story a few times more, but its role will not be as positive again. “In the late 1950s my mother and I spent the winter holidays in Krynica, where the family had traditionally gone to take the waters. So it was before the first war, so it was before the second, and so it was afterwards, when we were all hoping a third one would erupt.”


No one dared to butt in, no one took offence, no one so much as muttered a word, and a good thing too, because I tell you, social stratification, respect for women and respect for advanced age should be de rigueur in all circumstances.


“My parents and grandparents agreed that my birthday ball should be held at the Patria hotel,” she went on, sure of herself by now. “It’s a very nice place, a little off the beaten track, and what’s more it was founded by Jan Kiepura, the famous tenor. I recently recommended it to Róża Rożdienstwieńska, because her Konstanty – you all know Konstanty – has had another decline in health.”


She paused briefly to sip her coffee, and Ella Fitzgerald filled the background, singing about Manhattan almost as beautifully as Halinka was telling us about Krynica.


“As bad luck would have it, there were some rowdy soldiers on holiday at the Patria at the same time as us. As you know, the main characteristics of all the military are reprehensible manners and a lack of any moderation whatsoever in their consumption of vodka. My mother was chiding the major domo for choosing such a place and inflicting an inevitable confrontation with that company on us, when it turned out that those soldiers were – excusez le mot – Russkies. As soon as we found out they were Soviets, we had to get Daddy out of Krynica as soon as possible, because he was extremely nervous, and at our estate at Siedliszcze before the war he was in the habit of smacking the servants in the face for yakking too loud in Russian. Worse still, he hadn’t dropped this practice after the second war, and once at a party in Lublin, mind, he punched a Soviet colonel so hard in the face that to replace the four teeth he knocked out the colonel had to have four gold ones put in, on top of all the ones he’d lost before.


“As soon as Daddy had been safely packed into the car, we could calmly start preparations for the ball. I admit that I have never enjoyed that sort of preparation, though when I was twenty something, crinolines, scented cards and choosing lace gloves still gave me some pleasure. However, my mother took care of the whole thing, a person of just as strong a character as me.


“On the day the celebration was due to take place, we were having breakfast, like every other day, in the hotel restaurant. I was just spreading a bread roll with delicious cherry jam when a Red Army man in uniform came up to our table. He introduced himself as the colonel’s adjutant and asked in Russian if we would be so kind as to let his colonel and one other officer sit at our table for breakfast. On hearing this, my mother, as I have already mentioned a person of strong personality who never did much to hide it, fired such a vulgar compound sentence at that poor boy from the Caucasus that even Mr Lucius here would have blushed at the sound of it. Naturally, my mother knew Russian, but it was the language of Pushkin, not of the Red Army, so she yelled at the adjutant in French, while pointing at the barn outside. Surprised, he made an Asiatic face and went off to find his colonel. It looked as if the third world war would break out, but luckily right by the door the hotel manager caught up with the adjutant and began to mollify him. Then he ran over to us and nervously asked my mother to agree to host the Bolsheviks, paying tribute to her, Daddy’s merits and my beauty. Poor thing, he said we’d be saving his life – the Soviets were at his place on a secret holiday that was meant to be good for them, and no one must ever find out what they were doing here, because otherwise they would do something to him that no one would ever find out about…


“Despite doubts of a moral and aesthetic nature, in view of her old acquaintance my mother did however agree. Shortly after, the two officers came up to us, greeted us and sat down. To our surprise they were not stinking, bare-footed pigs like the scum who had burned down our estate at Siedliszcze, but quite decent looking, maybe not gentlemen, but normal people. The older one, the colonel, was called Andrei Andreyevich, and the younger one, just a callow youth, was called Yuri Alexeyevich. Unfortunately, right at the beginning they started praising their Soviet Union, talking in rosy terms about Lenin and Stalin, though more than three years had passed since the death of the latter, and even they should have been aware what a first-rate bounder he was. I asked them to tell us about the second war. It was a little rash of me, because what on earth could they say? That they’d been busy killing Poles, raping their wives and carting off their pianos? The older one, who was clearly the wiser, said he had been in the service for more than forty years already, and had joined when it was still the tsar’s army, after which he changed the subject to modern times, and in reply to my question about his specialty he replied that he was a chemist.


“ ‘And what about you?’ I asked the other one.


“ ‘I fly. I am a pilot from the flying school in Orenburg,’ he replied and fell silent.


“We sat there for another quarter of an hour or so; Andrei Andreyevich, examining me like a detective, chattered away, while Yuri Alexeyevich, examining me like a detective, said nothing; meanwhile I told them how things used to be, how we used to live at our estate at Siedliszcze, full of enormous, never ending greenhouses that I walked about for hours on end, inspecting the roses, the tulips and my beloved daffodils. Those were lovely times, but unfortunately after the war our entire property was parceled off, and a pig farm was established in what was left of the fire-gutted mansion. I was off in a daydream as I returned to those lovely days, but my mother prodded me under the table to tell me it was time to stop.


“That evening we set off for the ball. I could spend the best part of an hour telling you how to put on a corset, but I’m sure you’re not interested in that. But if you could have seen me putting one on the figure I had in those days, I give you my word you’d be begging for a chance to listen for at least ten minutes.


“The party was a great success, though I have seen better, but we were living in difficult times, truffles and venison were impossible to get. My family and friends came from Krakow, my Ingarden cousins, the head of their family, Ferdynand Tomasz, and the most important guest of all – my grandmother Hanna Gątkiewicz, née Przasnycka. She was a person to whom I owe a great deal, and I must put in a word about her at this point, because it is crucial to the whole story: if what Granny always told me is true, that people inherit not just their looks, but also their mentality, as well as a certain fund of experience, then I got the best possible legacy from her. And if that inheritance theory is the truth, an inevitable gap is soon going to appear between my mind and the world, and just like her I will go mad on my seventy-seventh birthday - 77. Like two hatchets, gentlemen, two hatchets. That lovely evening, as a birthday present my grandmother told me the story of her first love, in her twenties, when she fell for an airship pilot who worked at the Zeppelin factory and who was in love with her too. The family wouldn’t agree to the marriage, because unfortunately he was a Prussian, and on top of that not long after he was killed in a disaster caused by a helium explosion. That day, when my grandmother told me about it, I thought that in inheriting so many things from her, a love of skating, of daffodils and art history, I was sure to have inherited a weakness for airmen too. Just as I was starting to realize that I didn’t know any airmen, suddenly everyone at the ball stopped talking, the door opened and into the ballroom came… Yuri Alexeyevich.


“Just imagine the scene: a sense of dismay and embarrassment in the ballroom, where there’s waltzing, a tombola, and we’re having fun the way it used to be, until suddenly into the middle of it all comes an Asiatic – worse than that, a freshly qualified invader in military uniform. Curiously, no one protested, no one jumped up to tan his hide, because Yuri Alexeyevich endeared himself to everyone with a gigantic bouquet of flowers he had brought me as a present, and what’s more they were my favorite daffodils.


“To this day I don’t know how he found out I prized those particular flowers so highly, or where he found several dozen of them in Krynica in mid-winter, but I must confess that I was hugely impressed. We started chatting, and he became a little bolder; he didn’t actually know how to dance, so I danced with the other gentlemen, but he did not leave me the entire evening. Then he disappeared for a while, and at about midnight he came back again, and drew me to one side. He said he had a surprise for me, but we’d have to go out onto the hotel roof. For a while I hesitated – I knew that if I were to ask my mother, she would be certain to refuse. But finally Yuri persuaded me. We sneaked out of the ballroom by a side exit so no one would notice. We walked some way down a long, narrow corridor, then he climbed a small ladder, opened a hatch and we were on the roof. Above us there was a beautiful, cloudless night, thick snow was falling, and Yuri was standing in front of me in that funny hat of his with the ear flaps, very tense and agitated. I had a bit of an urge to laugh because maybe he was imagining something – of course it was nice to get all those flowers, the circumstances were romantic and ever so sweet, like something out of an Audrey Hepburn film. There we were, standing alone together on the hotel roof, on a beautiful, frosty night, and on top of that there was the snow; but in my family romances with Russians simply did not happen. He took me by the hand and led me to the very center of the roof, next to the biggest of the chimneys, where there was something hidden under a blanket. He pulled off the blanket and I saw a strange device on a stand, a cylindrical thing, like the shape of a bomb or a miniature rocket. He pressed a finger to his lips, so I didn’t ask any questions. He turned a sort of valve and I heard gas hissing, then he pulled out some big storm-proof matches and lit the gas. It burst into flames and four small engines were set off, and then quick as a flash, like a firework, a new-year rocket took off. It soared high, high up, and together we watched it disappearing overhead among the huge snowflakes. Soon after, the sound of it stopped and it vanished from sight. I glanced at Yuri, who hadn’t stopped looking upwards, and I felt sorry for him, because I thought he had wanted to treat me to fireworks or a great big banger, but it hadn’t worked. Perhaps he felt my gaze, because he turned to face me and said calmly: ‘I stole it from Andrei Andreyevich. Everyone says our colonel is a genius. In a moment you’ll see what happens.’


“As soon as he said that, I heard a dull boom. It wasn’t a huge explosion, but as if someone had detonated a tiny explosive charge at a great height, like a noise from behind a wall, like dynamite in a deep quarry. I looked upwards, but I couldn’t see anything except the stars and the snowflakes. Thick snow kept on falling, and suddenly I realized something incredible – the white snow falling on us was going… yellow, completely yellow, and all my clothes were getting covered in it, so was Yuri’s uniform, and the roof of the Patria hotel – all Krynica was getting covered in beautiful, yellow snow.”


“What are you trying to tell us?” interrupted the Astronomer abruptly. “Yellow snow? We’re not children, you know!”


“…and what a pity we’re not,” said the Hydrophilosopher coming to the defense. “It’s an old, chemical stunt – you just have to fire some potassium nitrate to a certain height, a yellow powder dissolved in nitric acid and alkalis. The trick is to get it to detonate at the right height.”


“Yes, now I know how it’s done,” said Halinka, not at all discouraged. “I found out years later, but at the time, as I stood on the roof of the Patria with Yuri, I cried with joy, because a quarter of an hour later the valley the town lay in, the surrounding hills and meadows had all gone completely yellow, and they looked like the insides of our greenhouses at Siedliszcze, covered to the horizon in yellow daffodils. In the ballroom the music had stopped, and people were opening the windows and looking out of them, rubbing their eyes in amazement.


“I freely admit that despite having an analytical mind and a difficult character, in that sort of situation I go to pieces. I embraced Yuri and kissed him, I surrendered entirely to that fairytale stage-set, just like Audrey Hepburn in her films.


“It was the most beautiful birthday and the loveliest present I ever received, gentlemen…”


The listeners were even more speechless – if you can say that – and then began to sigh deeply, because even the ones who never sighed deeply were feeling pleasantly teary-eyed. 


“But what happened to that guy Yuri?” Zenek suddenly asked, sipping his tea. “Did you stay in touch with him?”


“No. He left two days later and I never heard from him again.”


“Russkies are like that,” said the Community Cop. “Lucky he didn’t swipe your piano. Perhaps you remember his surname? You could do a bit of a search…”


“No, unfortunately I never knew his surname, but…” At this point Halinka took a long pause, “but once I felt as if he were looking at me from above.”


“You mean he died?”


“No, it’s not that he died. If you’ll go on listening I’ll tell you something I’ve never told anyone before. Maybe it’s the brandy? My granny, Hanna Gątkiewicz, née Przasnycka, even when she was already completely blind, could sense when someone was looking at her. I adored watching her brush her beautiful, long white hair. Even though she couldn’t see, she used to sit at her dressing-table mirror and comb it, then put it in a bun, stick pins in it and softly call my name, saying she didn’t know how, but she could sense that I was there, she knew I was thinking about her, she knew I was standing in the hall. Just like all the other traits, I inherited that one from her too, and every time my dear departed husband Stanisław crashed his plane while he was sowing the experimental crops he worked on at the Agricultural Academy, I was the first to know about it without leaving the house. And it was like that with my dear Yuri Alexeyevich too, dear gentlemen: on the twelfth of April 1961 I could feel him looking down at me from above, and I was sure he was thinking about me. A few days later there was an official announcement about man’s first space flight. Yuri Gagarin spent two hours orbiting the Earth in the spaceship Vostok. Just like my Yuri, this Gagarin turned out to have the patronymic Alexeyevich, and just like him he studied at the flying school in Orenburg. Curiously, the two of them were deceptively alike. To the disgust of my colleagues at the university I had a poster of Gagarin for years and years on my office wall. That day, on the twelfth of April, I could simply feel that it was him. But then maybe it was just a coincidence?”
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